
Country Partnership Strategy: Solomon Islands, 2012–2016 

 

GENDER ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1  
 
A. Gender Status and Key Challenges 

 
1. The government is committed to promoting gender equity. However, Solomon Islands 
ranks very low, compared to other Pacific developing member countries, in the gender 
inequality index. Women have less access to and control of key political, economic, and 
knowledge resources than men. A strong traditional obligation system functions as a basic 
safety net, but it restricts individual control of land and exacerbates women’s lack of access to 
economic resources. 
 
2. Poverty disproportionately affects women and children. Additional factors such as 
endemic malaria and natural disasters exacerbate poverty and create increased burdens for 
women as caregivers, subsistence farmers, and community members. Gaps in basic 
infrastructure services further increase demands on women’s time and limit income-earning 
opportunities, since women bear the primary responsibility for household management and child 
care. Gender-based violence is prevalent, and increased economic hardship places women and 
girls at greater risk both in and outside the family.  
 
3. Gender gaps in education. Females have less access than males to education, 
especially at higher levels of schooling, which results in lower literacy rates among adult 
women. Gross primary enrollment rates exceeded 90% in 2005, with the ratio of female to male 
rates at 0.96. 2  There is, however, a very low progression rate to secondary, vocational, 
technical, or postsecondary education. Gross secondary enrollment rates are much lower for 
both boys and girls—only 27% for girls and the gender education ratio (of girls to boys) was 
0.80 in 2007. Donors have invested in improving education infrastructure, with a focus on 
ensuring accessibility to primary schooling. Significant issues still remain, with less than 
universal access to primary education, poor education facilities, and a lack of trained, qualified 
teachers. Enrollment rates also fall drastically at the secondary level because of a shortage of 
schools, a high dropout rate, adolescent pregnancy, and difficulty in affording school fees and 
expenses. Girls are also more likely to be pulled out of school for economic reasons, household 
chores, and farm labor. In addition, girls tend to face more disadvantages in attending or 
continuing their education, particularly at the secondary level.  
 
4. Gender gaps in health. Women’s access to health and family planning services 
remains poor, particularly in rural areas, while Solomon Islands’ fertility rate is one of the highest 
in the Pacific. Fertility rates are 4.6 live births per woman overall, generating a young population 
structure where 40% is under age 15 (footnote 2). While 86% of births are attended by health 
personnel, the maternal mortality rate remains high at 142 per 100,000 live births (2006). 
Progress has, however, been made in reducing the infant mortality rate from 66 (1999) to 26 per 
1,000 live births (2007) and decreasing the under-five mortality rate from 73 to 37 per 1,000 live 
births during the same time period.3 Despite the priority given to reproductive health and family 
planning programs by the Ministry of Health and Medical Services, health and family planning 
services in rural areas still need improvement. The Ministry of Health and Medical Services 
provides family planning services through provincial hospitals, area health centers, and clinics. 
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However, a shortage of oral and other contraceptives, insufficient maternal health care, and a 
lack of trained personnel pose serious problems in rural areas. According to the Ministry of 
Health and Medical Services, the contraceptive prevalence rate of married women aged 15–49 
in 2007 was 25%. The adolescent fertility rate was also high at 72 live births per 1,000 women 
aged 15–19.4 In addition to lack of access to quality reproductive health care, the traditionally 
low status of women and societal taboos surrounding discussion of sexual matters further 
increase health risks for women. Furthermore, sexual and reproductive rights are not defined in 
legislation. Policies for HIV/AIDS are in place, but implementation remains a challenge.  
 
5. Gender gaps in infrastructure services. Women in Solomon Islands perform multiple 
roles as household managers, subsistence and cash crop farmers, income earners, and active 
members of churches and community groups. In all these roles, infrastructure services are 
important determinants of women’s opportunities. Solomon Islands is a rugged country with 
dispersed islands, poor maritime shipping and air services, and limited, poor quality road 
networks, all of which constrain the delivery of basic social services and access to economic 
opportunities. Economic infrastructure is lacking and often in poor condition, and utility costs are 
among the highest in the world. While 80% of the population lives in rural areas, the vast 
majority do not have access to improved transport facilities. This limits opportunities for 
agriculture production, raises the costs of bringing goods to the markets, and makes access to 
essential social and economic services costly and difficult. Water supply and sanitation systems 
in rural areas are basic. Only 23% of rural households have improved sanitation facilities, 
compared with 79% of urban households.5 The percentage of rural households with access to 
piped water is 51%, compared with 81% of urban households. Less than 7% of rural households 
have electricity as opposed to 61% of urban households. Women, especially in rural areas, 
spend a disproportionate amount of their time collecting fuelwood and water, as well as 
providing health care for preventable diseases of family members caused by lack of safe water 
and sanitation.  
 
