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The world is in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic. Women health workers are at the forefront of 
the health response to the crisis. With lockdowns and curfews implemented in several parts of the 
world, the incidence of violence against women and girls has increased. Women are over-represented 
in sectors hardest hit by the outbreak such as manufacturing, garment, tourism and hospitality 
sectors.  Lastly, but most importantly, the burden of extra care work and domestic chores in light of 
the pandemic falls on the shoulders of an already over-burdened womenfolk. In short, the pandemic 
has exacerbated gender inequalities and discriminatory social norms that exist in our society. 
 
The COVID-19 crisis is a wake-up call for our planet. It is relevant that we introspect our policies and 
deal with the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of development in an integrated 
manner. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development are critical resources that member States could use to move forward without leaving 
anyone behind. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development -with its commitment to leave no one 
behind -and the Beijing Platform- with its wide and far-reaching scope- could together forge a more 
equal, inclusive planet. The synergies need to be harnessed to create a more gender-equal Asia and 
the Pacific. 
 
 

The Asia-Pacific Beijing+25 Review 
 
In 1995, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, was adopted and subsequently endorsed by 
the United Nations General Assembly. Every five years since 1995, progress in achieving the strategic 
objectives of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action is reviewed by the Commission on the 
Status of Women. The fifth review marks the twenty- fifth anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action. In its resolution 2018/8, the Economic and Social Council called upon all States to 
undertake national-level reviews of the progress made and challenges encountered in the 
implementation of the Platform for Action. Additionally, the resolution encouraged “regional 
commissions to undertake regional reviews so that the outcomes of intergovernmental processes at 
the regional level can feed into the 2020 review”.  
 
In accordance with this mandate, ESCAP, in cooperation with the UN-Women and with the support of 
the Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism Thematic Working Group on Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of Women (RCM-TWG-GEEW), 
undertook in 2019 a regional review of progress in 
implementing the Platform for Action in Asia and the 
Pacific. Out of its 49 member States and 9 associate 
members, ESCAP received 45 reports. The analytical review 
encompassed ESCAP member States geographically located 
in the Asia-Pacific region.  
 
The 25-year review of the implementation of the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action in 2020 was the first 
time that the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action was reviewed with the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development fully in place. The Beijing+25 
review harnesses the synergies between the Declaration 
and Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda to consolidate 
efforts to accelerate the achievement of key international 
commitments on gender equality. 
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The 12 critical areas of concern of the Platform for Action have been clustered into six overarching 
themes that highlight the alignment of the two frameworks ( see table 1) : inclusive development, 
shared prosperity and decent work; poverty eradication, social protection and social services; 
freedom from violence, stigma and stereotypes; participation, accountability and gender-responsive 
institutions; peaceful and inclusive societies; and environmental conservation, climate action and 
resilience-building. In addition, member States have reported on their key priorities, achievements, 
and challenges with regard to gender equality; national institutions, processes and partnerships; and 
data and statistics for advancing the empowerment of women and girls in the region. 
 
The present document contains a summary of the identified achievements, challenges, and key actions 
taken by the ESCAP members and associate members of the Pacific sub-region to advance gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. The countries that submitted their national review reports1, 
and are therefore included in this report, are: Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, the Republic of 
Marshall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, New Zealand, Palau, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, 
Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. The following countries have not submitted their national review report: 
American Samoa, French Polynesia, Guam, Nauru, New Caledonia, Niue, Northern Mariana Islands, 
and Papua New Guinea. Furthermore, the key priority areas for action for countries in the region for 
the next five years are identified, with a view to accelerate the achievement of gender equality in the 
region of progress in implementing the Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda. 
 
Table 2.Linkages between the Beijing+25 Review, the Beijing Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda 
 
Beijing +25 Clusters Critical Areas of Concern Sustainable Development Goals 

Inclusive development, 
shared prosperity, and 
decent work  
 

A. Women and poverty 
F. Women and the 
economy 
I.  Human rights of women 
L. The girl child 
 

SDGs 1, 2, 5, 8, 9 and 17 

Poverty eradication, social 
protection, and social 
services  
 
 

A. Women and poverty 
B. Education and training 
of women 
C. Women and health 
I.  Human rights of women 
L. The girl child 
 

SDGs 1,2, 3, 4 and 5 
 

Freedom from violence, 
stigma, and stereotypes  
 

D. Violence against 
women 
I.   Human rights of 
women 
J.   Women and the media  
L.   The girl child 
 

SDG 5 

1 For the national review reports, see: https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020/preparations. (accessed 27/10/2020). 
Unless otherwise specified, all information reported in this document has been taken from the respective national review 
reports submitted by member States for the Beijing+25 Review. 
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Participation, 
accountability, and gender-
responsive institutions  
 

G.  Women in power and 
decision-making 
H.  Institutional 
mechanisms for the 
advancement of women 
I.   Human rights of 
women 
J.   Women and the media 
L.  The girl child 
 

SDGs 5, 16 and 17 

Peaceful and inclusive 
societies  

E.  Women and armed 
conflict 
I.   Human rights of 
women 
L.  The girl child 

SDGs 5, 10, 16, 17 
 

Environmental 
conservation, protection 
and rehabilitation  
 

K.  Women and the 
environment 
I.   Human rights of 
women 
L.  The girl child 

SDGs 5, 6, 7, 11, 12, 14, 15 and 17 
 
 

 
Achievements and challenges 
 
“It is time to stop trying to change women, and start changing the systems that prevent them from 
achieving their potential.  Our power structures have evolved gradually over thousands of years. One 
further evolution is long overdue. The 21st century must be the century of women’s equality” 
 
-UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres2  
 
The following section lists the key achievements of the countries in the sub-region with respect to 
advancing gender equality over the last five years and challenges faced in its pursuit. 
 
  
Achievements 
 
Adoption of laws, regulations, action plans and policies  
 
Countries in the sub-region adopted laws, regulations, action plans, and policies to advance gender 
equality and empowerment of women and girls. All countries in the sub-region, except Tonga, have 
ratified the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 3 
Furthermore, several countries have adopted progressive legislations to prevent violence and 
promote women’s economic participation and leadership. 
 

2 ‘Make this the century of women’s equality’. See https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1058271 
(accessed 27/10/2020) 
3 For more discussions on Tonga, see section ‘National institutions, processes and partnerships’. 
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The Republic of Marshall Islands adopted the Gender Equality Law 2019. In 2018, Palau endorsed the 
National Gender Mainstreaming Policy and is currently under implementation. In 2016, the 
Government of Vanuatu launched the National Gender Equality Policy (NGEP) 2015-2019. New 
Zealand adopted a Gender Pay Gap Action Plan 2018-2020 with the aim of eliminating the gender pay 
gap in public services. The Employment Relations Act 2018 of Fiji recognizes the value of unpaid care 
and parental leave by providing paternity and family leaves and extending maternity leave. In Samoa, 
the Labour and Employment Regulations 2016 prohibits discrimination against women in the 
workplace. Tuvalu adopted the Family Protection and Domestic Violence Act in 2014, which became the 
foundation for a lot of activities to prevent VAWG. The Cook Islands adopted the Family Protection and 
Support Act 2017 which addresses domestic violence and passed the Harassment Act 2017 to provide 
protection against violence and abuse when there is no domestic relationship. In 2017, the Solomon 
Islands launched its National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) covering the 
years 2017 to 2022.  

 
Women’s economic empowerment 
 
To promote women’s economic empowerment and ensure their continued engagement in the labour 
force, countries in the sub-region strengthened/enforced workplace laws, improved financial 
inclusion, took measures to prevent sexual harassment and sexual violence at work, introduced or 
strengthened family leave policies, and introduced or strengthened support for the elderly.4 
 
Data estimates show that women’s labour force participation in the sub-region has marginally 
increased over the last five years from 57 per cent in 2015 to 58 per cent in 2020.5 In the meantime, 
the male labour force participation rate has marginally dipped from 68 per cent to 67 per cent over 
the last five years. The labour force participation of women in the sub-region at 58 per cent is much 
higher than regional and global figures of 44 and 47 per cent, respectively. However, as evidenced 
from Figure 1, the labour force participation rates across the sub-region have gender gaps. The gap is 
the starkest in Fiji and shortest in Papua New Guinea. Notably, the gender gap in the sub-region is 
smaller compared to the Asia-Pacific region and the global gender gap which is 32 percentage points 
and 27 percentage points respectively.  
To ensure sustainable engagement of women in the labour force, countries in the sub-region have 
adopted measures that promote women’s empowerment at work and have taken efforts to provide 
institutional support in reducing care-burdens, thereby freeing-up time that could be invested 
elsewhere. 
 

