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Gender Analysis (Summary) 
 
A. Current Situation and Key Gender Issues 
 
1. The Mahinda Chintana, the ten year Development Policy Framework (DPF)1 notes that 
women in Sri Lanka have a better status in relation to literacy, health, and gender recognition 
compared to similar economies; and their contribution to the economy is highly significant. For 
its future policy, the government affirms that special attention will be given to the unemployed, 
pregnant, widowed, destitute, and female-headed households. Sri Lanka ranks 91 in the Human 
Development Index with a value of 0.658, and 72 in the Gender Inequality Index with a value of 
0.599 (2008),2 while the Social Institutions and Gender Index rank is 45 (2009).3 
 
2. Key gender-related issues in post-war Sri Lanka include responding to the needs of war 
widows and single women with elderly dependents, improving women’s participation in local 
(2%) and national (4%) governance structures,4 increasing employment opportunities for women 
in economically backward areas, an aging population, and gender-based violence. Current 
government estimates are that nearly 90,000 women were widowed by the ethnic conflict,5 with 
about 12,000 below 40 years of age. They face difficulties in resettlement, livelihood and income 
generation, security, and care-giving for children, elderly, and disabled dependents. Loss of 
assets owing to the war and the 2004 tsunami makes it difficult for women to use formal banking 
and credit institutions, and lack of access to education and skills training during the conflict limits 
employment opportunities and prospects for engaging in economically productive activities. 
While Sri Lanka expects to achieve all the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) targets by 
2015, the challenge is to achieve these targets at provincial and district levels. A new target for 
employment was included under MDG 1 in 2006: Reaching full and productive employment and 
decent work for all, including women and young people.6  
 
B. Employment and Labor Force Participation 
 
3. Employment is a significant area in which women face inequality and gender 
discrimination. Women’s unemployment rate has been double that of men for more than 
3 decades. The quality of employment for women has deteriorated, as the demand is chiefly in 
casual and low-paying, low-skill jobs in the formal and informal sectors. By the third quarter (Q) 
of 2010, labor force participation rates were 67.1% for men and 29.8% for women, while 
unemployment rates were 3.6% for men and 7.7% for women. Unemployment for women of all 
age groups is more severe than for men.7 By Q3 2010, the distribution of labor was 29.1% 
(male) and 35.7% (female) in agriculture, 24.2% (male) and 24.8% (female) in industry, and 
46.6% (male) and 39.5% (female) in services. Female labor is mainly in unpaid family work in 
agriculture, the plantation sector, in factories in and outside export processing zones, in home-
based micro enterprises in the informal sector, as subcontracted workers, and in overseas 
domestic service where they are vulnerable to economic exploitation and sexual abuse. Most 
women lack opportunities for upward occupational mobility, while the minority in professional 
and administrative work faces a glass ceiling that impedes access to high-level decision-making 
positions. While sex-disaggregated data is inadequate to support the thesis of feminization of 
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poverty, there is no doubt that women’s low-income position in the labor market reinforces their 
poverty. New poverty groups have emerged, e.g., the aging, retrenched workers, retired 
workers, households headed by women who are war widows, or single women with elderly 
dependants. 
 
4. Gender roles are not static, and gender relations have improved as women engage in 
economic activities that bring independent cash incomes. State interventions and 
nongovernment organizations (NGOs) target women for micro credit and livelihood activities, 
which contribute to women’s economic and social empowerment, yet patriarchal values and 
gender-based norms underpin policies and programs, and gender-stereotyped attitudes of 
decision makers and leaders reinforce gender inequalities. 
 
C. Demographic Change 
 
5. The estimated population for 2010 is 20.6 million, with 49.6% males and 50.4% 
females.8 The percentage of people over the age of 60 is expected to increase from 11% in 
2011 to 16% by 2020 and 29% by 2050 (footnote 1). The aging population has critical 
implications for state policy and planning in social security, healthcare, mobility, and other 
areas. 
 
D. Political Framework and Political Participation 
 
6. Universal franchise was granted in 1931 and women have been elected to the highest 
political office since 1960. The current percentage of women in Parliament is about 4% and 2% 
in local government. Women’s multiple roles and political violence constrain political 
participation. Political parties have not encouraged women to enter politics and take leadership. 
While women’s groups have been demanding a 25%–30% quota for women in local 
government, this has yet to become policy. The 1978 Constitution guarantees equal rights 
without discrimination on grounds of sex. Sri Lanka has ratified many international conventions, 
including the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) in 1981; the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the  
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in October 2002; the United Nations 
(UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991; the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights in 1980; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in 
1980; and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention on Trafficking of 
Women and Children for Prostitution in 2002. However, many provisions of the international 
instruments have yet to be translated into laws and policies at the national level. 
 
