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Introduction 
 
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 
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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. 
 
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 South-East Asia 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: Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand, Timor-Leste, and Viet Nam. Brunei Darussalam and Singapore 

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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have not submitted their national review reports. 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 1.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 

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 

SDGs 5, 6, 7, 11, 12, 14, 15 and 17 
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 women 
L.  The girl child 

 
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 have ratified the 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  Furthermore, several 
countries have adopted progressive legislations to prevent violence, promote women’s economic 
participation and leadership, and provide land rights. 
 
Countries adopted landmark laws, policies, and action plans to advance gender equality. Cambodia 
has reported that the first draft of the National Gender Policy has been formulated. In Lao PDR, over 
the last five years, the following laws were adopted: the Law on Development and Protection of 
Women, Law on Lao Women’s Union, Law on Preventing and Combatting Violence Against Women 
and Children, Law on State Budget, Law on Statistic, and the Law on Gender Equality. In Indonesia, the 

2 ‘Make this the century of women’s equality’. See https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1058271 
(accessed 27/10/2020) 
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Marriage Law on the minimum age for marriage has been amended, thereby increasing the age of 
marriage for girls to 19, at par with boys.  
 
A National Strategy for the Prevention of Child Marriage has been developed in 2019. In Malaysia, the 
Domestic Violence Act (DVA) (Amendment) Act 2017 was passed which expanded the definition of 
domestic violence to include, inter alia, communicating with the victim with intent to insult the 
victim’s modesty through any means, electronic or otherwise. 3The country also adopted the Sexual 
Offences Against Children Act 2017. In Myanmar, the National Committee on Women was re-
structured making it inclusive of different government, civil society organizations, and national level 
women’s networks.  
 
Thailand adopted important laws such as the Gender Equality Act B.E. 2558 (2015) which prohibits 
unfair gender-based discrimination against all persons including male, female, and LGBT persons; the 
Labour Protection Act (No.7) B.E. 2562 (2019) which tackles the gender pay gap and extends 
maternity protection; the Act on the Promotion of Family Institution Development and Protection, the 
Act for Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent Pregnancy Problem Act B.E. 2559 (2016).  
 
The Philippines made critical interventions in upholding the rights and dignity of Filipino women 
through the implementation of policies on sexual and reproductive health services, universal health 
care, support programs for maternal neonatal child health and nutrition in the first 1000 days, the 
increase in maternity leave from 60 to 105 days, and the expansion of the definition of sexual 
harassment and its concomitant sanctions through the Safe Spaces Act. 
 
In Timor-Leste, two major Land Laws were approved in 2017 that entitled men and women to equal 
rights of property ownership and heritage. Furthermore, the Law No. 3/2017 on Prevention and 
Elimination of Human Trafficking has been adopted. Election laws at the municipal levels have been 
reinforced to support women’s political participation.  
 
In Viet Nam, a revised Labor Code was passed by the National Assembly of Viet Nam in mid-November 
2019 with lots of progressive contents on gender equality, such as reducing the gender gap in the 
retirement age from 5 to only 2 years. The new Labor Code has also supplemented the definition of 
sexual harassment at the workplace and regulates the prevention and control of the matter.  

 
Women’s economic empowerment 
 
To promote women’s economic empowerment and ensure their continued engagement in the labour 
force, countries in the sub-region have expanded childcare (Malaysia), maternity leave and paternity 
leave (Myanmar, Thailand, the Philippines), promoted women’s entrepreneurship through access to 
microfinance (Thailand, Indonesia) and setting up of associations (Lao PDR), extended social 
protection to informal sector workers (Lao PDR) and domestic workers (the Philippines), legislated 
for equal pay and non-discrimination at work (Thailand), and provided tax exemptions for women 
returning to work (Malaysia).4 
 

3 For more details on laws, policies and action plans on preventing VAWG , see section C. 
4 For elaboration see Section A under ‘Actions taken to advance gender equality’ 
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Data shows that women’s labour force participation in the sub-region has marginally decreased over 
the last five years. In the sub-region, the female labour force participation rates have been estimated 
to have fallen from 56.2 per cent in 2015 to 56.0 per cent in 2020 .5 The same can be said about the 
male labour force participation rate which has been estimated to have dipped from 80.5 per cent to 
79.3 per cent over the last five years.  
 
As evidenced from Figure 1, the labour force participation rates across the region have gender gaps. 
For the sub-region as a whole, it has been estimated that the male labour force participation is 
approximately 79 per cent whereas the corresponding figure for females is only 56 per cent.  The 
gender divide is the starkest in Myanmar (approx.30 per cent), while the gap is the shortest in Lao 
PDR (approx. 4 per cent). Estimates of labour force participation of women in the sub-region range 
from 46 per cent in the Philippines to 77 per cent in Lao PDR.6  
 
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 car-burdens, thereby freeing-up time that could be invested 
elsewhere. 
 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1 Labour force participation rate, by gender, South-East Asia, 2020 

5 ESCAP based on ILOSTAT. See : https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10.2020) 
6 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.ZS?locations=KH-ID-LA-MY-MM-TH-TL-VN-BN-SG-PH&type=shaded 
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Source: ESCAP Online Database based on ILO STAT. See 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. Timor-Leste with 38.46 per cent women in Parliament has surpassed the internationally 
agreed upon threshold of 30 per cent representation of women in Parliament. The average 
participation of the sub-region at 20 per cent closely follows the regional trend, and is slightly higher 
than the regional value, but still lower than the world average of 25 per cent.  Countries in the region 
have adopted laws and conducted building and mentoring initiatives to bolster women’s political 
participation and decision-making. For the coming five years, women’s political participation is a key 
priority area of action for the countries in the region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 Proportion of Women in Parliament, ESCAP and SEA, 2015-2019 (simple average) 
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Source: ESCAP Online Database, based on IPU see:  https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10.2020)  

 
 
Challenges 
 
Gender capacities and gender norms 
 
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 gain access to public 
offices, makes them vulnerable in emergency situations, especially to violent actions and, as survivors, 
would be susceptible to secondary victimisation. 
 
