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ABSTRACT 

Women’s participation in the transport sector and cross border trade in South Asia’s Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal (BBIN) sub-region is very low. Safe and seamless access to transport and trade 
related infrastructure, inadequate planning, lack of sensitivity and awareness are some of the many 
inhibiting factors. Assuming that women are capable of accessing and utilising the infrastructure and 
policies equally as men, the transport policies and infrastructure are not looked at from a gender lens. 
The transport policies overlook this, despite the positive effects a gender inclusive transport and trade 
system can have. This paper discusses the bottlenecks at key transport and trade infrastructure in the 
BBIN sub-region that restricts women’s participation and put forward suggestions to formulate gender 
inclusive trade and transport system in the sub-region. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In view of the geographical proximity and common aspirations of economic growth, the South Asia 
Growth Quadrangle (SAGQ) was launched in 1997 by Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and Nepal (BBIN) as 
a sub-regional initiative under the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). The 
goals of SAGQ are to create an enabling environment for accelerating economic growth; to overcome 
infrastructural constraints; to make optimal use of and further develop the complementarities in the sub-
region, and to develop economic and institutional linkages and nodal points for facilitating cooperation 
on policy framework and project implementation. 
 
For the realisation of the goals of the growth quadrangle, the BBIN countries have numerous bilateral 
and multilateral agreements related to trade, transit, and transport. In 2015, the BBIN Motor Vehicles 
Agreement (MVA) was signed with the objective of enabling smooth and efficient cross-border transport 
in the sub-region (South Asia Sub-regional Economic Cooperation, 2015). Multiple trial runs of 
passenger and cargo vehicles are being done between the BBIN countries. The usage of waterways 
as a mode of transport is also being encouraged in the sub-region through policies such as the “Protocol 
on Inland Water Transit and Trade between India and Bangladesh” and “Use of Inland Waterways for 
Transport of Bilateral Trade and Transit Cargoes between Bhutan and Bangladesh”. 
 
There are several other transport and connectivity development initiatives being undertaken in the sub-
region. However, women in the sub-region are unable to utilise these initiatives as equally as men. One 
cannot assume that women will automatically benefit from new infrastructure projects in the same way 
as men, due to the inherent inequalities that exist. It is necessary to acknowledge the possible distinct 
impacts on men and women according to their social standings. The COVID-19 Pandemic has furthered 
the existing disparities between men and women in the labour force participation rate and engagement 
in economic activities in the sub-region (International Labour Organization, 2021). 
 
The policies introduced to boost trade, transit and transport in the sub-region share commonalities, 
unfortunately, also shared in terms of the underrepresentation of a gender perspective and absence of 
a gender-based analysis of the potential benefits. The national transport policies of the countries in the 
BBIN sub-region are discussed later in the paper. The transport infrastructure that facilitates cross-
border trade and sub-regional economic connectivity is not seen through a gender lens in the BBIN 
sub-region. The transport infrastructure of the sub-region, especially in the countries’ border areas is 
sub-optimal and restricts women’s mobility and eventually their participation in cross-border trade and 
supply chains. Interactions with women in the border areas ascertain that infrastructure deficits, safety 
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related challenges caused due to bad connectivity, lack of streetlights, and socio-cultural barriers 
combine to perpetuate an unwelcoming environment for women at the cross-border infrastructure of 
trade and transport. 
 
Governments of all countries along with multilateral development institutions such as the World Bank, 
the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Asian Development 
Bank, and the like are contributing and investing in various fields for the social and economic 
empowerment of women in this sub-region. For equal opportunities in education, initiatives such as 
Samagra Shiksha in India (Government of India), Female Secondary School Assistance Project in 
Bangladesh (World Bank), defending girls' right to education in Nepal (UNESCO), and such have been 
undertaken. Similarly, for women health, Pradhan Mantri Matrita Vandana Yojana and Sukanya 
Samriddhi in India have been introduced.  
 