7. While Sri Lanka is a state party to the CEDAW, and is expected to report regularly, 
reports had not been submitted to the UN Committee that monitors CEDAW implementation for 
many years. Sri Lanka presented its report this year, and submitted its Concluding Observations 
in January 2011.9 The committee commends the delegation for improvements in the legal and 
policy frameworks that affect women, but drew the attention of the delegation to the delay in the 
submission of the periodic reports, and the lack of consultation with civil society organizations in 
preparing the report. The limited progress on many outstanding issues was also noted.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
8 Department of Census and Statistics of Sri Lanka. Population. 
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E. Legal rights 
 
8. Women have equal rights under the law, but discriminatory provisions exist in the family 
laws of different communities, relating to marriage, divorce, property, and financial transactions. 
Access to and ownership of land is critical in the context of post-war resettlement, rehabilitation, 
and reconstruction. Women are denied equal rights to land in state-assisted settlements; and 
the Land Development Ordinance, 1935, which prioritizes male ownership of and succession to 
land provided by state grants, has not yet been amended.   
 
F. Health 
 
9. Equal access to free health services has led to relatively high health indicators and lower 
rates of female mortality and infant mortality. The maternal mortality rate of 39.3 deaths per 
100,000 live births and 98% institutional deliveries indicate that Sri Lanka can achieve MDG 5 
(footnote 6). The challenge is to improve delivery of health care to women, children, and the 
disabled in post-war and economically backward areas, while giving more attention to 
adolescent health, occupational health, geriatric care for the increasing aging population, and 
the health consequences of domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence, which 
have hitherto been considerably neglected.  
 
G. Education 
 
10. Free education since 1945 has contributed to gender equality in access to education and 
relatively high literacy rates. Sri Lanka has reached near-universal access to primary education, 
with net enrolment at 97.5 in 2006 for boys and girls. By 2006, the proportion of pupils who 
started in grade 1 and reached grade 5 increased to almost 100% and Sri Lanka is on track to 
achieve MDG 2 (footnote 6) . Persistent and widespread poverty, the inequitable distribution of 
senior secondary education facilities, and limited higher education facilities are barriers. Gender 
imbalances exist in enrollment in vocational technical institutions and women are 
underrepresented in technical courses and information technology, which reinforces the gender 
division in the labor market. Curricula reforms in the technical and vocational sector and the new 
University for Vocational and Technical Training now offer a career path. Education 
opportunities have expanded but the content reinforces gender role stereotypes and fails to 
promote gender equality in the family, economy, or society. The key issue is to improve the 
content of education and universalize access to quality education that corresponds to labor 
market needs. 
 
H. Gender-Based Violence 
 
11. Penal Code amendments in 1995 and 1998 and the Prevention of Domestic Violence 
Act, 2005 have strengthened legislation and were expected to reduce gender-based violence, 
but insufficient awareness and lack of institutional facilities create problems in implementation. 
Although cases of rape, child sexual abuse, and domestic violence are reported increasingly in 
the press and brought to Women’s and Children’s desks located in police stations, such cases 
are underreported. Sexual harassment tends to be trivialized and domestic violence and incest 
are hidden. Recent initiatives on sexual harassment in the workplace targeting the private sector 
have created systems to report such matters, but this is yet to be institutionalized in all 
workplaces. Services and institutional facilities to assist victims of violence such as crisis 
centers, legal aid, and counseling, are still limited. It is surmised that militarization has increased 
opportunities for sexual and gender-based violence. 
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I. National Women’s Institutions 
 
12. The Ministry of Child Development and Women’s Affairs is composed of the ministry, the 
National Committee on Women, the Women’s Bureau of Sri Lanka, and the Children’s 
Secretariat. The ministry has worked with women’s non government organizations (NGOs) and 
civil society organizations to develop a National Plan of Action for Women, which follows the 12 
critical areas of the Beijing Platform for Action, 1995. The plan is awaiting Cabinet approval to 
be operationalized and integrated into national budget planning to facilitate gender-responsive 
budgeting and fiscal management.   
 