In Cambodia, it has been reported that despite significant achievements made towards gender 
equality, Cambodian women face difficulties as social norms on gender relations, including unpaid 
care work and the burden of family care, constrain their development in economic, social, public, and 
political life. In Lao PDR, the cultural norms associated with patriarchy has been reported as making 
the journey towards gender equality seem arduous. Further, there is limited awareness and 
acceptance of the ideals of gender equality, especially in the remote and mountainous areas. In 
Thailand, to tackle the adverse impact of gender norms and stereotypes, the government plans to 
issue policies and measures, particularly in the mass media sector, and eliminate gender stereotypes 
in textbooks in schools and institutions to make it gender sensitive. 
 
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. 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, what is 
disconcerting is that the bulk of employed women in the sub-region are working in the informal 
sector. Available data suggests that this ranges from 64.9 per cent in Malaysia to 86 per cent in Lao 
PDR (see Table 2). This would mean that a disproportionately high per centage of working women is 
devoid of any social protection and is working under precarious conditions.  
 

Table 2 Women in Informal employment, South East Asia, latest year 

Countries Women in Informal Employment, per cent, latest year 
Indonesia 83.6 (2018) 
Lao PDR 86 (2017) 
Malaysia 64.9 (2018) 
Thailand 69.2 (2018) 
Viet Nam 85.5 (2018) 
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“Due to the current economic situation, 
women in Thailand are increasingly 
playing more significant economic roles. 
However, overall social norms still view 
women as unqualified to receive equal 
pay to men, and women are still expected 
to be responsible for taking care of the 
household. Therefore, the promotion of 
women’s right to work and rights at 
work is key to achieving a good quality of 
life for women, their families and the 
country’s economic system as a whole.” 

National Review Report of Thailand 

 

Source : ESCAP Online database, based on ILO data see : https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10/2020) 

 
The Philippines’ national review report noted that the absence of a harmonized definition of the 
informal economy impacts the development of appropriate policies, programs, and services that will 
address the issues and concerns of the sector, including the adoption of ILO Recommendation 204 
that lobbies the transition of the informal to the formal sector in order to protect workers and 
businesses and sustain economic gains. Timor-Leste reports that the participation of women in the 
labour force is low and predominantly in the informal sector, such as hospitality and agriculture. 
Despite the passing of the Land Law in 2017, vulnerable women and girls face barriers to access land 
rights. In Cambodia, household poverty and lack of employment opportunities in rural areas are 
contributing to the migration of women and men and thereby increasing their vulnerability to labour 
exploitation and other risks. The national review report of Viet Nam states that despite salary and 
wage regu lations prohibiting gender-based discrimination, in 2018 the average monthly salary of 
women was still lower than men.  
 
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 out 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 are silent allies that 
condone violent acts and prevent women from seeking legal recourse against violence. Despite the 
adoption of progressive legislations, policies, and programs, violence continues unabated. 
 
In the last 12 months, (data as of July 2020), the 
proportion of women in the sub-region who 
experienced physical and/or sexual violence from an 
intimate partner ranges from 46.4 per cent in Timor-
Leste to 4.9 per cent in Indonesia. The proportion of 
women who faced physical violence from a non-
partner in the last 12 months ranges from 2.6 per cent 
in Cambodia to 0.9 per cent in Lao PDR (see table 3 - 
data as of July 2020).  
 
Despite the presence of laws prohibiting child 
marriages, the practice persists in different parts of 
the sub-region. Timor-Leste reports that sexual 
violence in schools continues to be a threat to girls in 
the education system. In Lao PDR, the implementation 
of legal frameworks on gender equality and gender-

12 
 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/64/national-reviews/thailand-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1050
https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/


 

based violence is weak due to the insufficient training among the law enforcement officers and the 
evolving forms of human trafficking, with girls and women being the main victims. In the coming five 
years, countries consider prevention and elimination of violence against women and girls to be the 
top-most priority area of action.  
 
 
Table 3 Proportion of women disclosing experience of partner and non-partner violence, South East 
Asia, 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 

Cambodia 20.9 7.7 13.6 2.6 3.8 0 

Indonesia 18.3 4.9 9.3 1.5 18.5 4.7 

Lao PDR 15.3 6 5.1 0.9 5.3 0 

Malaysia …      

Myanmar 17.3 11 n.a n.a n.a n.a 

Philippines 14.8 5.5 n.a n.a n.a na 

Thailand 44 22 8.6 n.a 4.4 n.a 

Timor-Leste 58.8 46.4 n.a n.a 13.9 10 

Viet Nam 32 8.9 11.4 1.4 9.0 1.2 

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 
…= no known survey conducted or no results available yet 
 

 
Actions taken to advance gender equality 
 
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.7 
 
A. Inclusive development, shared prosperity and decent work 

 
As mentioned in section 1.1.2, gender gaps exist in the labour force participation of men and women. 
Across the sub-region, fewer women than men are economically engaged. Furthermore, available data 

7 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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suggests that the bulk of the working women is employed in the informal sector. Over the last five 
years, to advance gender equality in women’s paid work and employment, countries 
strengthened/enforced workplace laws, introduced gender-responsive labour market policies, 
improved financial inclusion, and took measures to prevent sexual harassment and sexual violence at 
work. Several countries have also adopted measures to protect the workers in the informal sector. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Female labour force participation rate in the South-East Asia sub-region, 15+ age, 2020  

 

Source: ESCAP online database, based on ILO data. See https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10/2020) 
 