However, a gender-inclusive approach is yet to be explored in the transport sector. Low attention to 
women-specific constraints in fields of transport has implications on economic productivity and 
development of the sub-region and not just women empowerment. Mobility issues restrict participation 
of women in economic activities, affects their education, health, and economic opportunity. Refocusing 
transport policies and infrastructure with a gender lens would convert into enablers of women’s 
economic empowerment in the sub-region. Women’s mobility across the sub-region will lead to a 
positive multiplier effect, accelerating their involvement in forward and backward supply chain linkages. 
In fact, economically engaged women are likely to reinvest their financial resources for their family’s 
education and health (World Bank, 2013). 
 
Women-specific policies in the trade and transport sector will also contribute to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) by United Nations, intended to be achieved by the year 2030. This will 
contribute immensely to decent work and economic growth for all by reducing inequalities. SDG5, which 
aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, enables, and accelerates all other 
SDGs (Esuna Dugarova, 2018). Such policies will help in reducing poverty and hunger. Studies also 
indicate that there is a direct relationship between improved climate change and gender equality 
(International Union for Conservation of Nature, 2015). 
 
Through this paper, the authors intend to analyse the systemic difficulties and challenges faced by 
women of the BBIN sub-region in participating in cross-border trade and supply chains. The paper 
investigates how gender inclusive infrastructure, transport policy and other services can enhance the 
participation of women in cross-border trade and other economic activities, thus adding to the social 
and economic development of the BBIN sub-region.  
 
2. METHODOLOGY 

The information used in this paper is from primary data and secondary sources. Primary data is 
collected by the authors during field visits in the sub-region as part of a project titled ‘Enabling a Political 
Economy Discourse for the Multi-modal Connectivity in the BBIN Sub-region (M-Connect)’. CUTS 
International, India, with support from the United Kingdom's Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 
Office is implementing this project in partnership with Unnayan Shamannay, Bangladesh, Bhutan Media 
and Communications Institute, and Nepal Economic Forum. More than 55 locations were covered 
during the field visits (Figure 1) in which more than 450 stakeholders were interviewed which includes 
government officials, private sector, local communities, truck drivers, labours, non-government 
organisation officials, local academicians, and researchers among others. Secondary data is collected 
from multiple sources including governmental, international developmental organisations, and from 
previous research.  
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Figure 1: M-Connect team interacting with Women workers in ICD (Siliguri, India) 
 

3. THE CURRENT STATUS OF WOMEN IN TRADE AND TRANSPORT IN THE BBIN SUB-

REGION 

It is well known that gender disparity is deeply entrenched in the South Asia region, where the BBIN 
sub-region belongs (The Asia Foundation, 2018). Barely 18 percent of South Asian businesses were 
principally owned by women – the lowest rate among global regions (World Bank, 2020). In 2019, the 
female labour force participation rate in Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and Nepal was 36, 59, 20 and 82 
percent, respectively (World Bank). The participation of women has not improved much in the respective 
countries in the past years. In fact, it regressed significantly for India in the past 15 years.  
 
The Global Gender Gap Index report (World Economic Forum, 2021) benchmarks the evolution of 
gender-based gaps in four areas - economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, 
health and survival, and political environment. According to this report, Bangladesh ranked 147, Bhutan 
130, India 151, and Nepal 107 among 156 countries. Table 1 shows the gender gap position of the 
BBIN countries on one of the major areas -economic participation and opportunity. It is revealed that a 
weak and gender-exclusive transport system in the sub-region is a major contributing factor for the low 
economic participation rate of women, along with other factors such as education, culture and labour 
policy (Lei et al., 2019). 
 