Figure 1 Labour force participation rate, by gender, Pacific, 2020 

 

 
 
 
 

4 For elaboration see Section A under ‘Actions taken to advance gender equality’ 
5 ESCAP based on ILOSTAT. See : https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10.2020) 
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Source: ESCAP Online Database based on ILO STAT https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 
27/10.2020) 

 
 
Women’s political participation and decision-making 
 
Women’s participation in public life and decision-making is critical in advancing the agenda of gender 
equality. Over the last five years, there has been a significant increase in the proportion of women in 
parliament in the Pacific. From 13 per cent in 2015, the figure stands at 17 percent in 2020. New 
Zealand and Australia have surpassed the internationally agreed upon threshold of 30 per cent 
representation of women in Parliament, with 41 and 21 per cent respectively. However, in 
comparison, the average participation rate in the sub-region is lower than the regional and global 
averages at 20 and 25 per cent respectively. Three countries in the Pacific have no women 
representatives in the parliament. To promote women’s political participation and decision-making, 
countries in the region have adopted laws and conducted capacity- building and mentoring initiatives. 
For the coming five years, women’s political participation is a key priority area of action for the 
countries in the region. 
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Figure 2 Proportion of women in parliament, Pacific, ESCAP and World  2020 

 
 

Source: ESCAP Online Database based on IPU see:  https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10.2020)  

 
 
 
Challenges 
 
Gender capacities and gender norms 
 
The lack of gender capacities and the presence of adverse gender norms is a key challenge faced by 
most of the countries in the sub-region. All member States in the sub-region identified that the 
translation of policies, plans, and programs into concrete actions is stifled by adverse gender norms 
and stereotypes. The presence of gender norms and stereotypes makes it difficult for women to 
progress at work and to gain access to public offices. It makes women vulnerable in emergency 
situations, especially to violent actions, and makes survivors susceptible to secondary victimisation.  
 
Several countries in the region depend on donor funding to advance the agenda of gender equality. 
There is a lack of human resources and capacity amongst the personnel responsible for gender 
equality.6 Furthermore, the concept of gender fatigue was discussed by the delegate from Tuvalu as 
hindering the progress of gender equality in the country. Several countries also flagged the perceived 
relation between gender equality and modernity and together, its opposition to traditional norms and 

6 For elaboration see section on ‘National institutions, processes and partnerships to advance gender equality’ 
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“We also believe that the empowerment of women 
and girls and the promotion of their human rights 
are NOT challenging our culture: they are 
prerequisites to safeguard our rich cultural 
heritage” 
 
 Tuvalu, Country Statement 

existing male privilege as being another stumbling block towards realisation of gender equality and 
empowerment of women and girls. This is especially the case in Tonga, the only country in the region 
where CEDAW has not been adopted, due to local protests that see it as a threat to the culture and 
beliefs of the country.  
 
Gender norms and stereotypes are all pervasive. Every action taken to promote gender equality 
should examine the underlying gender norms and stereotypes that create the problem and devise 

measures to transform these underlying power 
machinations. Additionally, it is necessary to build 
partnerships with relevant stakeholders, including 
community leaders and religious figures, with 
whose cooperation, the work on gender equality 
can progress faster. It is only when these gender 
norms and stereotypes are transformed that one 
can see gender equality on the horizon. 
 
 

Women’s Economic Empowerment 
 
Countries in the region noted the difficulties involved in navigating the terrain of work for women’s 
empowerment. Despite the considerable participation of women in the economic sphere, challenges 
remain. Most countries in the sub-region, with exceptions, are faced with significant challenges of 
being geographically distant from major markets. The informal and subsistence economy is the 
mainstay of economic engagement for women in the region. This would mean a lack of formal social 
security systems for those engaged in these activities coupled with the already eroding traditional 
forms of social protection.7 Countries in the sub-region have adopted many progressive legislations, 
policies, and programs to support women’s economic empowerment, but most of these measures are 
limited to the formal sector, thereby leaving a considerable number of working women behind. Going 
forward, for the next five years, countries have prioritized women’s rights at work and right to work 
as a key area of action. 
 
Elimination of Violence against Women and Girls 
 
Countries across the sub-region have adopted measures to address the problem of violence against 
women and girls. The weight of gender norms, societal stigma, and stereotypes is a silent ally that 
condones violent acts and prevents women from seeking legal recourse against violence. Despite the 
adoption of progressive legislations, policies, and programs, violence continues unabated. 
 
In their lifetime, the proportion of women in the sub-region who experienced physical and/or sexual 
violence from an intimate partner ranges from 64 per cent in Fiji and Solomon Islands to 25 per cent 
in Palau. The proportion of women who faced physical violence from a non-partner in their lifetime 
ranges from 68 per cent in Tonga to 10 per cent in the Federated States of Micronesia (see table 2). In 
the coming five years, countries consider the prevention and elimination of violence against women 
and girls to be the top-most priority area of action.  
 

7 ILO. 2017. A study on the future of work in Pacific. ILO: Fiji. See https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-
bangkok/---ilo-suva/documents/publication/wcms_553880.pdf 
[accessed on 18/11/2020] 
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Table 2 Proportion of women disclosing experience of partner and non-partner violence, Pacific, as of 
July 2020 

 Intimate Partner Violence among ever-
partnered women (%) 

Non-partner violence since age 15 
among all women (%) 

Physical and/or sexual violence Physical violence by 
non-partner 

Sexual violence by 
non-partner 

Lifetime Last 12  
Months 

Lifetime Last 12 
months 

Lifetime Last 12 
months 

Cook Islands 33 9 39 8 7 1 

Fiji 64 24 27 n.a. 9 n.a. 

Kiribati 61 43 24 8 10 3 

Marshall Islands, 
Republic of 

51 18 33 4 13 1 

Federated States of 
Micronesia 

33 24 10 3 8 8 

Nauru 48 22 n.a. n.a. 47 12 

Palau 25 8 14 3 15 3 

Papua New Guinea 58 48 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Samoa 46 22 62 n.a. 11 n.a. 

Solomon Islands 64 42 18 n.a. 18 n.a. 

Tonga 40 19 68 n.a. 6 n.a. 

Tuvalu 37 25 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Vanuatu 60 44 28 n.a. 33 n.a. 

 
Source: kNOwVAWdata from UNFCA see: https://asiapacific.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-
pdf/knowvawdata_regional_vaw_map_july_29_2020_final.pdf (accessed on 27/10/2020) 
n.a.= data not collected/not available in source report 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Actions taken to advance gender equality 
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This section reviews the actions taken by countries in the sub-region during the last five years that 
advanced gender equality. The actions are reported under six clusters as required for the Beijing+25 
Review process.8 
 

A. Inclusive development, shared prosperity and decent work 
 
In Asia-Pacific, gender gaps exist in the labour force participation of men and women. Across the sub-
region, fewer women are economically engaged than men. Over the last five years, to advance gender 
equality in women’s paid work and employment, countries strengthened/enforced workplace laws, 
improved financial inclusion, and took measures to prevent sexual harassment and sexual violence at 
work.   
 
Figure 3   Female labour force participation rate, Pacific, 2020 (estimate) 

 

Source: ESCAP Online Database based on ILO. See  https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ [accessed on 
27/10/2020]  
 
In several countries, progressive legislations and policies have been adopted to empower women in 
the workplace. The Republic of Marshall Islands’ Equal Employment Opportunity Act 2017 ensures 
that all employees are treated equally with regards to obtaining employment benefits. In Samoa, the 
Labour and Employment Regulations 2016 prohibit discrimination against women in the workplace. 
In New Zealand, in a 2014 amendment to the Equal Pay Act 1972, the Court of Appeal ruled that equal 
pay would extend to different work of equal value (pay equity), not simply the same pay for the same 
work. This resulted in a $2 billion pay settlement in 2017 amounting to a pay-rise for more than 
55,000 low paid, mainly female, care, and support workers. In 2018, this settlement was extended to 
include mental health and addiction support workers who are predominantly women. The $173.5 

8 See page 3-4 for more details. For the Guidance Note regarding the Beijing +25 Review, see : 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw64-2020/preparations#guidance 
[accessed 29/10/2020] 
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million settlement extension will ensure that around 5,000 mental health and addiction support 
workers will receive the same pay rates as care and support workers.  
 