6. Gender and livelihoods. It is difficult to estimate the true extent of women’s income-
generating activities. The latest available data indicate that 56% of women aged 15 and older 
were in the labor force compared with 83% of men in 2005. 6  Subsistence farming is still 
prevalent, providing economic activity for 80% of the population.7 Previous studies found that 
women made up less than one-third of wage workers in nonagricultural employment (in 1999),8 
and that women’s work in the formal sector has been restricted to low-paid, low-status jobs in 
the services sector. 
 
7. Women’s access to credit. No legal barriers prevent women from accessing credit. 
Yet, women tend to find it difficult to obtain credit to purchase property or start businesses. 
There continues to be customary land ownership and decisions regarding land are almost 
always made by men; as a result, women have little opportunity to use fixed assets as collateral 
for formal or informal credit. Anecdotal evidence suggests that even when women meet credit 
eligibility criteria, they are perceived to be too high a credit risk and experience long delays in 
the application process. Microfinance schemes are scarce and banking facilities are seldom 
found in rural and remote areas. 
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B. Government’s Gender Strategy 
 
8. The government ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women in 2002. However, it has yet to submit an initial report, and is noncompliant with 
the convention in a number of areas. While a National Women’s Policy was introduced in 1998 
with the intention to provide a planning framework across ministries, it has not been translated 
into activities and lacks legislative authority. The government has initiated a number of gender-
related reforms, in particular those addressing legislative gaps, through the Law Reform 
Commission and the constitutional reform processes. 
 
9. The Ministry of Women, Youth and Children’s Affairs was established in mid-2007, 
created from a division under the Ministry of Home Affairs. The National Council of Women is an 
umbrella organization representing women’s groups. Neither the ministry nor the council has 
sufficient funding, although both endeavor to promote gender equality and advocate for 
improvements in women’s access to services and resources. Following government policy 
statements in 2008, a policy on the elimination of violence against women has been drafted and 
an associated national action plan developed by the Ministry of Women, Youth and Children’s 
Affairs. The Ministry for Police has created a sexual assault unit and a family violence unit, and 
the Ministry of Health and Medical Affairs has a gender-based violence policy in place. 

 
C. ADB and Other Partner Experience 
 
10. Gender equality has been promoted through a mainstreaming approach to ensure that 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) assistance supports the development and empowerment of 
women. Gender action plans of projects have been used as a tool for benefiting women 
equitably and contributing toward achieving project goals. ADB has supported women’s 
participation in the economic arena through increased access to rural markets and services.  
Infrastructure reconstruction projects have improved women’s access to basic services and 
markets. ADB projects are also creating some local employment for women during their 
construction and maintenance. Women have been actively involved in maintaining rural roads. 
In some areas, this is leading to the development of community-based construction companies, 
with women’s participation. In private sector development, support for the Companies Act, which 
was passed in March 2009, substantially improves women’s rights to property and credit. The 
Companies Act makes provision for the registration of ―community companies‖—a special type 
of incorporation designed for use by kin groups. A community company enables the use of 
assets in a way that benefits all members of the community—women’s groups, farming and 
fishing cooperatives, among others—while removing the potential for abuse. 
 
11. Gender continues to be an important issue across donor-supported reform activities and 
assistance for fostering gender equity is increasing, with annual expenditures now reaching 
almost $2 million per annum. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) provides 
institutional support and has continued child protection activities begun under the Ministry of 
Home Affairs, with a focus on women in development, gender policy, advocacy, planning, 
evaluation, and reporting. Under the Ministry of Home Affairs, the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community undertook research on gender-based violence and child abuse. The Australian 
Agency for International Development funds activities to eradicate gender-based violence while 
promoting the role of women in government through the Regional Assistance to Solomon 
Islands. The World Bank has a research project that focuses on gender and entrepreneurship. 
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D. ADB’s Gender Strategy  
 

12. Building gender policy making and awareness. ADB recognizes gender equity as an 
essential driver of change in achieving inclusive development and emphasizes gender 
mainstreaming in ADB operations. ADB will support the government in implementing its national 
and sector-specific strategies for fostering gender equality and mainstreaming gender support. 
In particular, ADB will support gender awareness-raising and capacity development of the 
executing and implementing agencies involved in ADB-assisted projects. Working in partnership 
with the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, ADB will 
support the government in (i) collecting and maintaining baseline gender indicators, 
(ii) preparing a participatory country gender assessment, and (iii) increasing gender awareness 
among government officials to foster gender-inclusive policy development. Regional technical 
assistance resources will be drawn on to enable greater awareness of gender disparities across 
the Pacific.9  
 
13. Strategic focus. Gender equity will be integrated where relevant at the project level. 
Project components will be designed to increase benefits to women, particularly to poor, rural 
women. Drawing on the findings of the country gender assessment, project preparatory 
technical assistance will identify ways in which gender can be mainstreamed at an early stage in 
project formulation. A good quality gender action plan will be prepared during project formulation 
and included in the project administration manual and project implementation guidelines. 
Gender performance targets, indicators, and benchmarks will be included in the design and 
monitoring framework. The implementation of the gender action plan will be regularly monitored 
and reviewed, and gender results will be included in project progress reports.  
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