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High-level Policy Dialogue on  

E-Commerce and Digital Marketing: Challenges and Opportunities for Women-led SMEs 

in South Asia 

 

15-16 December 2022  

Venue – Hotel Le Meridien, New Delhi, India 

 

 

Concept Note and Tentative Programme 

1. Introduction 

Women entrepreneurship is considered as a basis to economic growth due to its multiplier effects 

such as job creation, increase in labor force participation and uplifting families out of poverty and 

can contribute to achieving several SDGs, especially SDG 5. But many women entrepreneurs in 

South Asian region face challenges relating to access to finance, ICT and are not able to expand 

their businesses and become part of a wider regional and global supply chains mostly due to lack 

of knowledge and limited scale of their businesses (micro, small and medium enterprises 

(MSME)).  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of e-commerce as a means of conducting 

business has multiplied, and e-commerce has developed into a crucial instrument for women-led 

MSMEs to market and grow their businesses. E-commerce has dramatically changed the way 

business is conducted these days and has brought a greater opportunity for women entrepreneurs 

to excel and explore global and regional markets, thus empowering them. It can be a powerful tool 

for bringing in greater gains to women entrepreneurs since it addresses the outmoded barriers of 

geographic isolation and limited access to information and financing along with empowering 

South Asian women entrepreneurs socially and economically. 

With an aim to facilitate and support women entrepreneurs, United Nations ESCAP and Enhanced 

Integrated Frameworks, Geneva under the project “E-Commerce Capacity Building for Women-

led MSMEs in South Asia” undertook a multifaceted approach towards empowering women 

entrepreneurs in South Asia in becoming part of new local, regional and international supply chains 

through the use of e-commerce and digital marketing tools. The project aims to enhance the 

knowledge and capacity of women entrepreneurs belonging to micro, small and medium 

enterprises, in the application of e-commerce platforms to expand their business exports and 

participate in supply chains. Through the ESCAP EIF project, women entrepreneurs have access 

to online e-learning courses on e-commerce and digital marketing ( 

https://www.unescap.wesellonline.org/ ), an e-commerce training portal (www.wesellonline.org ) 

for women entrepreneurs, and a beginner’s manual on digital marketing and e-commerce 

https://www.unescap.wesellonline.org/
http://www.wesellonline.org/
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(https://www.unescap.wesellonline.org/Ecommerce-manual/ ). Additionally, a series of virtual 

and in-person workshops on e-commerce and digital marketing for women entrepreneurs are being 

conducted that aim to build the competence of female entrepreneurs. The target countries in the 

project are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal but due to COVID-19 related restrictions, 

workshops were conducted online and women from other South Asian and African countries have 

also benefitted. Till date, about 1900 women entrepreneurs have been trained. These training also 

enabled to establish regional networks amongst the women entrepreneurs by providing an 

opportunity to showcase their products, and services and share their entrepreneurial journeys with 

an aim to inspire and motivate fellow women entrepreneurs. Additionally, as part of online support, 

a helpline contact desk has been established along with real time support among fellow female 

participants through WhatsApp and Facebook groups. A Facebook 

page(https://www.facebook.com/wesellonline.org ), currently with around ~680 followers, has 

been established to encourage female entrepreneurs to share their entrepreneurial stories as well 

products and services, and share further guidance on the various aspects of e-commerce. 

Conducting these trainings has resulted in building effective partnerships between various 

stakeholders such as the Government, UN country teams, Commonwealth Secretariat, policy 

makers, civil society organisations, chambers of commerce and industry and women chambers etc. 

A collective effort by all in giving these trainings has encouraged many women to shift to e-

commerce. The positive long-term impact of this project on empowerment of women in the 

participating countries will facilitate a replication/implementation of similar projects in the region 

and contribute towards achievement of Sustainable Development Goals.  

This two-day event has been organized as a culmination of this project. With an aim to advance 

towards achievements of SDGs, this workshop shall bring together stakeholders with varied 

expertise for thought-provoking dialogue and policy advocacy on various aspects impacting 

women entrepreneurs and evoke discussions on the way ahead. 