Table 1: Global gender gap position on economic participation and opportunity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A person is considered poor if in order to satisfy daily basic activity needs, at least one of the following 
conditions apply: (a) there is no transport option that is suited to the individual’s physical condition and 
capabilities; (b) the existing transport options do not reach destinations where the individual can fulfil 
his/her daily activity needs; (c) the weekly amount spent on transport leaves the household with a 
residual income below the official poverty line; (d) the individual needs to spend an excessive amount 
of time travelling, leading to time poverty or social isolation; (e) the prevailing travel conditions are 
dangerous, unsafe or unhealthy (UNESCAP, 2020). The women in the sub-region are more exposed 
to these barriers than men, restricting their participation in transport related activities. Women are found 
in fewer than 20 percent of transport jobs in the Asia-Pacific region (International Transport Forum, 
2011). This is particularly because women are underrepresented in senior roles in transport, logistics 
and infrastructure sectors.  
 

Country Bangladesh Bhutan India Nepal 

Rank (2021) 147 130 151 107 

Score (0-1) 0.148 0.556 0.326 0.630 

Source: Global Gender Gap Report, 2021, World Economic Forum 
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Figure 2: Cause-Effect Relationship of Poor Retention of Women in the Transport Sector 
(Transport Policy Brief, International Labour Office) 
 
The various factors that act as a barrier to the economic participation of women in transport and trade 
are listed in the next section. The engaged women are not able to continue their work due to various 
socio-cultural barriers. Various push and pull factors mentioned in Figure 1 are some causes of low 
retention rate.  
 
4. GENDER INCLUSIVENESS IN CROSS-BORDER TRADE, TRANSPORT AND SUPPLY CHAINS 

 
The BBIN sub-region has a system of cross-border trade and transport which is not gender inclusive. 
There is no clear data available on the number of women involved in transport and trade facilitation 
activities such as in the logistics, warehousing and freight forwarding. However, when the authors 
visited some strategically located trade and transport related offices in the subregion as part of the M-
Connect project, it was clearly evident that the participation of women in cross-border trade and supply 
chains is very minimal. The offices visited includes the Integrated Check Posts (ICPs), Land Customs 
Stations (LCS), River and Sea Ports, Railway stations, and Inland Container Depots (ICDs), among 
others, in the sub-region. The number of women in exporter-importer associations in the subregion is 
very low. For example, less than 2 percent of the total members of Andhra Pradesh Chamber of 
Commerce are women. Similar was the case with Meghalaya International Exporters Chamber of 
Commerce, with around 5 percent of the members being women. Lady transporters or truck drivers 
were not visible in the cross-border movement of goods. In fact, the South Asia region, where the BBIN 
sub-region belongs, has one of lowest female labour force participation in the world and the existing 
labour force is majorly concentrated in the agriculture sector (Livani et al., 2019). In South Asia, there 
was an annual income loss of about US $ 888 billion in 2016 due to the existing gender disparities in 
economic participation (Ferrant & Kolev, 2016). The mobility restrictions and impediments to the 
transport related services in the sub-region play a crucial role in limiting the economic participation of 
women and engagement in trade related activities.  
 
The national transport policies of the countries in BBIN provide little or no mention of making it gender 
inclusive. Bangladesh has a ‘National Land Transport Policy, 2004’, which says that “…roads and 
transport are inseparable part of man’s livelihood...”. The policy does not mention about gender 
inclusiveness and giving equal access for women. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that women in 
Bangladesh do not get even opportunities like their male counterparts in accessing efficient and 
adequate transport options. The poor women in Bangladesh such as the daily wage labourers and the 
garment factory workers have very low affordability and accessibility to the public transport (INTAL Inc, 
2019). In comparison, the middle-income group of women in Bangladesh have affordability to the public 
transport, but the safety concerns and the harassment experience they have faced in their life in public 
transports prevents and discourages women from using it. The poor condition of buses, unavailability 
of bus shelters and high waiting times in bus waiting centres are some of the factors that demotivate 
women from using public transport. Even though the high-income group of women are not restricted 
like their low and middle-income women counterparts, they too restrain from using efficient and 
adequate transport opportunities due to the social norms and beliefs. The mental and physical assault 
concerns bar women from using the transport system of the country for engaging in productive 
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economic activities (INTAL Inc, 2019). This gets translated into low women participation in economic 
activities – the ratio of female to male labour participation rate for Bangladesh in 2019 was 44.6 percent, 
according to the World Bank data. Less than 10 percent of the business owners in Bangladesh are 
women (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2013). 
 