In Fiji and the Republic of Marshall Islands, over the last five years, the minimum wage has been 
increased. In Fiji, this is reported to have benefitted women who work as domestic workers and those 
who work in garment factories, restaurants, and supermarkets. New Zealand adopted a Gender Pay 
Gap Action Plan 2018-2020 with the aim of eliminating the gender pay gap in public services. In 2018, 
Australia introduced its inaugural Women’s Economic Security Statement (WESS) which aims to 
achieve financial empowerment, financial resilience, and financial security for Australian women. To 
support more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in the workforce, the Government of 
Australia delivers a range of Indigenous-specific employment programs to address the barriers to 
employment faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and men. To protect migrant 
workers, the Migrant Exploitation Prevention Strategy of New Zealand supports exploited employees, 
holds exploitative employers to account, and helps migrant employees and their employers 
understand and act on their rights and runs an education campaign for migrant employees and their 
employers. 
 
To address discriminatory recruitment processes, the Gender Affairs Department of Tuvalu worked 
with the Tuvalu Fisheries Department to support women to work in the male-dominated fisheries 
sector which is a critical source of employment in the country. It has been reported that, in 2016, the 
first woman observer was recruited to work on a fisheries boat. In Kiribati, upskilling trainings have 
been conducted in various outer islands through the assistance of the Taiwan and Kiribati 
Government.  
 
Preventing sexual harassment is a key element of workplace safety and health. To protect the safety of 
women in the workplace, the Australian Human Rights Commission has launched a national inquiry 
into sexual harassment in the workplace. The newly enacted Gender Equality Law 2019 of the 
Republic of Marshall Islands prohibits sexual harassment (section 110). Tonga plans to develop a 
Sexual Harassment Policy in partnership with the Commonwealth Secretariat and the Public Service 
Commission. 
 
 
Box 1 New Zealand supports Māori through Whānau Ora 

 
To truly empower women to participate in the economy, governments need to provide support to 
fulfil domestic responsibilities. Available data from Australia shows that women do 65 per cent of the 
unpaid care work. In New Zealand, this figure is 64 per cent.9 In the sub-region, countries are taking 
several measures to ensure that women are supported at home to free-up time that can be invested at 
the workplace. Provision of family leave policies and elderly care are examples in this regard. To 

9 Care work and care jobs for the future of decent work / International Labour Office – Geneva: ILO, 2018. 
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support unpaid care and domestic work demands and promote professional life and family life 
conciliation, countries in the sub-region mainly introduced or strengthened family leave policies, 
introduced or strengthened maternity/paternity leave and introduced or strengthened support for 
older persons. To understand the implications of domestic responsibilities on women’s economic 
participation and devise supportive policies and legislations to promote women’s empowerment, 
Australia is reinstating its Time Use Survey. Fiji’s Employment Relations Act 2018 recognizes the 
value of unpaid care and parental leave by providing five days of paternity leave, five days of family 
leave, and increased maternity leave duration from 84 days to 92 days. Under the Tuvalu Labour and 
Employment Relations Act 2017 , women are entitled to 12 weeks maternity leave with 100 per cent 
of their wage or salary during that period. The law also allows breastfeeding breaks of one hour each, 
two times a day for women who are nursing children under 12 months of age. Male partners can take 
two weeks of paternity leave after their wives or partners gave birth. In Vanuatu, the Employment Act 
has been amended to provide for paternity leave. 
 
Several countries in the region expanded care for the elderly. In the Marshall Islands, the Senior 
Citizens Act 2018 grants benefits and privileges to Senior Citizens. In Tuvalu, the elderly receive 100 
AUD per month as a form of financial support. Kiribati’s Senior Citizen Allowances target older people 
from the ages of 65-70 upwards. This fund is reported to have reduced neglect among the elderly and 
enabled them to contribute to their households and improved their standing.  
 
 
 
B. Poverty eradication, social protection and social services 

 
Poverty is multi-dimensional in nature and its impacts are likely to be worse for women vis-à-vis men 
and this exacerbates gender inequality.  

Globally, between the ages of 20 and 34, women are more likely to be living in poor households than 
men.10Households with children are among the poorest, while single parents with children, and 
predominantly single mothers with children, face a higher risk of poverty.11 Living in poverty can 
result in nutritional deficiencies and poorer educational outcomes. Shocks in the form of job loss or 
health problems could put families in poverty. Unfortunately, data on female poverty is scarce. To 
alleviate poverty among women and girls, countries in the Pacific sub-region have been mainly 
supporting women’s entrepreneurship, adopting social protection policies, and supporting decent 
work for women. 
 
Trends across the sub-region show that entrepreneurship is a key pathway for millions of women to 
engage in the economy improve their livelihoods and those of their families, and gain a measure of 
financial independence. However, gender disparities persist in areas ranging from access to finance to 
opportunities to acquire essential business skills. Across the sub-region, countries are trying to 
address poverty by promoting women’s entrepreneurship and devising programs to address the 
various hurdles faced by women while setting up and running businesses. 
 
In Australia, the Future Female Entrepreneurs Program engages around 55,000 girls and young 
women nationwide through a digital platform and in-person workshops. The platform aims to create 
the next generation of women business owners by equipping girls and young women with the 

10 World Bank, “Gender Differences in Poverty and Household composition through the life-cycle”, Policy Research Working 
Paper, No. 8360 (Washington D.C., World Bank, 2018). 
11 World Bank, “Gender Differences in Poverty and Household composition through the life-cycle”, Policy Research Working 
Paper, No. 8360 (Washington D.C., World Bank, 2018).  
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knowledge and skills to start their own businesses and create employment opportunities for 
themselves and for others. The Government of Fiji launched the National Women’s Expo in 2014 to 
celebrate and strengthen economic empowerment of Fijian rural women artisans across handicraft 
value chains. In Kiribati, over the last five years women entrepreneurs had increased opportunities to 
secure loans from the ANZ bank, private money lenders, and other financial institutions such as the 
Development Bank of Kiribati (DBK) and Kiribati Provident Fund (KPF). The Government of Samoa 
facilitates livelihood support for vulnerable families through the revival of the weaving of Ie Sae/ fine 
mats that are used in high-level traditional exchanges in the country. In Vanuatu, thanks to UN 
Women’s Markets for Change Project (M4C) funded by the Australian and Canadian Governments, 
there has been an increase in the number of women market vendors joining formal market vendors’ 
associations. 
 
Entrepreneurship is seen as a panacea for poverty across the sub-region. However, government 
policies across the sub-region should ensure that entrepreneurship equals decent work. An 
appropriate framework for social protection might enable countries to reduce the risk involved in 
entrepreneurship, while ensuring that women have enough to tide over crisis situations. In the Pacific, 
it has been found that social protection needs to be more gender-specific.12 Average social protection 
expenditure for women in 2015 was lower than that for men, with the gap widening from 0.9 
percentage points in 2009 to 1.3 percentage points in 2015. There are exceptions. In the Republic of 
Marshall Islands, social insurance spending for women increased by 1.0 percentage point and in Palau 
by 0.9 percentage points in 2015. The Cook Islands raised social assistance spending for women 
through the caregiver’s allowance and targeted maternity benefits. Most countries in the region do not 
have a social protection policy framework. What exists in the sub-region is mostly schemes that do not 
specifically target women.13 
 
Social protection in Samoa comes in the form of age-old pensions, social assistance, labor market 
policies, health insurance, and compensation for injuries at work. The report noted the need to 
improve its social protection systems to better target women and girls. In Kiribati, social protection is 
provided by the Senior Citizen Allowance described earlier and the Student Support Scheme for 
Underprivileged Students. The national review report of Tuvalu noted the lack of social protection for 
vulnerable people as a challenge and is conducting consultations for the Social Protection Bill that will 
aim to widen social protection in the country. 
 
In Fiji, there are a total of 50 social protection schemes focusing on reducing poverty amongst target 
groups such as rural, pregnant, ageing, employed, and unemployed women and girls under the areas 
of education, health, economic & livelihoods, legal provisions, and other essential services. Despite 
this, the national review report noted that there is a lack of general awareness about these schemes 
and its benefits, thereby calling for systematic dissemination of information about the schemes 
amongst women and girls. In response to cyclone Winston in February 2016, the government of Fiji 
introduced the Social Protection Winston Rehabilitation program, which included a cash payment to 
all recipients under the social protection program. Recipients were also provided food vouchers for 
two months to help them cope with the post disaster recovery process. 
 