In Cambodia, under the Social Protection Policy Framework, the National Social Security Fund was 
extended to the informal economic sector, where the majority of women work, as well as to smaller 
enterprises employing as few as one worker. A guideline has been issued for a 20 to 50 per cent quota 
for women in annual staff recruitment working in public institutions. Under Phase II of the Maubisse 
Declaration, Timor-Leste commits to engage rural women and people with disabilities in public 
investment planning and decision-making through a quota of 30 per cent and 2 per cent respectively, 
in infrastructure development. Malaysia gives income tax exemption of up to 12 months for eligible 
women returning to work. In Thailand, new legislations have been adopted that requires employers to 
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“The rapid changes in the workplace due to 
information technology and artificial 
intelligence, sometimes dubbed the Industrial 
Revolution 4.0, are also raising issues around 
professional and technical qualifications. 
Women face increased risks of job loss or 
degradation and the consequent impacts on 
their family life, their career development 
opportunities and on gender inequality in 
society” 
National Review Report of Viet Nam 
 
 

uphold equal pay for equal work amongst men and 
women employees and prevents gender discrimination 
in workplace. In Viet Nam, the government stipulated 
that employers shall install breast-milk extraction and 
storage rooms suitable for the given workplace 
conditions. 
 
To support women entrepreneurs, Indonesia has 
facilitated microfinance loans and capacity building 
trainings. In Lao PDR, the Lao Women’s Union has been 
working closely with the Lao Women’s Business 
Association and Gender Development Association and 
other civil society organizations to encourage women to 

set up small and medium businesses, which can potentially be scaled up. In Thailand, the Women 
Development Fund has been established to enhance the access to finance. The Home Workers’ Fund 
was created to allow registered home workers to obtain a loan for their investments in materials and 
equipment. In the Philippines, the Republic Act No. 10644 seeks to strengthen micro, small, and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) to create more job opportunities in the country. In Viet Nam, the SME 
Support Law (2017) stipulates support to SMEs with an emphasis on women-owned SMEs. 

Preventing sexual harassment is a key element of workplace safety and health. In Malaysia, 
amendments were made to the Employment Act 1995 and the ‘Guideline for Handling Sexual 
Harassment Case at the Workplace’ to make them stronger to address the issue of sexual harassment. 
In Thailand, the Criminal Code (No. 22) was amended to bring into its ambit ‘bullying, maltreating, 
menacing, or causing to suffer hu miliation or annoyance’. The Cabinet has also adopted measures to 
prevent and address the problem of sexual harassment in the workplace within the government. Viet 
Nam, in collaboration with ILO, launched a Code of Conduct on Sexual Harassment in the Workplace 
and mobilized enterprises across the country to identify, prevent, and handle sexual harassment in 
the workplace in both public and private sectors. 
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Box 1 Lao PDR collaborates with ILO to promote decent work in rural areas 

 
To truly empower women to participate in the economy, governments need to provide support to 
fulfil domestic responsibilities. Available data from Thailand shows that while women spend about 75 
per cent of their total work time (paid and unpaid) doing unpaid work, men only commit 35 per cent 
of their time to unpaid work.8 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, childcare services and elderly care are examples in this regard. To 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, expanded 
childcare facilities, introduced or strengthened maternity/paternity leave, and promoted decent work 
for care-workers. 
 
Studies find that pre-school education yields the highest returns in terms of higher future earnings 
and that the positive effects are larger for children from disadvantaged households.9 Countries in the 
sub-region are investing in early education through the provision of childcare centres. Malaysia has 
increased allocation for childcare centres in public sector workplaces. For the private sector, the 
government provides double tax deductions for the cost of providing and maintaining childcare 
centres. Tax reductions and subsidies have been introduced to help parents pay for childcare services. 
 
In Viet Nam, Directive 09/CT-TTg addresses the issue of increasing the availability of school and 
preschool classes in industrial parks. Thailand is supporting parents by expanding childcare services 
to children under the age of 3 and extending service times to match the work hours of parents. The 
country also provides tax measures to incentivise business owners, companies, or juristic persons to 
establish a day-care center at the workplace. 
 
The provision of family leave provides significant benefits to working mothers their children, fathers, 
partners, families and communities. Over the last five years, several countries have extended 
maternity benefits, introduced paternity benefits, and family leave provisions. In Cambodia, women 

8 Care work and care jobs for the future of decent work / International Labour Office – Geneva: ILO, 2018. 
9 Heckman, James, Rodrigo Pinto, and Peter Savelyev. 2013. “Understanding the Mechanisms through Which an Influential Early 
Childhood Program Boosted Adult Outcomes.” American Economic Review 103 (6): 2052–86. 

Lao PDR launched the new phase of the Decent Work Country Program for Lao PDR (2017 – 2021), in 
collaboration with ILO, to solve the unproductive migration problem and to reduce poverty through promoting 
employment in the rural areas. In Lao PDR, women form the largest group that undertakes internal migration, 
with many of them migrating to Vientiane Capital to work in garment factories. Most of these female migrants 
are from the northern highland provinces and from Vientiane province. In contrast, few migrants come to 
Vientiane Capital from the southern provinces, because young people from these provinces are likely to move to 
Thailand in search of work.  
 
The collaboration has so far capacitated around 50 provincial and district officials in Sekong province on rural 
employment promotion. Training was provided on issues such as occupational safety and health in farm and 
home-based work, value chain improvement, motorcycle repair and livestock raising. By providing access to 
decent work in rural areas, women are productively employed, thereby preventing the need to migrate and 
avoiding the chance of them becoming targets of trafficking. 
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working in garment factories are entitled to 90 days of maternity leave with 120 percent of their 
salary, and a special payment of USD 100 for each newborn, USD 200 for twins, and USD 300 for 
triplets. In Indonesia, to boost women’s employment, regulations have been passed that obligate 
employers to provide access to maternity leave, lactation rooms, day care centres, and flexible work 
hours for pregnant women. Lao PDR passed a notice in 2015 to allow fathers to take paternity leave 
for 15 days while enjoying the full employment benefits. In Myanmar, women are entitled to 14 weeks 
of maternity leave and fathers are entitled to take up to 15 days of unpaid leave for care of the 
newborn child. In the Philippines, the 105-Day Extended Maternity Leave Law extended the previous 
60-day paid maternity leave benefits to 105 days and grants the father of child the option to share 7 
out of the 105 days, increasing paternity leave from 7 days to 14 days. In Thailand, the Labour 
Protection Act (No.7) B.E. 2562 (2019) extended maternity leave from 90 days to 98 days, among 
other amendments.  In Viet Nam, men who pay insurance premiums when their wives give birth are 
entitled to paternity leave of 5 days or more depending on the conditions of the birth. Benefits are also 
extended to working surrogate mothers. 
 