Bhutan’s National Transport Policy of 2017 mentions addressing gender disparity and promoting social 
equity as one of its objectives. Besides that, it mentions about ensuring security and safety in the 
transport systems by using technology and effective monitoring. However, the policy does not mention 
any concrete steps to increase the access of women for safe and efficient transport system. 
Nonetheless, Bhutan manages to perform better than Bangladesh and India in terms of women’s labour 
participation rate. The ratio of female to male labour force participation rate for Bhutan was 80.4 percent 
in 2019, according to the data from the World Bank. But Bhutan’s Integrated Strategic Transport Vision 
2040 fails to make any mention about making the transport sector gender inclusive. It does not even 
refer about the gender specific requirements in the transport sector.  
 
India, the largest country in the sub-region also lacks a transport policy which gives proper attention to 
the gender inequalities of accessing public transport system. The National Urban Transport Policy 2006 
of India mentions about the need to provide safe, affordable, quick, comfortable, reliable access to jobs, 
education, recreation, and such other needs within cities through incorporating urban transport as an 
important parameter. However, it does not mention about the gender specific needs and requirements. 
The updated National Urban Transport Policy 2014 recognises women as section of society with 
reduced mobility and therefore mentions about the need to accommodate the specific requirements of 
women in the public transport system. It further mentions certain features for transport services to be 
universally accessible: (1) be used fairly; (2) provide high degree of freedom; (3) be simple; (4) be easy 
to understand; (5) be safe; (6) shall not require unnecessary bodily strength, and (7) maintain an 
appropriate space and size that is easy to use. It gives some practical recommendations such as using 
only police verified drivers and conductors in buses and leveraging the use of CCTV cameras and GPS 
system in public transport system for enhancing security of women. However, when it comes to national 
level and in the rural areas of the country, India does not have a transport policy which considers the 
specific requirements of its female citizens. The country has a paltry 27.3 percent rate of female to male 
labour force participation rate in 2019, according to the World Bank data. This is one of the lowest in 
the entire South Asia and the lowest in the BBIN sub-region.  
 
Nepal, another country in the BBIN sub-region has its National Transport Policy 2001, which mentions 
reliable, cost-effective, safe, and sustainable transport system as the objective of the transport policy, 
to help Nepal achieve social and economic development. Regrettably, the policy fails to investigate the 
gender specific aspects of the transport sector and address it. Nevertheless, the National 
Environmentally Sustainable Transport Strategy for Nepal mentions ensuring gender equity in transport 
services as one of its objectives. It mentions about implementing all-women public transport vehicles 
and raising the percentage of seats for women. The ratio of female to male labour force participation 
rate for Nepal is quite a remarkable 97.4 percent in 2019 according to the World Bank data source. 
However, the employment ratio of women is very low, according to the Nepal Central Bureau of 
Statistics. Majority of women are employed in non-profit making and non-wage-earning works 
(Kathmandu Post, 2019). Majority of the employed women are in the informal sector, and most of them 
are in the informal agriculture sector (ibid). Absence of women-friendly work environment is an important 
factor that prevents women from being in the formal sector (ibid). 
 
Thus, gender specific aspects and requirements in the transport sector are not mentioned in most of 
the transport policies in the BBIN sub-region. Even if mentioned, it is only about the urban transport 
sector. The transport sector requirements of women in rural and remote areas of the sub-region are 
totally ignored. In areas near the borders in the sub-region, the transport facilities are very appalling 
and unsatisfactory. The transport facilities in the border areas are not friendly or safe for women users.  
 