 
Social protection can address female poverty and vulnerability if programs are designed and 
implemented to address the gender-specific drivers of poverty and vulnerability. Countries in the sub-

12 Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2019. The Social Protection Indicator for the Pacific: Assessing Progress. Manila. 
13 Ibid. 
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region need to develop social protection policy frameworks and ensure that it is gender-inclusive so 
that women can weather any type of crisis situations.  
 
 
Health 
 
Unequal access to healthcare undermines inclusive development. Furthermore, health shocks can 
drive families into poverty. To promote inclusive development, prevent households from falling into 
poverty, and improve the health outcomes of women and girls, countries in the sub-region have 
expanded and provided access to health services through universal health coverage or public health 
services, and conducted awareness/health promotion campaigns and gender-responsive training for 
health workers. 
 
 
Figure 3 Maternal mortality rates, per 100,000 live births, Pacific, 2017 

Source: ESCAP Online Database based on UNFPA. See  https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ [accessed on 
27/10/2020]  
 
 
The Australian government has been expanding its Medicare system to improve the health outcomes 
of women and girls. In 2017, as part of the National Cervical Screening Program, the government 
introduced a five-yearly human papillomavirus (HPV) cervical screening test for participants aged 25-
74 years.  
 
Countries like Palau, Tuvalu, and Samoa are worried about the rising menace of non-communicable 
diseases (NCD). While Palau has universal access to health services, about 70 per cent of deaths in the 
country are caused by NCDs. To combat the onslaught of the NCDs, the country is implementing its 
Ministry of Health’s 2015 strategic plan of action to combat NCD’s. In Tuvalu, a partnership has been 
forged between the Gender Department, the Sports Department, and the Tuvalu Association of Sports 
and National Olympic Committee. The partnership aims to ensure that women are active and 
physically and emotionally healthy as a means of addressing non-communicable diseases which are a 
major issue in Tuvalu. 
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The Government of Vanuatu has established a training institution to develop the midwifery skills of 
nurses to strengthen the quality of antenatal and post-natal care services. Gender awareness trainings 
are conducted for health workers in the provinces. Adolescent training has been rolled out in the 
provinces targeting youth aged 13 years and above to support a better understanding of sexuality and 
sexual reproductive health (SRH) so that they can make informed decisions. 
 
Humanitarian crises and extreme weather events can exacerbate existing gender inequalities, 
including being vulnerable to gender-based violence and sexual and reproductive needs being 
overlooked. Following cyclone TC Winston, Fiji established Women Friendly Spaces (WFS) to support 
survivors of violence. WFS identified the immediate needs of women in an emergency setting and 
created channels for women to be active agents in responding to the humanitarian crisis. Vanuatu 
Women’s Centre trains frontline health service providers, police officers, and pastors to be advocates 
for gender equality and eliminating violence in development and humanitarian settings. 
 
 
Education 
 
Countries noted the need to be prepared for the changing world of work in the future and considered 
education to play a key role in ensuring that the workforce is adequately prepared to meet the 
demands of the labour market. In order to improve the educational outcomes of women and girls, 
governments in the sub-region took efforts to increase girls’ access to, retention in, and completion of 
education, TVET, and skills development; to prevent adolescent pregnancies and enable such 
adolescents to continue education; and promoted safe, harassment-free, and inclusive educational 
environments for women and girls. 
 
In several countries in the region, there has been increasing opportunities for women to undertake 
training in areas, which are otherwise known to be male-dominated. For instance, Fiji has seen an 
increase of women in skill development programs, particularly in predominantly male-dominated 
areas such as the industrial arts. The government-run Technical College of Fiji has been encouraging 
male participation in ‘feminine’ areas such as cookery, baking, and patisserie, and female participation 
in sectors that are traditionally dominated by men. In 2018, the Australian Capital Territory 
Government initiated the Women in Trades Grants Program, which is designed to improve women’s 
participation in traditionally male-dominated trades by providing skills and training in the form of 
pre-apprenticeships, apprenticeships, traineeships, and other relevant methods of training. In Tuvalu, 
it has been reported that over the past five years, women have enrolled in the maritime school for the 
first time ever, the number of women police officers have increased, and women’s role in fisheries and 
natural resource management has been recognised. In New Zealand, the Curious Minds initiative 
specifically profiles women in STEM and aims to inspire teachers and learners. To support this, new 
content has been introduced, which all schools are expected to integrate into their local curricula by 
2020, and a range of curricula and professional supports are available to support schools in its 
implementation.  
 
Several countries adopted measures to support continued education for adolescent mothers. In Palau, 
public schools allow pregnant students to remain in school. The country has adult high school 
programs that allow out-of-school youth aged 18 and over a chance to complete their education. In 
Tuvalu, teenage mothers are now allowed to return to school after having children. In Samoa, the 
National Safe Schools Policy prohibits violence which may involve students, such as, bullying, cyber 
bullying, sexual harassment, or abuse. The policy also protects pregnant students from being expelled 
and requires the school to give full support to the student during pregnancy and securing their return 
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after childbirth. The Solomon Islands plan to review the Education Act 2014 to address the issue of re-
entry of pregnant girls into schools. The Second Change Program in the Solomon Islands National 
University provides a second chance for dropouts to complete their education. 
 
Countries are also trying to make their curricula gender and disability inclusive. For instance, the 
Republic of Marshall Islands is currently reviewing school curricula to eliminate depictions of gender 
stereotypes and discrimination. In the Outer Islands, solar panels have been installed enabling 
students to study after dark. Kiribati has produced a ‘Gender Equality and Disability Inclusion in 
Curriculum Checklist’ which is expected to guide the development of gender and disability inclusive 
curricula and teaching material. 
 

Box 2 Tuvalu study on disability sheds light on the gender dimensions of disability 

 
 
C. Prevention of violence, stigma, and stereotypes 

 
Freedom from violence, stigma and stereotypes is fundamental to achieving gender equality. In the 
last five years, countries in the sub-region prioritised action against intimate partner 
violence/domestic abuse, sexual harassment, abuse, and trafficking in women and girls. To address 
violence against women and girls, countries resorted to introducing or strengthening laws and their 
implementation, provided services for survivors, provided access to justice, and introduced or 
strengthened strategies to prevent VAWG. 
 
In Australia, the Fourth Action Plan of the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their 
Children 2010-2022 emphasises primary prevention, i.e. to stop violence before it starts. The Cook 
Islands adopted the Family Protection and Support Act 2017 which addresses domestic violence and 
passed the Harassment Act 2017 to provide protection against violence and abuse when there is no 
domestic relationship. The Republic of Marshall Islands has enacted the Domestic Prevention and 
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Protection Act (Amended) 2018, and Kiribati passed the first-ever Family Protection Act (FPA) 2014 
which provides greater access to protection and justice for families including women, girls, children, 
and people with disabilities by criminalising domestic violence. In 2018, the New Zealand Government 
announced the formation of a joint venture of chief executives of ten government agencies as the 
central agent to deliver an integrated, whole-of government approach to family violence and sexual 
violence. The joint venture aims to set a clear direction for the Government’s commitment to eliminate 
family violence and sexual violence by developing a collective national strategy, developed in 
partnership with the sector, Māori, and the wider public. 
 
Free legal services, hotlines, digital applications to report violence, emergency shelters, and safe 
spaces are being provided for survivors. In 2018, Fiji adopted the National Gender-Based Violence 
Service Delivery Protocol (SDP) in collaboration with non-government organizations. It is a multi-
sectoral response to ensure that appropriate and timely and quality services are provided to the 
survivors of GBV. In 2018, Tonga established a Family Protection Legal Aid Centre which provides free 
legal representation and advice for victims/survivors of domestic violence, and a new office for the 
Domestic Violence Unit with a safe space for children at the Police station contributed to providing 
support for victims/survivors of domestic violence. Tuvalu established a Domestic Violence Unit 
within the Tuvalu Police Services and adopted measures to develop counselling and referral systems 
for psychosocial support, including counselling support for survivors and perpetrators of domestic 
violence. Vanuatu Women’s Centre has counselling centres in all provinces of Vanuatu to assist 
survivors of gender based and other forms of violence with services including counselling, legal, 
referral, rehabilitation, and awareness raising. In Australia, the Safe Phones for Women program helps 
keeping women affected by domestic violence safe, by providing them with access to a new smart 
phone and safe technology information through partnerships with major telecommunications 
providers and domestic and frontline services including family violence support services. Kiribati set 
up the Kiribati Women and Children’s Support Centre (KWCSC), which offers domestic violence 
counselling, management of the victim support fund, case management, support, and advocacy service 
for the women and children of Kiribati.   
 