2. Tentative Programme 

 

Day 1: Thursday 15 December 2022 (India Standard Time) 

10:00 - 10:20 Registration with Tea/Coffee 

10:20 - 11:15 
 

Inaugural session 

Welcome Remarks: 

• Ms. Mikiko Tanaka, Director and Head, ESCAP South and South-West 

Asia Office, New Delhi 

• Dr. Ratnakar Adhikari, Executive Director, Enhanced Integrated 

Framework, Geneva 

 

Presentation on the Achievements and milestones of the Project – “E-

commerce Capacity Building for women-led SMEs in South Asia” 

• Dr. Rajan Sudesh Ratna, Deputy Head, ESCAP South and South-West 

Asia Office, New Delhi 

 

 

 

https://www.unescap.wesellonline.org/Ecommerce-manual/
https://www.facebook.com/wesellonline.org
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Special Remarks 

• H.E. Dr. Shankar Prasad Sharma, Ambassador of Nepal to India  

 

11:15 – 12:30 Session 1: Policies for Promoting Women Entrepreneurship  

This panel will discuss various initiatives by governments to promote women 

entrepreneurship. The panel will share experiences of countries good policies 

and practices formulated to promote the entrepreneurial skills of women 

entrepreneurs and linking them with local, regional and global supply chains.  

The panel will deliberate on the following: 

(i) The policies introduced to promote women entrepreneurship 

(ii) Schemes governments have introduced to train and build 

entrepreneurial skills of women especially from MSME sector 

(iii) Incentives governments have implemented to empower women 

economically 

(iv) Did these help women entrepreneurs to expand their business? What 

policy measures were taken by the governments to promote women 

entrepreneurs start online business? 

(v) The challenges that still remain in the country. 

 

Chair: Mr. Toyam Raya, Secretary, Ministry of Industry, Commerce and 

Supplies, Nepal 

 

Moderator: Dr. Nagesh Kumar, Director and Chief Executive of the Institute 

for Studies in Industrial Development (ISID), India  

 

Panelists: 

• Md. Hafizur Rahman, Director General, WTO Cell, Ministry of 

Commerce, Bangladesh  

• Ms. Richen Lhazom, Ministry of Economic Affairs, Bhutan 

• Mr. Gobinda Bahadur Karkee, Joint Secretary, Ministry of Industry, 

Commerce and Supplies, Nepal  

• Ms. Archana Bhatnagar, President, Madhya Pradesh Association of 

Women Entrepreneurs, India 

 

Open discussion 

12:30: - 13:45 Networking Lunch 

13:45 – 15:15 Session 2: E-commerce capacity building project: deliverables, challenges 

and way forward in empowering women   
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This project aimed at training the women-led MSMEs to use e-commerce and 

digital marketing tools for promoting their business and explore becoming part 

of new local, regional and international supply chains. The panel will take stock 

of deliverables under the project, share experiences at grass root level, 

challenges that are still there and way forward. The panel will deliberate the 

following:   

• Has the capacity building programme met its expectations of helping in 

expanding business?  

• Apart from the trainings, women entrepreneurs face several other 

challenges like ICT connectivity, logistics, trade finance etc. Are these 

been handled by either the governments or other agencies? How an all-

comprehensive approach can be taken?  

• What more needs to be done to empower women so that they can become 

effectively a part of higher value chain?  

 

Moderator: Mr. Ratnakar Adhikari, Executive Director, Enhanced 

Integrated Framework, Geneva 

 

Panelists: 

• Ms. Nasima Akter Nisha, President, Women and E-commerce, 

Bangladesh 

• Mr. Tshering Nidup, Deputy Trade Officer, Department of Trade, 

Ministry of Economic Affairs, Bhutan  

• Ms. Palina Rai, Women Entrepreneur Store Boju, Nepal 

• Ms. K. Ratnaprabha, Founder/President, Ubuntu Consortium, 

Bengaluru, India 

• Ms. Deepali Gotadke, Consultant, UNESCAP 

• Ms. Charmarie Maelge, Equality in Tourism Associate Sri Lanka and 

Director, International Centre for Responsible Travel, Sri Lanka 

 

Open discussion 

15:15 – 15:45 Tea/Coffee 

15:45 – 17:00 Session 3: Strengthening partnership to address challenges for Women 

Entrepreneurs of South Asia 

South Asia Women Development Forum (SWADF) has supported ESCAP in 

training the women entrepreneurs in South Asia. This partnership ensured 

deeper outreach and ensured women from remote places also join the training 

sessions. However, still many challenges were noted during the interactions 

with women entrepreneurs in terms of trade financing, ICT connectivity, 

logistics etc. This panel will discuss the following:  

(i) What are the challenges in the subregion that the women entrepreneurs 

still face? 
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(ii) How SAWDF and ESCAP can collaborate together to empower women 

entrepreneurs? 

(iii) How SAWDF can support the knowledge tools that have been developed 

by ESCAP in long run to make it sustainable?  