Countries in the region have also undertaken measures to promote decent work to care givers. 
Cambodia issued Prakas No. 235 on Working Conditions for Domestic Workers in Cambodia. The 
Prakas defines what constitutes domestic work, and includes a description of tasks and 
responsibilities, the minimum age (18 years and 15 years for light duties), requires written contracts, 
days off and paid public holidays as per the Labour Law. Employers are required to register their 
domestic worker with the National Social Security Fund.  In Malaysia, the Ministry of Human 
Resources has established “Guideline and Tips for Employers of Foreign Domestic Helpers” to create 
awareness among employers and ensure protection of foreign domestic helpers. In the Philippines, 
Labor Advisory No. 10, s. 2018 entitles domestic workers to Solo Parent Leave (RA 8972), Special 
Leave Benefit for Women under the Magna Carta for Women (RA 9710), and Violence against Women 
and their Children (VAWC) Leave (RA 9262). 
 
 
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 age 20 and 34 years, women are more likely 
to be living in poorer households compared to men. Households with children are among the poorest, 
while single parents with children, and predominantly single mothers with children, face a higher risk 
of poverty. 10 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 South East 
Asian sub-region have been mainly supporting women’s entrepreneurship, adopting social protection 
policies and supporting decent work for women. 
 
 
Women’s Entrepreneurship 
 
Trends across the sub-region show that entrepreneurship is a key pathway for millions of women to 
engage in the economy, their livelihoods and those of their families, and gain a measure of financial 

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).  
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independence. However, gender disparities persist in areas ranging from access to finance to 
opportunities to acquire essential business skills. Women’s engagement in entrepreneurship across 
the sub-region tends to be concentrated in low value-added sectors such as wholesale, retail trade, 
and agriculture, with home-based entrepreneurship being an important factor in some countries, 
linked to women’s disproportionate responsibilities for unpaid home care.   
 

Table 4 Proportion of Population living below poverty line, South East Asia, 2015-2018  

 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Indonesia 11.2 10.9 10.6 9.8 

Malaysia 0.4    

Myanmar  32.1  24.8  

Philippines 21.6    

Thailand 7.2 8.6 7.9 9.9 

Viet Nam  9.8   
Source:  ESCAP online database. See: https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed on 27/10/2020) 
 
In Cambodia, Women Development Centres at the local level focus on reducing poverty and improving 
women’s economic situation through women’s entrepreneurship development. The centre provides 
vocational skills training, which includes financial literacy, small business enterprise, and 
sewing/tailoring skills. 
 
In Indonesia, the Perhimpunan Perempuan Lintas Profesi Indonesia (PPLIPI), in collaboration with 
the Ministry of Cooperatives and SMEs, supports women micro-entrepreneurs through various work 
programs. 
 
In Lao PDR, the Poverty Reduction Funds II (PRF II) guidelines require that at least 40 per cent of the 
participants in decision-making about allocation of PRF resources must be women. Through the 
Gender Equality Strategy of Agriculture Forestry and Rural Development Sector the government aims 
to provide training courses to 70 per cent of women working in the agriculture and fishery sector and 
to train 35 per cent of women to be technical officers and experts in this sector. Several lending and 
saving projects, saving groups, and village development funds are carried out at the central level and 
provinces. 
 
In Malaysia, Agrobank has launched a microcredit financing programme designed for women 
agropreneurs known as Agro Nissa’-i. The Ministry of Entrepreneur Development (MED) conducts 
special training for the bottom 40 per cent of poor households to explore online business 
opportunities and includes learning about social media platforms and easy banking mechanisms.  
 
In the Philippines, the Republic Act No. 10644, also known as the “Go Negosyo Act,” gives the Micro, 
Small and Medium Enterprises Development (MSMED) Council the function of conducting research to 
support women’s entrepreneurship and provide policy directions to support it. 
 
In Thailand, various measures exist to support SMEs, including women’s SMEs, through financial 
measures, tax measures, measures to advance and support transition of SMEs to Thailand 4.0, 
measures to develop SMEs to Smart Enterprises, measures to promote SMEs and community 
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enterprises at the international market, and measures to upgrade community-based economy for 
creating works, opportunities, and income from the grass-root economy.  
 
In Timor-Leste, the Poverty Mapping and Gender Perspective analysis conducted by Director General 
of Statistics and the World Bank in 2019, showed that high prevalence of poverty was caused by low 
participation of women in education and women experiencing high domestic violence. In addition, the 
mapping also showed inequality between men and women’s participation in the labour force. This 
mapping is set to support the Government in developing policies and programs that have the twin 
goal of helping women out of poverty, improve their living standards and reduce gender inequality. 
 
In Viet Nam, apart from the SME Support Law mentioned earlier, the Scheme on Supporting Women in 
Starting a Business for 2017- 2025 proclaims a target for 2025 of 100,000 newly established women-
owned enterprises receiving counselling and support for enterprise development. The scheme aims to 
raise awareness about State’s guidelines and policies regarding entrepreneurship and includes 
training courses for women on starting a business, trade fairs for networking, promoting trade and 
consumption of products from women-owned businesses; encouraging women to initiate business 
ideas, supporting the completion of business plans and connecting them with the resources to realize 
those ideas; and launching movements for the excellence of production and business. 
 