The transport sector has a significant role to play in facilitating women’s participation in cross-border 
trade and related economic activities. Access to proper roads and transport facilities can increase the 
probability of women joining the non-farm sector activities and engaging in economic activities (Lei et 
al., 2019). Thus, the absence of women-friendly transport facilities in the sub-region acts as one major 
reason for the low labour force participation rates of women.  
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The cross-border trade related infrastructure in the sub-region is another reason for poor participation 
of women. Many of the Ports, Land Customs Stations (LCSs) and Integrated Check Posts (ICPs) in the 
sub-region are not friendly for women as they lack even basic facilities such as washrooms and 
sanitation for women, not to mention any other critical requirements of women. The border infrastructure 
largely remains as a male dominated space, where the presence of women is very low and even zero 
at places.  
 
When the authors visited the trade and transport related infrastructure in the border areas of the sub-
region during the period between October 2020 and March 2021 as part of the field survey under M-
Connect Project, there were offices in which no women officers were working. It is not because women 
are not appointed there, but because women do not take up appointments given to them in these offices. 
They perceive them as unsafe and not friendly for women. There are no staff quarters and 
accommodation facilities for staff in most of the LCSs and ICPs, and because these offices are in remote 
areas, no accommodation facilities are available nearby as well. Therefore, the ones who take up the 
job in these offices will have to daily commute long distances from the nearest town which will have 
decent accommodation and dining facilities. Due to the limited travel options available in border areas 
and the poor infrastructure, most women appointed to such offices do not dare to take such risk. This 
leads to the cross-border trade and transport related offices to be an all-male space, discouraging 
women’s visit and access to services.  
 
Another major issue is the absence of proper electricity and internet connectivity in many of the border 
areas of the sub-region. Therefore, the surveillance and security system including CCTV cameras are 
not functioning in many of these border infrastructures, making them blind spots and thus, not safe for 
women. The GPS enabled vehicle tracking system is not properly implemented in the sub-region. In 
many of the border areas of the sub-region, there exists threats of trafficking and kidnapping of women. 
The open borders in the sub-region become a cause for more crimes and illegal activities, making the 
border villages and areas around more vulnerable. Women are more at the receiving end of these 
security issues. 
 
The involvement of women in trade and allied activities is very low in the BBIN sub-region. 
Complementing to many other factors, the poor transport and mobility access to women adds to their 
lower participation in trade. It is a widely known fact that women and men get affected disproportionately 
in terms of access to the market when there is poor connectivity (Staritz & Reis, 2013; Jha et al., 2015). 
In the BBIN sub-region, a number of physical visits and hardcopy document submissions are required 
for establishing a business and taking it forward. This requires women entrepreneurs to travel and visit 
the male dominated office spaces, thus discouraging women from establishing their business dreams. 
 
When it comes to cross border trade in the sub-region, the participation of women is even lower. For 
cross-border trade, a significant number of women entrepreneurs engage in the informal trade sector 
due to the difficulty in accessing the non-facilitative land borders and cumbersome formalities 
(Consumer Unity and Trust Society [CUTS], 2021). The difficulties in accessing cross-border markets 
due to the mobility constraints caused by absence of safe and reliable transport facilities is another 
problem for women entrepreneurs. Many women entrepreneurs are not able to make marketing trips in 
foreign countries due to mobility related concerns and are unable to source raw materials from sources 
abroad. To a large extent, these transport and mobility related concerns result in women entrepreneurs 
to depend on their male family members or hire male staff, thus increasing their trading costs and 
making their business uncompetitive.  
 
Women in the manufacturing and formal trade in the sub-region are mostly engaged in Micro, Small 
and Medium Enterprises (MSME) sector. However, the women owned micro and small enterprises are 
in a position of disadvantage to the ones owned by their male counterparts: Limited access to the market 
information, networks and resources are some of the reasons for this (CUTS, 2021). The mobility 
constraints faced by women entrepreneurs due to an adverse transport system severely affects their 
business and expansion prospects.  
 