 

Moderator: Ms. Mikiko Tanaka, Head, ESCAP South and South-West Asia 

Office, New Delhi 

 

Panel: 

• Ms. Nasreen F. Awal, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, Bangladesh 

• Ms. Damchae Dem, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, Bhutan 

• Ms. Rama Devi K, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, India 

• Ms. Mariyam Shakeela, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, Maldives 

• Ms. Pramila Acharya Rijal, President, South Asian Women 

Development Forum, Kathmandu Nepal 

• Ms. Maryyam Khan, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, Pakistan 

• Ms. Shirley Jayawardena, Vice-President, SAWDF Chapter, Sri 

Lanka 

 

Open discussion 

Day 2: Friday 16 December 2022 (India Standard Time) 

09:30 - 10:00 Registration 

10:00 - 11:30 Session 4: Policy advocacy for creating opportunities for women 

entrepreneurship in South Asia 

E-commerce has seen an exponential growth in the recent years especially 

during the pandemic. Behaviour of buying changed due to various restrictions 

and several e-market places have emerged during the pandemic providing 

uninterrupted supply of goods and services, even when the cross-border 

movement of goods and transport were restricted. On the other hand, women 

entrepreneurs often face challenges in expanding their businesses and 

becoming part of regional and global supply chains because of lack of 

knowledge and the scale of their businesses. This panel will discuss experiences 

of various experts/stakeholders in building capacity of female entrepreneurs 

along with identifying challenges and areas of policy advocacy while fostering 

female entrepreneurship in South and South-West Asia. The panel will discuss 

the following:   

(i) What measures were taken by governments to ensure that the supply 

chains are not interrupted during pandemic 

(ii) How the experiences of being partner in UNESCAP’s women 

entrepreneurs’ capacity building programmes can contribute for future 

initiates of governments? 
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(iii) Areas of policy advocacy to address challenges faced  

(iv) What kind of work is needed to influence policy making to enable growth 

of women entrepreneurs? 

 

Moderator: Dr. Rajan Sudesh Ratna, Deputy Head, ESCAP SSWA New 

Delhi 

 

Panelists: 

• Ms. Nasima Aktar, President, Women and E-commerce, Bangladesh 

• Ms. Thinley Yangzom, Founder Bhutan Superfoods, Bhutan 

• Ms. Sheela Bhide, Chairperson Women Entrepreneurs International 

Trade and Technology Centre (WEITTC), India 

• Ms. Sristi Malla Joshi, Chairperson, SABAH, Nepal 

• Ms. Rubi Manjuman Mou, Women Entrepreneur, Bangladesh 

• Ms. Nimesha D.G.K. Kankanamalage, CEO, Nim K Food Private 

Limited, Sri Lanka 

• Ms. Neena Narayan, ISHTA, India 

 

 

Open discussion 

11:30- 11:45 Tea/Coffee 

11:45 – 13:00 

 

Session 5: Empowering women entrepreneurship during troubled times: 

Sketching a road map for future 

 

This session will discuss takeaways/experiences from various initiatives that 

governments, ESCAP and several women associations have undertaken over 

several years. The session will explore the cooperation and collaboration 

amongst these agencies as well as stakeholders in making future interventions 

more strategic and effective with larger outreach. This multistakeholder panel 

will discuss: 

• Key challenges that need to be addressed in future to mainstream 

gendered policies. 

• Are sufficient evidences available? Are the current policies effective 

in meeting SDG 5 as well as women empowerment? 

• What kind of research and analysis is required to bring evidence for 

policy making? 

• Will multistakeholder cooperation help in achieving these goals and 

way forward? 

 

Moderator: Ms. Hang Tran, Senior Coordinator, EIF, Geneva 
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Panel: 

• Md. Sayed Ali, Deputy Secretary, Ministry of Commerce, 

Bangladesh 

• Ms. Sonam Deki, Chief HRO, Ministry of Economic Affairs, Bhutan  

• Mr. Gobinda Bahadur Karkee, Joint Secretary, Ministry of 

Industry, Commerce and Supplies, Nepal  

• Ms. Veena Sikri, Professor & Ambassador, Founding Trustee & 

Convener of South Asia Women's Network (SWAN) 

• Dr. Rajni Aggarwal, President, Federation of Indian Women 

Entrepreneurs (FIWE), India 

• Ms. K. Ratnaprabha, Founder/President, Ubuntu Consortium, 

Bengaluru, India 

• Ms. Kanta Singh, Deputy Representative, UN WOMEN, India 

• Mrs. Manoja Wadugodapitiya, Founder, Simply Women and 

Chairperson of Hydro Power Pvt. Ltd, Sri Lanka  

 

 

Open discussion 

13:00 – 13:30 Concluding session 

Remarks: 

• Ms. Mikiko Tanaka, Head, ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office, 

New Delhi 

• Dr. Ratnakar Adhikari, Executive Director, Enhanced Integrated 

Framework, Geneva 

13:30 -14:30 Lunch 

14:30- 18:00 Interview with select participants by an external evaluator of the project. 

(The participants for the interview would be informed separately) 

 


