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Good morning everyone! 

 

Before starting, let me introduce myself. My name is Chul Ju Kim – the new Deputy Dean 

of ADB Institute. After 30 years as a government official in Korea, I recently joined the 

ADBI. This is only my second time representing ADBI at such an event. 

 

I would like to begin by sincerely thanking our co-organizer, Dr. Myung-sun Lee, President 

of Korea Women’s Development Institute, for working together with ADBI to organize this 

important workshop. Taking this opportunity, I would like to express my deepest gratitude 

to Dr. Hanam Bang, President of Korea Labour Institute, for supporting this event. I also 

convey my warmest welcome to every one of participants. 

 

Over the next two days this workshop will focus on an important policy issue - gender 

equality. Gender equality means that women and men enjoy the same well-being, and 

realize their full human rights and potential to contribute to and benefit from national, 

political, economic, social, and cultural development. Gender equality is an urgent 



development agenda, narrowing gender disparities widely acknowledged as a prerequisite 

for sustainable and inclusive growth.  

 

This gender equality, however, remains an unfinished agenda in Asia and the Pacific region, 

despite remarkable strides made in the last two decades. Many social norms prevail limiting 

women’s choice of whether to work, the kind of work appropriate, and women’s mobility to 

partake in economic opportunities. For example, the Overseas Development Institute 

found that across 67 developing countries, 1 in 5 men do not agree that women can hold 

any job. These gender discriminatory norms are being reinforced by states and markets 

which could ‘formalise’ gender discrimination. For instance, the World Bank/IFC (2011) 

looked at 141 countries and found many laws which reduced the incentives or ability of 

women to participate in paid labour or set up their own business.  

 

Gender equality, itself, is a noble value ensuring both men and women have equal access 

to social assets and equal treatment within societies. Furthermore, it is important in terms 

of its enormous impacts on sustainable and inclusive economic growth, development and 

welfare. A study found that gender discrimination in formal and informal laws, attitudes, 

and practices that limit the access of women to rights, justice, and opportunities cost the 

region more than $3 trillion in income losses. ADB calculated that removing gender 

inequality in the labour market, the household and education can increase per capita 

income by 30.6% over a generation in the average Asian economy. 

 

To better understand gender equality in Asia and the Pacific region, let me go into further 

details; the dimensions of gender equality, progress, and remaining challenges following the 

framework made recently by ADB HQ. 

 

Firstly, gender equality in human development is important, which refers to gender parity in 

education and health. Lack of such parity prohibits women and men from reaching their 

full potential and leading productive lives. The region has achieved a lot in reducing gender 

gaps in primary education and health. More girls than boys were enrolled in primary 

schools in many countries, and female life expectancy converged to male life expectancy. 



However, there are still long ways to go – we should increase girls’ attendance in secondary 

education, improve school quality and further reduce distortions in health provisions.  

 

Secondly, gender equality in unpaid domestic work is important. Women tend to bear a 

disproportionate share of unpaid domestic work, leading to reduced ability to make 

unrestrained choices in time allocation. For instance, collecting firewood as a substitute for 

electricity, fetching portable water, and caring for the elderly are usually delegated to 

women. In this regard, better access to quality infrastructure could reduce the time women 

spend on household task and thereby increase time for study, paid work, or participating in 

social or political activities. The provision of basic infrastructure such as roads, electricity, 

water supply and sanitation services in the region has improved, but rural areas still lag 

urban communities in their access to these services. 

 

Thirdly, gender equality in economic empowerment is important. It covers systematic 

gender gaps in productivity, wages, and income poverty, as well as the high concentration 

of women in low-paying, low-productivity jobs. Indeed, there has been progress in labor 

force participation of women. Of 32 countries in the Asia and the Pacific with available 

data, the share of female workers in the total labor force during 2000-2013 exceeded 40 

percent in 19 countries. However, women continue to be overrepresented in the informal 

sector, which pays lower wages and offer fewer benefits than the formal sector, and gender 

wage gaps remain a notable concern. With aging populations, the increased burden of 

caregiving for the elderly could further restrict women’s participation in formal markets.  

 

Fourthly, gender equality in voice and decision-making is important, which refers to 

women’s participation in decision-making, leadership positions, and freedom of 

movement.  Asia and the Pacific region trails behind other regions in women’s 

representation. The share of women parliamentarians was 19.2% in Asia in 2016, compared 

with 41.1% in Nordic countries, 27.7% in Americas, 24.3% in Europe and sub-Saharan Africa. 

In this regard, public and private sectors alike should endeavour to make more level playing 

field for women. 

  



Lastly, gender equality in reduced vulnerability to risks and shocks is important. Women 

tend to have less capacity to cope with impacts of climate changes and have less access to 

information and early warnings. Women also tend to be hit hardest by economic crises as 

they are mostly engaged in informal sectors. The vulnerability of women to risks and 

shocks calls for strong social protection and safety nets systems with gender analysis of 

poverty in mind.  

 

How to overcome these challenges to improve gender equality? This is exactly what we will 

discuss over the next two days. Throughout this workshop, I urge you all to consider how 

the governments can tackle entrenched gender stereotypes at the family, workplace and 

institutional level, and how best to promote gender equality, in human development, 

unpaid domestic work, economic empowerment, voice and decision-making, and reduced 

vulnerability to risks and shocks.  

 

I would like to stress again that greater female participation in labor markets requires 

investment in appropriate physical and social infrastructure. This includes investing in 

childcare and elderly care facilities to give women the long-term freedom to work.  

 

Such infrastructure as well must be accompanied by a range of appropriate policies that 

will be discussed throughout the training. For example, we will discuss flexible working 

hours to ensure employees have work-life balance to ensure more equal contributions to 

child-raising and reduce the burden on women.  

 

Policies, including the provision of paid maternity leave, can reduce the likelihood of 

women exiting the workforce. Providing paternity leave for fathers and encouraging them 

to use it could increase women’s employment by decreasing employer’s incentives to 

discriminate against hiring woman. Governments must work with the private sector to 

foster conducive environment that makes these policies acceptable. 

 

Data also plays an important role in designing and implementing gender-related policies. 

Strong sex segregated datasets and rigorous analysis of female labour trends, often lacking 



in developing countries, are required to ensure policies are effectively designed, 

implemented and monitored.  

 

This workshop is part of ADBI’s Capacity Building program which aims to enhance the 

knowledge and capacity of Asian countries to better manage and implement policies for 

gender equality and women’s empowerment, which are essential for promoting sustainable 

and inclusive growth and poverty reduction. 

 

In this sense, I am very pleased to have a diverse range of expert speakers. Through their 

presentations and the stimulating discussions that follow, I hope, we can build strategies to 

effectively realise gender equality in the labour force to maximize women’s empowerment 

and their positive development impact.  

 

I’d like to finish by thanking you all for being here and I encourage you to again actively 

participate in all sessions over the next two days. The more we share, the more we learn.  

 

Thank you for listening and I look forward to hearing the fruitful discussions to come. 