In all, it is possible to conclude that a gender inclusive transport and logistics system that provides equal 
opportunity for women to involve in cross-border trade and other allied economic activities is absent in 
the BBIN sub-region.  
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5. CRAFTING A GENDER INCLUSIVE TRADE AND TRANSPORT SYSTEM IN THE SUB-REGION 

In the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the freedom of movement and the right 
to travel is mentioned as a basic right, stated in Article 13. However, transport is regarded as “no place 
for women” in many countries around the world (International Labour Office, 2013). Ensuring a gender 
sensitive and inclusive system of transport and trade facilitation is imperative for the BBIN sub-region 
to accomplish its full growth potential and attain the desired development where no one is left behind. 
It is important for the governments in the sub-region and developmental agencies to acknowledge the 
fact that women do not have the equal chance of seizing opportunities compared to men, due to the 
unequal access to transport among other factors. A host of policy and infrastructural measures 
complemented by attitudinal changes can lead to the creation of a gender inclusive cross-border trade 
and transport system in the BBIN sub-region. 
 
Gender sensitive transport policy 
 
The transport policies in the sub-region currently ignore the transport needs of women in rural and 
border areas and the transport system there does not give equal opportunities for women. Women are 
restricted to certain modes and times of the day for their travel purposes. They are forced to travel in 
groups or with a man due to safety concerns and there is even an invisible dress code for women to 
follow while they are travelling in public mediums. This leads to the lower mobility of women and thus a 
lower economic participation including the participation in trade and allied activities.  
 
Building a gender sensitive transport policy that gives adequate attention to the gender specific needs 
is an essential prerequisite for building an inclusive transport and trade system. The transport policies 
in the sub-region should mention their strategy for accommodating the specific needs of women such 
as safety and accessibility. In public transport planning, all geographical areas should get the required 
attention, as women largely depend on public transport for their travel needs (Bandagi, 2021). There 
should be adequate and frequent availability of public transport to the cross-border trade and transport 
related offices. 
 
The transport policy should also aim to encourage the participation of women in transport related 
professions and services. The transport related spaces are to be made more women friendly, for which 
presence of women in the sector is important.  
 
Including women in transport policy and project planning  
 
In the sub-region, the infrastructure project planning and implementation is mostly a male dominated 
area, and this results in the failure to recognise the gender specific needs and women’s perspectives. 
Involvement of women in transport policy and infrastructural projects planning is essential to address 
the gender specific needs and accommodate the perspectives of women. Involving women in the 
transport and infrastructure designing process is also an imperative for building a gender inclusive 
transport system. The sub-region can learn from global good practices in this regard. Uganda with the 
aid from the World Bank introduced a plan to take account of gender, together with a communication 
and evaluation strategy, at the Transport Ministry in 2006 to ensure that road projects consider the 
explicit needs of women (International Transport Forum [ITF], 2011). In Liaoning province of China, 
women were integrated in various phases of an urban transport project, which led to the identification 
of the specific problems faced by women and addressing it by re-structuring the initial design of the 
project (ITF, 2011).  
 
Crafting a policy against violence in transport sector 
 
The sub-region can frame a policy against violence in transport sector taking ‘Code of Practice on 
Workplace Violence in Services Sector’ of International Labour Organization (ILO) as a reference tool. 
The code of ILO covers hazard identification, risk assessment, prevention and control, management 
and mitigation of the impact, care and support of workers affected, training, monitoring and evaluation. 
This policy can be used to develop practical responses and plans of action at trade and transport related 
works and workspaces for making it a gender friendly sector. 
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Building gender friendly infrastructure 
 
The major transport and trade related spaces in the sub-region are not built in a gender inclusive 
manner. With interactions with people (Figure 3) it came into light that even basic requirements such 
as separate washrooms for women with running water availability are absent at most places. The public 
transport system should be designed to accommodate the needs of all genders. They should have 
provisions for safe accessibility of pregnant women and mothers with babies. There should be shelters 
at public places that are equipped with safety monitoring settings such as CCTV surveillance. A 
separate toilet for women with running water facility should be built at transits and roadside facilities 
frequently.  
 