Countries in the sub-region are recognising the intersectional nature of GBV. The Australian national 
review reports that domestic violence disproportionately affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women and girls and cites that the hospitalisation rate for family violence-related assaults for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women was 32 
times higher than among non-Indigenous females. The 
Samoa Family Safety Study reported a high prevalence 
of violence in the family and in particular against 
women, children, the elderly, and people living with 
disability. The study made strong recommendations 
towards the need for stepping up leadership through 
the proactive engagement of village councils and the 
church leaders in the prevention of violence against 
women, children and persons with disabilities. This 
suggestion echoes with the experience of many 
countries in the Pacific. In countries like Fiji, Tuvalu, 
Tonga, and Vanuatu, culture and religious figures are being co-opted for preventing violence against 
women and girls. Male advocacy training in Fiji targeted creating awareness among gatekeepers in 
communities and men in government agencies with the aim of building a pool of gender sensitized 
male community leaders and government personnel who could in turn influence other men. The 
Republic of Marshall Islands conducted training for judges, prosecutors, and other law enforcement 
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officers on the Domestic Violence (DV) legislation with technical assistance from development 
partners. 
The media’s representation of women is an important avenue for sending empowering messages 
about women and girls. On the other hand, it can also be a vehicle that reinforces negative stereotypes 
about gender. In the Beijing Platform for Action, women’s increased participation in the media is 
considered an important means to combat negative social norms. In the last five years, countries 
addressed the portrayal of women and girls in the media by promoting participation and leadership of 
women in the media and through enacting, strengthening, and enforcing legal reforms to combat 
discrimination and/or gender bias in the media. Today, it not only covers print and electronic media, 
but also includes the digital space which has become another avenue through which women face 
violence. To address VAWG facilitated by technology, countries have introduced/strengthened 
legislation and regulatory provision and hosted awareness raising initiatives. 
 
New Zealand’s Harmful Digital Communications Act 2015 provides measures to prevent and reduce 
the harm of cyberbullying and online harassment. Criminal prosecutions can be brought against those 
who deliberately post harmful communications to cause serious emotional distress. The Act 
appointed an approved agency called Netsafe to advise people on how to resolve online safety and 
security complaints. Netsafe also supports victims by contacting content hosts to request harmful 
content be blocked or removed. A research in New Zealand about young people’s experience of digital 
risk recommends involving women in programming and designing online environments to address 
cyberviolence. In Vanuatu, the Bill for The Cybercrime Act (2015) makes pornography, child 
pornography, solicitation of children, and cyber stalking punishable crimes. In Australia, the National 
Media Engagement Project aims to improve media reporting of violence against women and their 
children and to raise awareness of the impacts of gender stereotyping and inequality. It is 
implemented through various resources, including media capacity training for future and practising 
journalists, and a national toolkit for engaging the media in the prevention of violence against women.  
 
 
 
D. Accountability, participation and gender-responsive institutions 

 
Women’s participation in public life and decision-making is critical in advancing the agenda of gender 
equality. For countries in the sub-region, the average political participation of women has increased 
since 1995, but lags behind global and regional trends: women’s representation in the sub-region is 
17 per cent, whereas the figures at the regional and global levels are 20 per cent and 25 per cent 
respectively. Suffice to say, this sub-region hosts countries with the highest and the lowest figures for 
the proportion of women in Parliament – New Zealand with 41 per cent and Vanuatu, Papua New 
Guinea, and the Federated States of Micronesia with no women representatives in Parliament. In Asia-
Pacific, over the last five years, countries have implemented capacity building programs and reformed 
constitutions, laws, and regulations to promote women’s political participation and decision-making. 
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Figure 5  Proportion of women in parliament, Pacific, ESCAP and World, 2015-2019  

 Source:  ESCAP online database based on IPU. See https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ [Accessed on 
27/10/2020] 
 
Several countries in the region such as Fiji, Kiribati, the Republic of Marshall Islands, and Tonga are 
conducting mock parliaments for women to make them competent and aspire to be in politics. 
Following the 2018 general elections in Fiji, women account for 20 per cent of the representation in 
Parliament, a record high for the country. This is attributed to the role-model effect of its first woman 
Speaker of the House, under whose aegis the first Women’s Parliament was conducted in 2016. This 
enabled 50 aspiring women leaders to learn about the Parliament, important development issues and 
augment their policy skills. In 2014, Tonga conducted a Practice Parliament for Women, following 
which, there was an increase in the number of women that registered as candidates for the 2014 
national elections. In 2016, the country conducted candidacy training which resulted in the highest 
ever number of women registered as candidates for the local government elections and the first ever 
female District and Town Officers were elected. In 2018, a practice parliament for youth was carried 
out to encourage youth participation in parliament and to spread awareness among youth regarding 
parliamentary processes. In the Republic of Marshall Islands, in 2015 and 2018, the government and 
Women United Together Marshall Islands (WUTMI) conducted a women’s practice local government 
and training session.  
 
In Vanuatu, the Municipalities Amendment Act No. 5 (2015) established a quota system for women 
competing for seats in local government elections.  Since 2014, the Ministry of Justice and Community 
Services (MJCS), with support from the Australian Government, has been providing capacity 
strengthening through the Women in Leadership and Mentoring Program (WiLMP) to over 100 
women within the justice sector. In the Republic of Marshall Islands, the constitutional amendments 
to adopt electoral quotas for women in Parliament and the inclusion of sexual orientation as a ground 
for non-discrimination were both defeated. However, the recent Gender Equality Law 2019 has 
provisions to address this. In New Zealand, the Government established a 50 per cent target by 2021 
for women on State Sector boards and committees. Women make up nearly 40 per cent of the 
Members of Parliament – the highest level ever. However, the private sector is significantly lagging 
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behind the public sector. Women hold only 19 per cent of board positions and 19 per cent of senior 
leadership positions in New Zealand Stock Exchange (NZX) listed companies. The government of New 
Zealand is influencing private sector leaders to take action on this.  
 
Many countries in the region highlighted the 
key obstacles faced by women in leadership. 
For instance, the evaluation of the 
Increasing Political Participation of Women 
in Samoa (IPPWS) project highlighted the 
following challenges: “1. Limited pathways 
for women; 2. Women’s leadership through 
village committees; 3. Perception about 
women’s roles; 4. Financial Constraints and 
confusion over electoral rules versus actual 
practices; 5. Gaps in civic 
education/awareness; 6. The need for 
broader support for inclusivity”. Kiribati 
reports that one of the common challenges 
for women running for office in Kiribati is 
the need for funding assistance or support 
during campaigns. In New Zealand, the Ministry of Women Research showed that the three biggest 
barriers to women’s progress in leadership are unconscious bias, career breaks, and lack of flexible 
work arrangements that support career progression. The Cook Islands report that the “masculine 
model” of politics and lack of support from political parties, along with a lack of help with unpaid 
housework and a lack of resources to contest elections are key obstacles. Vanuatu highlights that the 
patriarchal conditioning which prescribes certain roles for women, preclude opportunities for women 
to pursue their potential in leadership. 
 
 
Accountability and gender-responsive institutions 
 
The presence of accountable and gender-responsive institutions is a key component to realise the 
vision of a gender-equal society. Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) is a key mechanism for putting 
gender equality at the center of national planning and budget decision-making. Several countries in 
the sub-region are taking actions to promote Gender Responsive Budgeting.  
 
The New Zealand Government has committed to develop a measurement framework called ‘The 
Treasury Living Standards Framework’ anchored in a wide conception of wellbeing and sustainable 
development and would include gender-specific indicators. In the Solomon Islands, the Performance 
Measure for Provincial Government Ministries, an initiative to inform the allocation and disbursement 
of the Provincial Community Development Fund (PCDF) to each provincial government, includes 
gender issues and gender balances as two key indicators under the Key Result Area of Gender 
Mainstreaming. The Ministry of Women, Youth, Children and Family Affairs (MWYCFA) is considering 
the adoption of measures to track the budget allocation and expenditure for the promotion of gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. In Samoa, the Cabinet Development Committee, which assesses 
and approves new projects with budgets of $100,000 and above, includes gender equality and 
vulnerable groups as a key criterion.  
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In Vanuatu, the 2017 Council of Ministers’ Paper (Decision 94, 2017) calls for adopting gender-
responsive planning and budgeting in five Ministries (Ministry of Climate Change, Ministry of Lands 
and Natural Resources, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Agriculture and Ministry of Internal Affairs, 
Department of Local Authorities including Municipalities and Provincial Government). The National 
Sustainable Development Plan (NSDP) 2016-2030 also includes the requirement for gender-
responsive planning and budgeting. Vanuatu’s national review report notes that the mandatory 
tracking of national budget allocation for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of 
women is not undertaken due to lack of understanding, technical guidelines, and political will across 
government. These challenges resonate with most of the countries in the Pacific.  
 