 
Box 2 Key Lessons for Supporting Women’s Entrepreneurship: Based on Four Case Studies from South 
East Asia    

 Addressing systemic issues should underpin all efforts. 
i. National policy frameworks provide essential foundations for women’s entrepreneurship 

growth. 
ii. Policy and institutional coherence is vital for maximizing impact. 

iii. Rule of law is a key element of an enabling environment for entrepreneurship. 
iv. Effective gender equality champions within the government are key to progress. 
v. Civil society advocacy is critical to ensure women entrepreneurship priorities are 

addressed. 
vi. Effective entrepreneurship support requires a balance of broader and targeted approaches. 

vii. National programs are important - but local focus really makes the difference. 
viii. Pathways to growth beyond micro-finance are essential to broaden opportunities for 

women entrepreneurs. 
ix. Value-chain engagement by women entrepreneurs provides a key opportunity for growth. 
x. Building partnerships and networks can multiply the bargaining power of women 

entrepreneurs. 
xi. Enterprises can be eased into formalization through tax and administrative reforms. 

xii. Data gaps on women’s entrepreneurship need to be addressed to promote evidence-based 
policy making. 

xiii. There is a need to better monitor and evaluate existing programmes. 
xiv. The bigger picture matters - ASEAN integration offers important opportunities for women 

entrepreneurs. 
 
Excerpt from: ESCAP, 2018. Women’s Entrepreneurship: Lessons and Good Practices. United 
Nations: Bangkok. 
[Case Studies from Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines] 
 

19 
 



 

“Women’s economic empowerment 
means women have self-confidence, 
they can generate their own income, 
manage their own money and make 
decisions, defend their rights, and say 
no to violence, discrimination and 
traditional practices that prejudice 
them. Women’s economic 
empowerment will result in poverty 
reduction and equality as it will 
increase the nutrition of children, 
family health, and children’s 
participation in education” 

     

 
Social Protection 
 
Social protection policies and measures are a key element in the strategies of all countries in the sub-
region to address female poverty, with a variety of approaches and levels of social protection 
development evident across the region. 
 
Cambodia’s National Social Protection Policy Framework 2016–2025 and Myanmar’s Social 
Protection Strategy, follow a life-cycle approach to social protection. In Lao PDR, a draft National 
Social Protection Strategy (2018-2025) has been developed with support of development partners. In 
Timor-Leste, the Ministry of Social Solidarity and Inclusion (MSSI), supported by ILO, is carrying out a 
review on types of social protection schemes and finalising the Social Protection National Strategy. In 
Indonesia and Lao PDR, efforts are underway to digitize and integrate varied social protection 
schemes and health schemes, respectively. Additionally, in Indonesia, the Gender Mainstreaming 
Team within the Ministry of Public Works Public Housing (PUG-PUPR) aims to ensure that the 
implementation of PUPR infrastructure development is gender responsive.  
 
In the Philippines, over the last five years, social protection programs for elderly have increased. RA 
10645 ensures the health coverage of elderly Filipinos, aged 60 and above, who are not yet covered by 
any existing PhilHealth membership category. The Malaysian Government has introduced the 
Employees Provident Fund Voluntary Contribution Scheme with Special Government Incentives for 
Housewives which will involve a 2 per cent voluntary contribution to the wives’ retirement savings. 
Since 2015, Thailand has implemented the Child Support Grant Scheme to build social protection for 
newborn babies by supporting households living in poverty or households at risk of poverty with 
grants. In 2019, the Cabinet has decided to extend the grants to children until age of 6 years. In Viet 
Nam, the Target Programme for Development of the Social Assistance System for the Period 2016-
2020 includes support for implementation of national targets on gender equality. 
 
 
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 health services and provided access to health 
services through universal health coverage or public 
health services, conducting awareness/health promotion 
campaigns, especially at schools where comprehensive 
sexuality education has been incorporated into 
curriculum. 
 

Figure 4 Maternal mortality rates, per 100000 live births, 
South East Asia, 2017 
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Source: ESCAP Online Database, based on UNFPA. See  https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ [accessed on 
27/10/2020]  
To address the low utilization of public health facilities and health equity funds by poor households, 
and the differences in health care outcomes for women and girls, especially in remote communities, 
Cambodia has committed to provide universal health care by 2025, while ensuring gender responsive 
quality health services. The Lao Government also aims for universal health coverage by 2025 and to 
support this vision, the Lao Government has merged the four social health protection schemes [State 
Authority for Social Security (SASS), the Social Security Office (SSO), Community-based Health 
Insurance (CBHI), Health Equity Funds (HEFs)] and free maternal and child health services into the 
National Health Insurance Authority. Through this merger, the National Health Insurance Programme 
covers 91 percent of Lao citizens in 2017. Myanmar has developed its National Health Plan (2017-
2020) with the goal of Universal Health Coverage. In Myanmar, increasing safe birth practices, 
improving capacity of birth attendants and increasing the contraceptive prevalence rate to prevent 
unwanted pregnancies have been the key priorities over the last five years. In Timor-Leste, to reduce 
maternal and infant mortality rates, efforts are underway to capacitate midwives and health care 
professionals at Community Health Centres in Emergency Assistance for Emergency Obstetric and 
Newborn Care. In the Philippines, over the last five years, women’s access to health services expanded 
through enhancement of health financing schemes and benefit packages by the National Health 
Insurance Program (NHIP). 
 