 
Figure 3: M-Connect team interacting with local representative and boatmen (Dhubri, India) 

 
Gender friendly eateries at public places run by women should be encouraged. This will also be an 
opportunity for shepreneurs (female entrepreneurs). These gender friendly eateries at public places 
should have a network of added facilities such as baby feeding rooms and restrooms. Facility of she 
lodges (lodges for women, run by women) can be explored along with this at places where there is 
scope. Apart from this, there should be guest houses and staff quarters in the vicinity of all trade and 
transport related offices. This is essential for making these spaces friendly for women who wants to use 
the service and for women who are working in these places. The She Lodge project initiated by Kerala 
government can be a good model in this regard (The Wire, 2018). 
 
Awareness generation and driving attitudinal changes 
 
Mobility of women is different from what is experienced by men. It emerges from the community directed 
gender roles, with economic, social and livelihood influences. Therefore, generating awareness 
regarding the importance of women’s participation in the economy and how mobility is essential for this, 
is important. During interactions with women in the field visits it can be easily understood that most of 
the women of the border areas of the sub-region are severely confined to performing household chores 
(Figure 4). There should be understanding among people that women have the right to travel anytime 
and anywhere according to their needs. Ensuring a safe environment for women travellers and 
transporters and strategizing the same with awareness generation needs to be ingrained in all policy 
discourses and transport related initiatives. Specifically designed capacity building and awareness 
generation programmes are critically required for this purpose. This also calls for sensitisation of policy 
makers. 
 



Transport and Communications Bulletin for Asia and the Pacific    No. 91, 2021  

 

 9 

 
 

Figure 4: Women engaged in household chores (Phulbari, India- Bangladesh border) 
 
Encouraging women drivers and transporters 
 
Driving heavy vehicles is a job that was historically entitled by men in the sub-region. However, the past 
decade saw women coming up to take up the job as drivers of heavy vehicles such as trucks and buses. 
Currently, there are a few women truck drivers and transporters in the BBIN sub-region. There should 
be incentives to encourage the participation of women as drivers and transporters. Added with 
facilitation of basic facilities at transit and public places, this will motivate women to participate in the 
sector. She Taxi system implemented in the southern state Kerala of India with female driven taxis that 
have online booking and tracking system is a good model for the sub-region to explore in the commercial 
trucking system to encourage the participation of more women in the sector. Women should also be 
encouraged to participate in other logistics related works such as logistics management, warehouse 
and store management, freight forwarding, and transport analysis. 
 
Increasing the safety and monitoring infrastructure 
 
There should be surveillance and monitoring systems in all the public places. GPS based real-time 
tracking system should be used in all public transport vehicles. Provisions such as emergency button 
in public transport facilities should be implemented. Streetlights should be placed at all streets and 
public roads. Making a 24/7 accessible helpline that facilitates reporting of security concerns for women 
will be a useful service for reducing crimes and increasing real-time reporting of threats. Security 
personals and pink police should be deployed at all major points along with regular patrolling. Pink 
police initiative started in Kerala to provide necessary help, guidance and security awareness to women, 
children, and senior citizens. They will prevent eve teasing at public places, ensure the safe travel of 
women and children. Women trafficking and other crimes in the border areas can be prevented by 
increasing the patrolling and security checks.  
 
Increasing the access to information  
 
Access to information is an important factor that empowers women. Women should be updated with 
the new opportunities in the logistics and trade sector. Access to information can also make women 
aware about their rights and in enjoying them. Women should be trained with the knowhow of 
participating in import-export business. Many women do not participate in the cross-border trade 
because of the absence of the knowhow of the procedures and formalities of doing it. Therefore, 
equipping women with the information about engaging in cross-border trade and the market 
opportunities in the foreign markets will increase their participation in cross-border trade.  
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Use of digital technologies 
 
Digital technologies should be used to their fullest potential for increasing the involvement of women in 
cross-border trade. Through the digitisation of the entire process, from establishing a business to the 
delivering of goods to the markets anywhere, women can be motivated to participate in the cross-border 
trade.  
 