 
 
E. Peaceful and inclusive societies 

 
Peaceful and inclusive societies require the meaningful participation of women in peace processes, 
security agreements, humanitarian action, conflict resolution, and crisis response. Over the last five 
years, the Pacific region has witnessed numerous natural disasters which exacerbate women’s 
vulnerability to violence, exploitation, and violation of their rights. Three countries in the Pacific 
region have adopted national action plans on Women, Peace and Security (WPS). They are Australia, 
New Zealand, and the Solomon Islands. 
 
Australia supports women in situations of armed and other conflicts, and in fragile and crisis settings 
primarily through the National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (2012-2018), and with the 
country’s foreign aid program which is implemented based on the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper 
which affirms that gender equality is a top priority for Australian foreign policy. In 2017, the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) introduced an ADF Operational Gender Advisor Course. The course 
trains members as experts on United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 and its seven related 
resolutions. It has been reported that 100 percent of the ADF personnel deployed overseas are trained 
in WPS agenda, compared to 53 per cent in 2012. 
 
New Zealand developed a National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace and Security in 2015. The 
NAP outlines actions to be taken by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, NZ Police, and the New 
Zealand Defence Force. New Zealand’s humanitarian contributions support the upholding of the rights 
of women and girls. For instance, in 2017, New Zealand contributed $2 million in humanitarian 
funding to support the UN Population Fund’s refugee response activities in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh.   
 
In 2017, the Solomon Islands launched its National Action Plan (NAP) on WPS covering the years 
2017 to 2022. The plan is expected to support the recommendations made by the previous Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, as it pertains to women and girls, CEDAW General Recommendation 30, 
and the WPS agenda. The country has also mainstreamed the women peace and security agenda into 
the provincial level. The Solomon Islands also developed a National Security Strategy (NSS) which 
ensures that the perspectives of women, youth, and children are incorporated into the security efforts 
of the Solomon Islands. The ‘Protection and Gender in Emergency Response’ project aims to, inter alia, 
strengthen capacities of both national and provincial Emergency Response Teams (NERT & PERT) to 
ensure that their responses to survivors of GBV during emergency situations uphold principles of 
human rights and gender equality with special attention to women and girls with disabilities and their 
needs. 
The national review report of the Solomon Islands noted a few challenges and limitations of the 
peacebuilding in the provinces. These are: “a lack of capacity, knowledge and skills; lack of resources; 
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no specific women’s policies or mandate on peace and security in some provinces; lack of 
infrastructure for women to meet and collaborate; and the need to establish women’s desk officers 
and peace officers in some provinces”. 
 
 
F. Environmental conservation, climate action and resilience-building 

 
Environmental depletion and climate induced changes disproportionately impact women and add 
increased pressures on women’s time, income, health, nutrition, and social support systems. To 
integrate gender concerns into environmental policies and disaster risk reduction, member States 
promoted women’s participation and leadership in environmental and natural resource management 
and governance, promoted education of women and girls in science, engineering, technology, and 
other disciplines related to natural environment and enhanced access to sustainable time- and labor-
saving infrastructure. To integrate gender concerns into policies and programs for disaster risk 
reduction, climate resilience and mitigation, member States supported women’s participation and 
leadership, introduced/strengthened/implemented gender responsive laws and policies, 
strengthened the evidence base, and raised awareness about the vulnerability of women and girls to 
the impact of environmental degradation. 
 
Climate change is a critical challenge in Asia-Pacific. The leaders from the Pacific sub-region at the 
Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on Beijing+25 Review raised their concerns about climate change 
in their country statements (see box 4). These concerns being the vulnerability of women and 
children exacerbated in the event of climate shocks, displacement and threat to the very existence of 
the land that they live on, their lifestyle, and their livelihoods. Leaders from Asia-Pacific highlighted 
the need to act now to rectify the errors of our ways so as to be able to preserve our environment for 
posterity. 
 
Box 3 Network of rural women leaders engaged in disaster management 

 
Several countries in the region adopted gender-inclusive policies to tackle climate change and disaster 
risk reduction. In Samoa, the “Gender in Disaster Risk Management Policy” focuses on gender equity 
ensuring that women are involved across all phases of disaster risk management. Principle 10 of Fiji’s 
National Climate Change Policy, 2017 stipulates that gender issues should be considered in all 
planning and implementation processes and that better understanding should be developed about the 
differential vulnerabilities and capacities of different gender groups to deal with climate change. The 
2018 Palau Responsible Tourism Policy mandates businesses to educate their visitors about Palau’s 
environmental laws, to use reusable materials and ban toxic sunscreens. 
In Tonga, gender components and indicators are incorporated into major projects and plans involving 
disaster risk reduction and resilience building. Psychosocial support is also being provided following 
the 2018 Tropical Cyclone Gita, together with ongoing preparedness awareness programs every year 
prior to the cyclone season. The country established a Green Climate Fund which is reserved for 
women’s projects and organizations. The Republic of Marshall Islands released Tile Til Eo (Lighting 
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the Way) Climate Strategy 2050, a long-term climate strategy to become carbon neutral by 2050. 
WUTMI and various youth NGOs are highly involved in Disaster and Climate related work. The youth 
group Jo-Jikum raises awareness through art camps and other summer camp activities. Since 2016, 
the Gender Affairs Department of Tuvalu has been working with the Climate Change and Disaster Risk 
Reduction Unit and is a member of the National Advisory Council on Climate Change. Tuvalu’s 
National Policy on Disability aims to ensure that people with disabilities, especially women and girls, 
are supported during and considered in disaster risk reduction. 
 
Countries have undertaken specific measures to address gender concerns in the aftermath of disasters 
and natural calamities. Vanuatu established the Gender and Protection Cluster (GPC), led by the 
Department of Women’s Affairs, under the National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) structure in 
2015. The GPC has played an important role in ensuring that gender, protection, and social inclusion is 
addressed in cross-sectoral disaster risk reduction, preparedness and resilience, as well as in 
response and recovery during the Efate flash floods. Apart from the GPC, there are sub-clusters 
addressing GBV, child protection, and disability inclusion in humanitarian action. The GPC is the 
coordination mechanism for over 20 government and non-government agencies working in the 
sector. Australia’s response to cyclone Winston, Operation Fiji Assist 2016, saw for the first time a 
gender advisor being deployed by the Australian Defence Force (AFD).  In addition to the positive 
operational impacts, the relationships established between the Gender Advisors, other Australian 
Government and humanitarian actors during and post Operation FIJI ASSIST has resulted in improved 
civil-military cooperation, coordination and understanding.  
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Box 5 Lessons learnt from cyclone Pam: Insights from a post tropical cyclone gender assessment in Tuvalu 

 

 
National insitutions and processes to advance gender 
equality 
 
The presence of relevant national institutions and processes are critical to implement and build 
synergies between the commitments made in the Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. Although their organizational forms vary, national institutional 
mechanisms for the advancement of women play crucial advocacy, coordination, and monitoring roles 
within each of the governments in the sub-
region. All countries in the sub-region have 
reported the presence of national machineries 
(national coordination mechanism) for gender 
equality and empowerment of women and girls. 
All member States, except Tonga, have ratified 
the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and 
most countries consider gender equality as a key 
priority in national plans or strategies for the 
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. In 2015, Tonga withdrew its commitment to 
ratify CEDAW due to the outbreak of public protests which argued that the convention would 
pressure the country to change its culture.14 This has been reported by Tonga’s national review report 
as one of the key setbacks to building an enabling environment for gender equality in the country. 