Countries in the sub-region are also focusing on the sexual and reproductive health of its adolescents. 
Due to high rates of adolescent birth rates, Lao PDR has developed a guideline on Adolescent and 
Youth Friendly Service (AYFS) to strengthen the capacity of service providers in providing sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) information and services to adolescents and young people to help them 
feel more comfortable talking about SRH and be better equipped to address the subject issues. In 
Indonesia, reproductive health education for adolescents has been delivered in schools through the 
collaboration of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Education and Culture. Myanmar has 
included segments of Comprehensive Sexuality Education in its life skills school education curricula 
for grade 1-11 students as part of its education reform process of primary and secondary school 
curricula. In Thailand, since 2018, the Ministry of Education has developed comprehensive sexuality 
education in school curricula for primary and secondary school students. The government passed the 
comprehensive Act for Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent Pregnancy Problem Act B.E. 2559 
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(2016) and complemented it with the National Strategy for Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent 
Problem 2017-2026. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 3 Thailand fights adolescent pregnancy in a comprehensive manner 

 
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. In the Philippines, the National Policy on the Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP) for 
SRH in Health Emergencies and Disasters stipulates that the MISP for SRH shall be implemented in all 
humanitarian crises guided by the principles of humanity, neutrality, and impartiality. In Myanmar, 

In Thailand, the Act for Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent Pregnancy Problem Act B.E. 2559 
(2016) was enacted, in response to the increasing rate of adolescent pregnancies. The Act 
guarantees the adolescent’s right to decide with the right to information, knowledge, reproductive 
health services, as well as other rights and services. It covers various adolescent groups without 
discrimination including LGBT, ethnic minorities, indigenous women, and other minority groups.  It 
emphasizes on synchronising the efforts among relevant government organisations, the private 
sector, and civil society organisations, with key agencies being the Ministry of Social Development 
and Human Security, The Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Labour, the Ministry of Education, 
and the Ministry of Public Health. 
 
The Act was complemented with the National Strategy for Prevention and Solution of the 
Adolescent Problem 2017-2026 with the goal of reducing the rate of live births to 0.5 live-births 
per 1,000 population for girls between 10-14 years and to 25 live births per 1,000 population for 
girls and women between 15-19 years by the year 2026. 
 
Furthermore, in 2018, the Ministry of Education enacted a ministerial regulation requiring 
academic institutions at all levels to arrange an age-appropriate sex education as part of the 
curriculum and prohibits the expulsion of pregnant students. The academic institutions are to 
provide appropriate services to pregnant students. 
 
Source: National review report of Thailand 
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the Women and Girls First programme was launched in 2016 and focused on sexual and reproductive 
health and rights as well as gender-based violence. The programme protects the rights of the most 
vulnerable women and girls in Myanmar and covers remote and conflict-affected areas in Kachin, 
Kayin, Mon, Rakhine, and Northern Shan. 
 
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. The average number of years of school attendance has increased 
across the board, but a gap persists between girls and boys, except in Brunei, Myanmar, and the 
Philippines. The gap between boys and girls is also closing. Girls are also catching up with boys in 
terms of years of education. But this is not translating to equal opportunities for women in the labour 
force, even in more prosperous economies.11 
 
In order to improve the educational outcomes of women and girls, governments in the sub-region 
took efforts to ensure access to safe water and sanitation services, prevent adolescent pregnancies 
and enable such adolescents to continue their education, and reformed curricula to make them 
gender-sensitive.  
 
The Inclusive Education Policy of Timor-Leste guarantees equal rights for men and women at all levels 
of education, and promotes increased participation of women as teachers and in management 
positions in schools. The Water and Sanitation policy requires that all schools should have 
bathroom/toilets facilities, specifically to address students’ needs during the school hours. To 
encourage regular attendance, the Cambodia’s Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport has constructed 
latrines and separate toilet facilities for girl students in secondary education. 
 
In Lao PDR, the 2017 Amendment to Education Law has made lower secondary school education 
compulsory. The country established the Department of Early Childhood Education within the 
Ministry of Education and Sports to specifically oversee the work related to Early Childhood 
Education. Similarly, Viet Nam has exempted tuition fees for 5-year-olds attending kindergartens in 
areas with particularly difficult socio-economic conditions and universal preschool education for 5-
year-olds. 
 
In the Philippines, the Commission on Higher Education released a memorandum that seeks to 
institutionalise gender equality, gender-responsiveness, and sensitivity in all higher educational 
institutions in the Philippines. It ensures that gender stereotypes and images in educational materials 
and curricula are revised; gender-sensitive language used at all times; capacity building on gender and 
development, peace and human rights, education for teachers and all those involved in the education 
sector; and promoting partnership between and among players of the education sector, including the 
private sector, churches and faith groups.  In Cambodia, gender education has been integrated into 
pre-service and in-service teacher training programs at all levels as well as for school management. In 
Indonesia, the government collaborates with all national universities to promote a Gender Responsive 
Campus and involves academics, as well as youth in raising awareness about gender equality on 
campus and public spaces. 

11 ESCAP Online Database. See : https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ (accessed 27/10.2020)  
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Under Section 6 of the Act for the Prevention and Solution of the Adolescent Pregnancy Problem, 
educational institutions in Thailand are expected to provide age-appropriate teaching and learning on 
sexuality studies; counselling services to prevent unwanted pregnancies; establish a system to 
supervise and support teenage mothers to ensure their continued education and establish a referral 
system for reproductive health services and social welfare. In Malaysia, the Ministry of Education is 
reportedly in the process of developing guidelines and SOPs on how to address student pregnancies 
and sexual abuse.  
 
Countries in the sub-region are turning towards Vocational Education and Training to enhance 
women’s educational attainment as well as their chances for employment. 
 
In Myanmar, the Department of Social Work aims to ensure that the existing gender gap will be closed 
in the education sector, especially in the Technical and Vocational Training sector. The department 
will continue providing and expanding its vocational training centers and introduce non-gender 
stereotyping skills and trainings for women.  
 
In Indonesia, the Revitalization of Vocational Higher Education Activities is also one of the priority 
activities of the Ministry of Research, Technology and Higher Education which is carried out to 
support the activities of improving the quality of human resources for vocational graduates in tertiary 
institutions. Facing the challenge of demographic bonus projections at the level of productive age, 
vocational education is believed to be able to facilitate the need to increase competency-
based/applied skills. In Lao PDR, the focus is on quality education and STEM for girls. In the 
Philippines, the government, international development organizations, and the private sector are 
taking active measures to encourage young girls and women to venture into Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math (STEM) courses. The Commission on Higher Education (CHED) has included 
Agriculture (so it becomes STEAM) to encourage rural folk to remain in their areas and develop their 
communities. In Cambodia, the coming years will see the strengthening of implementation and 
monitoring of inclusive education policies, including the provision of targeted scholarships for 
learners from all disadvantaged groups to ensure equity and no one is left behind, and encouraging 
learners to enroll in STEM education in tertiary and higher education. 
 