J. Government Strategy 
 
13. The change of government in late 2005 brought new policy perspectives as outlined in 
the Ten-Year National Horizon Development Framework Program (Mahinda Chintana), 
2006−2016. This was revised in 2010 to a new socioeconomic development strategy that 
envisions Sri Lanka as the emerging wonder of Asia. The document identifies women as 
pioneers of development and gives importance to creating an environment conducive to 
women’s utilization of their knowledge in emerging opportunities and enabling them to engage 
in gainful economic activities (footnote 1). 
 
K. ADB’s Gender Strategy 
 
14. Gender equity is one of the five drivers of change in the Asian Development Bank’s 
(ADB’s) Strategy 202010, and will be supported by addressing gender concerns in ADB 
operations and designing gender-inclusive projects. Delivering gender outcomes in education, 
health services, clean water, better sanitation, and basic infrastructure that promote women’s 
empowerment is emphasized. During 2009–2011, ADB support in Sri Lanka demonstrated 
significant gender-related outcomes.11 The North-East Coastal Community Development Project 
and North-East Community Restoration and Development Project, in conflict and tsunami-
affected areas of the north and east, and the Secondary Towns Rural Community-Based Water 
Supply and Sanitation Project in the north central region achieved positive results that contribute 
to gender equality. Support for women’s livelihood activities through skills training and credit, 
strengthening community based organizations, and creating a new gender-balanced community 
leadership, led to women’s economic and social empowerment, greater engagement in the 
public sphere, and increased capacity to identify socioeconomic needs and seek ways to fulfill 
them. The Technical Education Development Project’s Social and Gender Equity Strategy, 
which promotes opportunities for women to learn nontraditional technical and vocational skills in 
demand in the labor market, is showing results.   
 
15. ADB’s gender strategy supports state, nongovernment, and private sector institutions 
through such areas of intervention as the following: 

(i) Assisting conflict-affected communities, especially war widows and single women 
with elderly dependents—programs for women in displaced families to access 
land, credit, skills training, technology, and markets for a sustainable livelihood 
through home-based/self-employment activities, and psychosocial support. 

(ii) Providing women with the skills to expand job opportunities in the formal/informal 
sectors, through support for secondary and tertiary education, nontraditional 
technical and vocational education, and information and communication 

                                                           
10 ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: The Long-Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank 2008-2020. 

Manila. 
11 ADB. 2010. Gender Equality Results in ADB Projects – Sri Lanka Country Report. Manila. 
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technology—to promote elimination of gender role stereotypes in subject 
selection. Assisting women to obtain higher technological and management skills 
for upward occupational mobility.  

(iii) Ensuring support for women’s equal participation in planning, implementing, and 
monitoring infrastructure development programs for access to services, and as 
actors in community-based programs in natural resources management. 

(iv) Ensuring that reconstruction and rehabilitation interventions provide targeted 
assistance to vulnerable groups, e.g., war widows, single women, elderly men 
and women without resources, ex-combatants, the war-disabled, and victims of 
gender-based violence. 

(v) Assisting the Ministry of Child Development and Women’s Affairs, relevant line 
ministries at central and provincial levels, and nongovernment institutions and 
organizations to (a) develop skills in gender analysis, developing gender-
sensitive indicators, and gender budgeting for gender-responsive policy making, 
planning, and implementation; (b) promote women’s increased participation in 
politics/governance and enhance their capacity to participate effectively in 
political affairs and in governance; and (c) advocate for the Women’s Rights Bill, 
the National Plan of Action for Women, law reform, and strengthening law 
enforcement to ensure that provisions on women’s rights are properly 
implemented. 

 
16. Gender strategy for Country Partnership Strategy for Sri Lanka. This seeks to 
ensure that gender concerns are identified and addressed, where relevant, for project outcomes 
to contribute to gender equity and equality. The future portfolio focuses on infrastructure, yet 
offers opportunities for gender-responsive project design. In designing and implementing 
projects, efforts will be made to mainstream gender in the various stages. Gender action plans 
and design features will be incorporated where required and relevant, and project design will 
include sex-disaggregated data in baseline information, for monitoring and review during 
implementation and in reporting on results. ADB will seek to improve government capacity at 
various levels to promote gender equity and will engage with other development partners in 
these efforts.   


	Current Situation and Key Gender Issues
	Employment and Labor Force Participation
	Demographic Change
	Political Framework and Political Participation
	Legal rights
	Health
	Education
	Gender-Based Violence
	National Women’s Institutions
	Government Strategy
	ADB’s Gender Strategy