To advance gender equality in the sub-region, it is necessary for the countries in the region to foster 
partnerships and collaborations with the private sector, civil society organisations, as well as 
international development partners. Bringing together the diverse stakeholders under a common 
platform will enable countries to accelerate their journey towards gender equality. Several countries 
in the region have partnered with development agencies to ensure decent work, promote women’s 
entrepreneurship, prevent violence against women, and ensure sexual and reproductive services for 
women and children in emergency settings.  
In Fiji, the National women’s machinery (NVM) uses a two-pronged approach to address women’s 
developmental needs through a women-in-development approach and a gender mainstreaming 

14 ‘March in Tonga against the ratification of CEDAW’. See: https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/274088/march-in-
tonga-against-ratification-of-cedaw [accessed on 9/11/2020] 

28 
 

                                                

https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-25th-anniversary-beijing-declaration
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/274088/march-in-tonga-against-ratification-of-cedaw
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/274088/march-in-tonga-against-ratification-of-cedaw


 

approach to integrate gender considerations across government. The national machinery aims to 
implement the National Gender Policy in close partnership with civil society, women’s rights and 
faith-based organizations and all relevant stakeholders. In fact, the country’s Beijing+25 national 
review was prepared through a participatory process that involved two consultations with 
government and NGOs and the establishment of a working group that involved representatives from 
CSO, women’s rights organisations, government agencies, and faith-based organisations. To ensure 
that it was an all-of-society approach, an advertisement was placed in the daily newspapers inviting 
interested members of the general public to partake of the process. Data collection for each section of 
the report was led by representatives from the working group, supported by a member of the NWM. 
The process has reported to have strengthened the relationship between NWM and civil society and 
this process will be formalised for the upcoming reviews henceforth. All countries in the Pacific had 
consulted various stakeholders in the preparation of their national review reports for Beijing+25 
report [see table 3]. Such an inclusive and participatory process reaffirms the role of the Beijing 
Platform for Action in strengthening the strategic role and visibility of national women’s machineries 
with all relevant stakeholders towards the goal of gender equality. By harnessing the synergies 
between different stakeholders, the national machineries can catalyze the journey towards gender 
equality. 

In the meantime, the national machineries face many challenges in the sub-region. Inadequate budget 
allocation to fulfil gender goals and targets is a key issue. Tonga reports that the lack of political will to 
address gender concerns is a key challenge for the country. The country reports that much of the 
gender work is carried out through donor funding and partnerships. Some other challenges faced by 
the country’s national machinery, Women’s Affairs and Gender Equality Division, under the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs, include a lack of awareness and capacities among public servants to implement 
gender mainstreaming. In the Solomon Islands, the national machinery, Women’s Development 
Division (WDD), has been reported to have limited funds and human resources to support the 
provincial governments, who do not have adequate resources to advance gender equality. The 
national review report also mentions that the WDD is “increasingly reliant on donor funding for its 
programs and activities which raises issues of sustainability”.  Stakeholders of the Beijing+25 national 
review process in Tuvalu noted the presence of gender fatigue – the feeling that gender issues have 
been already adequately addressed in various workshops, trainings, and discussions. They also 
pointed to the misconception surrounding gender equality as being uprooting traditional values 
which privilege men. While acknowledging this opposition between traditional values and gender 

equality, Tuvalu’s country statement affirmed “that 
the empowerment of women and girls and the 
promotion of their human rights are NOT challenging 
our culture: they are prerequisites to safeguard our 
rich cultural heritage.” Overcoming these challenges 
would enable countries in the sub-region to gain 
momentum in their journey towards an inclusive 
sustainable development. 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3 Stakeholder participation in national coordination mechanism for the implementation of the 
Beijing+25 national review, by number of countries 
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Civil Society 
Organization
s 

Women’s 
Right 
Organization
s 

Academia Faith Based 
Organization
s 

Parliaments/
Parliamentar
y Committees 

Private 
Sector 

United 
Nations 
System 

9 countries 6 
Countries 

4 
countries 

7 
countries 

6 
countries 

6 
countries 

8 
countries 

 
 
 

Data and statistics 
 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development considers data as one of the key means of 
implementation. The Beijing Platform for Action recommends governments to produce and 
disseminate statistics disaggregated by sex. Data gaps in gender statistics are a key impediment to 
advance gender equality in the region. 
Seven out of nine targets (six targets and three means of implementation15) of Goal 5 have been 
reported to have insufficient data in the sub-region. These include data regarding violence against 
women and girls, early marriage, unpaid work, reproductive health and rights, equal economic rights, 
use of technology, and gender equality policies. There are also gaps in available data on the most 
vulnerable groups of women: older women, women with HIV/AIDS, and women with disabilities.16  
 
Over the last five years, with respect to gender statistics, countries have made most progress in re-
processed existing data to produce more disaggregated data, produced knowledge products on 
gender statistics and engaged in capacity-building to strengthen the use of gender statistics. 
 
Over the next five years, the Vanuatu National Statistics Office aims to develop a framework for data 
collection which captures gender and social inclusion data to report against the National Sustainable 
Development Plan (2016-2030) indicators. In Kiribati, trainings have been conducted on gender 
statistics to improve the capacity of the Statistics office and Women’s Development Division. The 
country published the Kiribati Gender Statistics Abstract (2017) which provides a Statistical Starting 
Point for Gender Equality in Kiribati. The first of its kind, this abstract has been used widely for 
research, reporting, and policy formulation since it provides key gender statistics that relate to 
education, health, human rights of women and girls, public life, decision-making, economic structures, 
participation in productive activities, and access to resources. New Zealand is developing a 
comprehensive suite of indicators to measure and track the wellbeing of the New Zealand population 
and sub-populations, including women. This initiative is known as Indicators Aotearoa New Zealand – 
Ngā Tūtohu, and the indicators go beyond economic measures, such as gross domestic product (GDP) 
and include social, cultural, and environmental topics. 

15 Means of implementation of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development refers to finance, trade, capacity building and/or 
science, technology and innovation). See https://www.unescap.org/2030-agenda/means-of-implementation [accessed 
28/10/2020] 
16 ESCAP, 2020. Asia and the Pacific SDG Progress Report. United Nations: Bangkok  
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/ESCAP_Asia_and_the_Pacific_SDG_Progress_Report_2020.pdf 
See p. 72 
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In the Solomon Islands, a review of the national statistics system identified “more than 100 datasets, 
outputs or indicators that are not currently available but are needed for evidence-based decision-
making”. The review brought to focus some of the key challenges faced by the country with regards to 
gender statistics. These are: a) unavailable and under-utilized information from government 
ministries; b) lack of information management policies to address storage, retention, and disposal 
issues, especially in relation to administrative data; c) an ill-resourced National Statistics Office; d) 
lack of statistical professional development; e) lack of comprehensive legislation to support the 
national statistics system; f) the NSO is not an independent body from the Ministry of Finance and 
Treasury,  which could question the reliability and autonomy of data coming from the body. Palau 
notes that the lack of a gender disaggregated data collection and reporting process that links 
information between government, state, community, and private organization as a key challenge to 
tracking the progress of gender equality in the country. For Fiji, the coordination of data from relevant 
stakeholders is a key issue that needs to be addressed. Going forward, in the next five years, countries 
in the Pacific plan to focus on conducting new surveys to produce national baseline information on 
specialized topics, developing statistical capacity of users to increase use of gender statistics, using 
more gender-sensitive data in the formulation of policy and implementation of programs and re-
processing of existing data to produce more disaggregated and/or new gender statistics. 

 
Key priorities and recommendations 
 
Eliminating violence against women and girls  
 
Despite the efforts of countries to address violence, the countries in the sub-region have a long way to 
go to eliminate violence. In the coming five years, eliminating violence against women and girls is a 
key priority in the sub-region. In the next five years, the Pacific needs to focus on implementing 
efficiently the mechanisms in place to prevent and eliminate GBV,  adopt SDP for the provision of 
services to survivors, devise more evidence-based policy making and coordination mechanisms 
between different stakeholders, strengthen awareness building among the general public, as well as 
law enforcement personnel, build partnerships with religious and community leaders, CSOs, the 
private sector, and development agencies to raise awareness about gender-based violence.  
 
Recommendations: 

I. Enhance the implementation of laws, regulations, and action plans in place to address GBV. 
II. Develop legislations to protect the rights of women and girls in the digital space and to prevent 

cyber-bullying and child pornography. 
III. Develop SDPs to ensure minimum standards in the provision of services to survivors of 

violence and enhance coordination among the various agencies. 
IV. Disseminate violence prevention information and run advocacy actions using public media. 
V. Collaborate with all relevant stakeholders, including civil society organizations, the private 

sector, and development partners, and engage religious and community leaders, men and boys 
and women and girls, to raise awareness about violence prevention. Sharing stories of 
survivors and their fight for justice would normalize the reporting of violent incidents. 

VI. Provide gender training for enforcement officers in the judiciary and police forces as well as 
health forces to ensure laws and action plans turn into reality. 

VII. Organize Comprehensive Sexuality Education classes at schools and provide information on 
sexual and reproductive health to youth and adolescents. 
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VIII. Strengthen data collection and evidence on violence against women and girls, including new 
and emergent forms of violence.  