 
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, and 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, undertook monitoring and evaluation of 
impact, including evidence generation and data collection, and introduced or expanded national action 
plans to combat Gender Based Violence (GBV). 
 
To combat violence against women and girls, Cambodia has adopted the National Action Plans to 
Prevent Violence Against Women, the Action Plan to Prevent and Respond to Violence Against 
Children, and the National Plan of Action for Counter Trafficking. The country has also developed and 
implemented gender responsive guidelines and systems, training law enforcers, government officials, 
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and the public in prevention and responses to GBV, and increased budget allocation for justice 
services including legal aid for poor. 
 
In Lao PDR, the Law on Prevention and Combating Cyber Crime was adopted by the National 
Assembly in 2015. The country has criminalised marital rape. 
 
In September 2019, the Indonesian Parliament has approved and validated that the age limit of 
marriage for women and men are the same, which is 19 years old. The country also published 
Guidelines for Preventing Sexual Violence at Work.  
 
The Malaysian Government has established a Domestic Violence Committee at federal level which 
comprises of representatives from Government agencies and NGOs. The Domestic Violence Act has 
been amended and the definition of domestic violence has been expanded to include, among others, 
communicating with the victim with the intent to insult the victim’s modesty through any means, 
electronic or otherwise, as an act of domestic violence. A Sexual Harassment Bill is sought to be tabled 
by the end of this year to deal with sexual harassment in the workplace, public spaces, and in 
institutions. 
 
Myanmar has drafted its first Prevention and Protection of Violence against Women (PoVAW) Law, 
Prostitution Law, Child Rights Law, and has enacted the Anti Trafficking in Person (ATIP) Law. In 
conflict-affected areas of the country, different programs such as Safe and Fair, Women and Girls First, 
Inclusive Development and Empowerment of Women in Rakhine State are implemented by different 
UN agencies and in coordination with the Department of Social Work and local government and 
community-based organizations. These programs have exclusive focus on women and build in 
activities to address VAW by supporting para legal trainings, legal aid services, safe spaces, and 
shelter. 
 
Timor-Leste has adopted a National Action Plan on Gender Based Violence. Guidelines on ‘No to 
Sexual Harassment in the Public Service’ have been developed by the government to reduce female 
experiences of sexual harassment in the public service. An innovative application called “ChatBot 
Rosa” has been launched through which Timorese can report cases where public officers have 
committed sexual harassment in and outside the workplace.  
 
In Viet Nam, the current draft of the Labour Code, which is being revised, includes a clarified 
definition of sexual harassment in the workplace. In 2016, the Prime Minister stipulated multisectoral 
coordination in domestic violence prevention. The country passed the Law on Children (2016) to 
protect children against abuse. 
 
Free legal services, hotlines, digital applications to report violence, emergency shelters, and safe 
spaces are being provided for survivors. Several countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Viet Nam) collected 
evidence and produced knowledge products on GBV which were used for evidence-based policy 
making. Cambodia used secondary data analysis to publish the report “Women’s experience of 
domestic violence and other forms of violence” in 2016. Specific recommendations were provided to 
strengthen NAPVAW implementation as well as to improve the domestic violence module of the next 
Cambodian Demographic and Health Survey. 
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Box 4 The Philippine Commission of Women explains the low help-seeking behaviour of survivors of 

Gender Based Violence 

 
Several countries in the sub-region conducted trainings and capacity building for law enforcement 
personnel on gender-based violence. The Office of the Chief Registrar Federal Court of Malaysia and 
the Judicial and Legal Training Institute have organised training sessions for judicial officers, 
especially on law relating to sexual offences. In Myanmar, trainings and workshops concerning gender 
equality and non-discrimination are conducted with policemen. In Timor-Leste, the Secretariat of 
State for Equality and Inclusion has developed a Gender Based Violence subject at the Judicial 
Training Centre to improve awareness amongst those that work in the judicial system. In Cambodia, 
Minimum Standards for Basic Counselling for Women and Girls Survivors of GBV and other gender 
sensitive approaches for supporting VAW survivors are being incorporated into the new curriculum at 
the Royal Police Academy. 
 
Public awareness raising and the concomitant change in attitudes is considered the most important 
strategy for preventing violence against women and girls in the sub-region. In Lao PDR, the “Stand Up 
and Speak Out” (SUSO) campaign mobilised key male figures to influence their communities to reduce 
violent behaviours and push for gender equality. In Indonesia, the government conducts a pre-marital 
advocacy course on domestic violence for couples as part of a pre-marital basic course by the Ministry 
of Religion. In Malaysia, the government empowers children and parents on Sexual and Reproductive 
Health to prevent unplanned pregnancies and out of wedlock sexual behaviour which could lead to 
early marriages.  
 
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 Cambodia, a Media Code of 
Conduct for Reporting on Violence Against Women was developed in 2017. This was created with the 
help of the Club of Cambodian Journalists, to ensure that it responds to the issues that media 
professionals face on the ground. The Law on the Media of Lao PDR amended in 2016 prohibits the 

A series of stakeholder consultations conducted by the Philippine Commission on Women with 
survivors of gender-based violence in November-December 2016 found that the low help-seeking 
behaviour of survivors could be primarily ascribed to the following:  

I. ‘Preference’ or internalization of women’s capacity to suffer in silence. 
II. Fear for personal safety, ruining family reputation, political bias, and reprisal from 

concerned officials.  
III. Lack of confidence in receiving assistance from duty bearers or designated service 

providers. 
IV. Lack of awareness for available services and protective mechanisms they may avail. 