 
 

Figure 5: Piles of files at Ranaghat Rail Custom Station, India 
 
The current system requires the entrepreneurs to visit multiple offices with physical documents for doing 
cross-border trade. Huge piles of files could be seen during the field visits to different locations having 
significant importance in the transport and trade sector as shown in Figure 5. This leads to corruption 
practices and discourages participation of women, as most of them are not comfortable with visiting the 
offices which are mostly male dominated spaces. However, through digitisation of the entire process, 
these unnecessary visits can be avoided, and the process can be made more gender friendly. 
Complementary efforts have to be taken parallelly to increase the digital literacy among women and 
access to digital devices. Digitisation can also lead to simplification and rationalisation of the trade and 
customs formalities and procedures, thus reducing the barriers related with transport and logistics 
services. Digitisation of payments also help women to engage in cross-border trade without visiting 
banks which are mostly crowded at many places, consuming a large amount of time. 
 
6. CONCLUSIONS 

Even though women centric policies and gender friendly infrastructure can create an extreme positive 
domino effect to the socio-economic conditions of the sub-region, the transport sector in the BBIN sub-
region is poorly equipped with the same. The transport policies of the BBIN countries do not address 
the concerns of women separately, assuming that the impact of such policies is gender neutral. 
 
Transport in the border areas of the sub-region is even worse, making cross-border trade and transport 
a non-inclusive sector for women. The presence of women was zero or minimal in the border locations 
in the sub-region visited by the authors under the M-Connect project. When enquired about the cause 
of the said problem, absence of proper transport available was said to be one of the major reasons.  
 
The BBIN region’s border ecosystem is not women-friendly and at some places not even trade friendly. 
Governments can make the borders trade friendly and women friendly at the same time by addressing 
gender sensitive issues through government policies and infrastructure programs, and by facilitating 
harmonized trade measures. Women-friendliness and trade friendliness should not be considered as 
mutually exhaustive. 
 
The reason for the invisibility of women in cross-border trade and transport should be investigated and 
specific steps according to the location and requirements should be taken, along with major steps 
mentioned above such as a gender sensitive transport policy, including women in transport policy and 
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planning, crafting a policy against violence, building gender friendly infrastructure, and so on. In the 
modern era, use of technology and access to information is revolutionary. Major concerns of safety can 
be eradicated by increased safety measures and monitoring infrastructure. Coming up with policies and 
programs and their constant monitoring and evaluation is needed. 
 
It is a known fact that the COVID-19 crisis impacted women disproportionately in terms of income loss, 
burden of unpaid work, gender-based violence and so on. But the policy response having a focus on 
women has been insufficient, especially when it comes to trade and transport infrastructure planning in 
the sub-region. In the current scenario, when the participation rate of women is falling and there is a 
dire need for the economies to rebuild from the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, coming up 
with women centric policies and programs in the transport sector can be a game changer. Small steps 
in the gender domain have massive positive consequences. Offering transport and trade facilitation with 
a gender lens would complement the current and upcoming initiatives and be transformed into enablers 
of women’s economic empowerment. 
 
When the border areas become equipped with the said infrastructure and policies, women officials and 
workers will not be hesitant to work in the cross-border areas. This would encourage women drivers 
and transporters and bring an attitudinal change. Moreover, this will have a wider impact on the whole 
supply chain and trade as women traders could visit the border areas on their own and would not need 
middlemen anymore. Increased participation of women will also inspire other women to be a part of 
economic activities in the region and break the social barriers. Thus, women’s engagement in the 
transport and trade related activities will have a far-reaching impact than the mere increase in economic 
development and value addition.  
 
The BBIN sub-region has an opportunity to become proactive in fostering inclusive transport and trade 
forward and backward linkages. The presence of women in the border areas can be increased by 
minimising the violence and “men versus women work” perception and increased safe working 
conditions and training and development. Increased participation of women in transport and trade has 
the potential to develop new platforms and avenues to boost women’s economic empowerment. 
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