 
Women’s political participation and leadership  
 
Women’s political participation and leadership in the sub-region face challenges that resonate with 
women’s engagement in other spheres. Firstly, care work and its attendant phenomena of time-
poverty is a significant barrier to women venturing into politics and political participation. Secondly, 
there is a perception of leadership as a male domain which unduly loads the die against women’s 
foray into leadership positions. Thirdly, the prevalence of violence against women in political 
positions is another concerning factor. Addressing these factors can have a positive impact on 
women’s political participation and leadership. 
 
Recommendations: 

I. Promote positive role models from all spaces to influence women’s leadership aspirations and 
approaches.  

II. Adopt temporary special measures such as gender quotas, for parliamentary and local 
governance representation. 

III. Expand and protect civic space for women’s organizations and networks. 
IV. Challenge norms that prevent women from becoming leaders by engaging in community 

dialogue, awareness raising and sustaining dialogue with men. 
V. Create mentoring and networking events for women leaders. 

VI. Conduct mock parliaments at national and sub-national events to expose women to the 
machinations of political participation and generate interest in pursuing it.  

VII. Support women candidates to contest elections through sustained mentorship and training. 
VIII. Provide gender-responsive infrastructure and public services, including early education, 

childcare, and elderly care facilities which will enable women to free up time that can be used 
for community engagement.  

IX. Incentivise the private sector to promote women into managerial positions. 
X. Develop affirmative action to promote women in leadership positions in national civil services, 

government enterprises, institutions, and agencies. 

 
Economic empowerment of women 

 
For women’s economic empowerment to be a reality, labour market policies need to respond 

to the lived realities of women’s everyday lives. Discriminatory norms and gender stereotypes hinder 
the fair economic participation of women in the region, be it in terms of equal pay, pay equity, 
recruitment, retention or promotion. The pervasiveness of violence and harassment at workspaces, 
lack of social protection and domestic responsibilities are challenges that have to be addressed to 
make economic empowerment of women a reality. Women’s entrepreneurship is seen as a key 
pathway out of poverty in Asia-Pacific and countries need to ensure that entrepreneurship is equated 
with decent work. 
 
Recommendations: 

I. Adopt gender-responsive labour market policies, including affirmative action, appropriate 
family leave policies, and flexible work arrangements to attract women to engage in economic 
activities.  
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II. Support the transitioning of informal to formal economy with the aid of ILO Recommendation 
204.  

III. Adopt laws, policies, and regulations to promote women’s career advancement in public and 
private sectors. 

IV. Adopt laws, policies, and regulations to prevent and redress sexual harassment at the 
workplace. Ensure managers undergo training to respond appropriately to cases of sexual 
harassment and violence. Career advancement of managers could take into consideration their 
treatment of sexual harassment cases. 

V. Strengthen the provision of childcare and elderly care provisions to support the burden of 
unpaid work. Such provisions need to incorporate the needs of single-parents, parents whose 
children have disabilities, and ensure a fair treatment of care workers. 

VI. Ensuring an enabling policy environment to support women entrepreneurs by rectifying the 
financial, technological and scaling-up challenges faced by women entrepreneurs.  

 
Gender-responsive disaster risk reduction  
 
The crisis facing Pacific small island developing states and other low-lying countries, has 
differentiated, considerable impacts on all women and girls. Countries in the sub-region should 
continue their efforts in mitigating the impact of climate change and persist in making their actions in 
this regard gender-inclusive. 
 
Recommendations: 

I. Adopt gender and disability-inclusive laws, policies, and action plans to tackle disaster risk 
reduction. 

II. Ensure that laws, policies, and action plans promote the active role of women as holders of 
knowledge and as agents of change and ensure that women are involved across all phases of 
disaster risk management.  

III. Provide psychosocial support services during emergency situations and establish a Gender and 
Protection Cluster that could ensure that GBV, social protection and social inclusion issues are 
addressed in disaster risk reduction, preparedness, resilience, and response.  

IV. Deploy gender advisors in the first responder team so that the first response can be gender-
sensitive. 

V. Examine the synergies between environmental conservation and the protection of human 
rights and strengthen the evidence base about gender-specific environmental and health 
hazards, which disproportionately affect women and children, especially women with 
disabilities, elderly women, and girls. 

 
 
Equality and non-discrimination under the law 
 
Countries noted the importance of law and access to justice in guaranteeing equality and protecting 
women against discrimination. While the region has made much progress in adopting progressive 
laws, efforts should be directed to ensure it responds to emergent issues and problems. 
 
Recommendations: 

I. Enact and enforce legislation in line with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women and the Convention on the Rights of the Child to prevent and 
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eliminate all forms of discrimination and violence against women and girls, including 
technology-mediated forms of violence. 

II. Develop appropriate legislation, reforms, and domestic policies that aim to transform negative 
gender norms, stereotypes and discriminatory social attitudes. 

III. Develop ethical codes for media houses to follow while reporting gender events and provide 
trainings for media personnel on the same. 

IV. Develop legislations to protect the rights of women and girls in the digital space and to prevent 
cyber-bullying and child pornography. 

V. Carry out gender analysis of draft laws prior to their submission to the Government and the 
Parliament by experts in the field of gender analysis of legislations. 
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Key messages 
 
 
Address violence against women by focusing on implementation, spreading awareness, analysing data 
and forging partnerships. 
 
Countries in the sub-region have adopted laws, policies, and action plans to address gender-based 
violence. Countries are providing support services for survivors of violence, including in emergency 
situations. Despite these measures, violence against women persists. Countries need to focus on the 
implementation of existing laws, policies, and action plans by training justice and police personnel, 
and health responders, spreading awareness amongst the general public to normalise the reporting of 
violent incidents, generating data and using it to inform policy-making and, forging partnerships with 
civil society, private sector and development partners to prevent gender-based violence.  
 
 
Normalise women in leadership through raising awareness, providing incentives, fostering partnerships 
and providing institutional care support. 
 
Countries in the sub-region regard women’s leadership as one of the key elements for empowering 
women and girls. Countries have adopted temporary special measures and affirmative action to 
increase the presence of women leaders in parliaments, civil service, and the private sector. However, 
the weight of patriarchy presents an invisible barrier that prevents women from fully realizing their 
potential as leaders. By normalising women in leadership, countries can tackle the adverse social 
norms which prevent women from being leaders in the first place. This can be done by raising public 
awareness, as well as awareness in public institutions and corporate set ups, providing appropriate 
incentives for private sector and political parties to promote women in leadership positions, fostering 
partnerships with civil society, the private sector and development partners to promote women in 
leadership and provide institutional support such as childcare and elderly care that can free up time 
that could be used to engage in leadership activities. 
 
 
Support women’s economic empowerment by extending benefits to the informal sector, supporting 
women entrepreneurs and ensuring adequate infrastructure for carrying out care work. 
 
Currently, women’s labour force participation in the sub-region at 58 per cent is considerably higher 
than ESCAP’s regional average at 44 per cent and the global average of 47 per cent. 17However, the 
informal nature of work with inadequate protection and benefits is a concern for the sub-region for 
the coming years. Going forward, decent work for women could be provided by extending benefits to 
workers in the informal sector, including the promotion of women entrepreneurship, making 
provisions for institutional support in fulfilling domestic responsibilities in the form of adequate child 
and elderly care, appropriate family leave policies, incentivising the private sector to provide 
childcare services and entering into productive partnerships that can better the lives of working 
women. Continued support is required for women entrepreneurs in the region, especially in the areas 
of financial and digital literacy. 
 
 
Promote laws, policies and action plans that support gender-responsive disaster risk reduction. 

17See Figure 1 page 6. 
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Climate change and its associated impacts manifested as natural disasters is a lived reality in the Asia-
Pacific sub-region. Countries in the region have adopted progressive policies, projects, and programs 
to address the differential impact of climate change and are on track to integrate gender concerns into 
their efforts of managing disaster risk. These efforts need to continue, and countries need to ensure 
that their policies enable women to occupy an empowering position with regards to engaging with 
disaster preparedness, risk reduction, resilience building and recovery process. 
 
 
Adopt appropriate legal instruments to advance gender equality. 
 
Adoption of laws is one of the key pathways to achieve gender equality. By adopting internationally 
agreed upon covenants and bringing it to bear at the national and sub-national levels, countries will 
be able to create lasting changes in the landscape of gender equality in their countries. Moving away 
from the opposition between gender equality and traditions, countries need to co-opt the local 
religious and community leaders and build relations with CSOs, the private sector, and development 
partners. 
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