The reasons listed above make it pertinent to raise awareness among the public about the justice 
services available for survivors of violence. It also points to the need to normalise seeking justice 
for survivors of acts of violence. Law enforcement personnel need to be trained to handle GBV 
cases efficiently and effectively, without giving into any forms of gender bias.  
 
Source: National Review Report of the Philippines 
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reporting of biased information, including sexual and unethical contents that negatively affect women 
and children. In Timor-Leste, the Secretary of State for Social Communication (SESCOM) helps to 
promote and implement programs to train journalists and editors in conducting gender sensitive 
reporting. The Media Resource Package on the Prevention of Violence against Women was also 
launched. This will assist journalists to appropriately cover incidents of violence against women and 
children. In Viet Nam, a set of gender indicators have been introduced which Media and press agencies 
have been requested to adopt in their management of media content in Viet Nam.  
 
 
Trafficking 
 
Human trafficking is another sphere within which violence against women and girls is pervasive and 
which requires systematic action at both national and international levels cross-border collaboration.  
All countries have put in place legislation, action plans, and capacity-building measures to address 
human trafficking in the region and protect and assist victims in line with international treaties and 
standards.  
 
Lao PDR adopted the Law on Anti-Trafficking in Persons in 2016. Timor-Leste approved the Approval 
of Law No. 3/2017 on the Prevention and Elimination of Human Trafficking which provides measures 
to protect victims and prevent and combat human trafficking. Thailand amended the Prevention and 
Suppression of Human Trafficking Act B.E. 2551 (2008) in 2017 to align it with the Protocol to 
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children under the 
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. The country also provided anti-
sex trafficking education programmes for students in over 3,000 schools. 
 
In Indonesia, the National Action Plan in Prevention of Human Trafficking has been issued. On the 
preventive side, the Ministry of Women's Empowerment and Child Protection develops women's 
entrepreneurship support through the Home Industry program so as that employment can be 
generated, preventing the possibility of women being targets of trafficking. In 2016, the Malaysian 
Government launched the National Action Plan on Anti Trafficking in Persons 2016-2020. A pilot 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) project for victims of trafficking is being 
carried out. In Myanmar, the third five-year (2017-2021) National Plan of Action to Combat 
Trafficking in Person plan revised the 2005 Anti-Trafficking in Persons Law and has passed the ATIP 
Act. For the implementation of ATIP Act, a Special Police Force was established, which is expected to 
be filled up with 25 per cent of women.  
 
In Cambodia, the Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation is drafting a Guideline 
for the Reintegration of Victims of Human Trafficking. In the Philippines, Local Government Units 
(LGU) have been established with the Local Committee on Anti-Trafficking and Violence Against 
Women and Their Children (LCAT-VAWC) and capacity-building for LGUs to combat trafficking in 
persons, children at risk and children in conflict with the law is conducted. 
 
 
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 region, the average political participation of women has increased since 
1995, but lags behind global trends: women’s representation in the region is 20%, whereas the global 
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average is at 25%. In South East Asia, countries adopted laws and regulations, implemented capacity 
building programs to promote women’s political participation and decision-making, and provided 
opportunities for networking and mentoring. 
 

Figure 5 Proportion of women in parliament, South East Asia, 2015-2020  

Source:  ESCAP Online Database, based on IPU data. See https://dataexplorer.unescap.org/ [Accessed on 27/10/2020] 
 
Several countries in the region adopted laws and temporary special measures to improve women’s 
participation in decision-making. In Indonesia, Law Number 7/2017 was enacted which requires 
political parties to allocate 30 per cent of seats to women in its organizational structure at the national 
level. The Government of Timor-Leste has established a 30 per cent quota for women in the National 
Parliament as a special measure to increase women’s participation in political life. The country also 
approved Suco Law No. 9/2016, which requires that at least two women candidates must run in the 
Village Chief Election. In Malaysia, as part of the Rural Development Plan 2018-2023, a quota of 30 per 
cent of women representatives in the Village Community Management Council (MPKK) has been set. 
 
Some countries have adopted plans that aim to galvanise participation of women in decision-making 
positions. In Cambodia, the Strategy and Action Plan to Increase Women in Sub-National Management 
Positions 2017-2019 has been adopted. Further, the Ministry of Civil Service (MCS) has issued 
guidelines for a 20 to 50 per cent quota for women in the annual recruitment of staff to work in public 
institutions and has set a target of 42 per cent women civil servants and 25 to 30 per cent of women in 
decision-making positions by 2022. In Lao PDR, the National Social-Economic Development Plan has 
focussed on encouraging women to take up to 30 per cent of the management-level positions at 
central level and increasing the proportion of women members of the 8th National Assembly to 30 per 
cent. In Viet Nam, Resolution No. 11/2007/NQ-TW has set a 2020 target for the proportion of women 
to reach 35 to 40 per cent among the National Assembly deputies and People's Councils at all levels. 
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The Scheme on Measures to Ensure Gender Equality for Female Staff, Female Civil Servants and Public 
Employees in 2016-2020 is being implemented nationwide. The goal is to reduce the disparity 
regarding positions, roles, and opportunities for capacity development between female and male staff, 
civil servants, and public. 
 
In some countries, the central election commissions have been playing an important role in advancing 
gender equality. In Myanmar, the Union Election Commission (UEC) has developed and endorsed the 
first Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Policy (2019-2022) that addresses gender issues 
throughout the electoral cycle. UEC conducted gender sensitization trainings for its staff to 
understand gender issues and to be able to better support women voters, candidates, election 
workers in gender responsive ways. Since 2015, UEC added 392 women commissioners and 951 
women staff to UEC positions focusing on including representatives from ethnic minority groups. In 
the Philippines, the Commission on Elections (COMELEC) has issued policies that promote gender 
equality and provide a gender-responsive electoral process that is inclusive, participatory and non-
discriminatory, namely a) COMELEC Resolution No. 10514, March 25, 2019 – providing incentives to 
political parties that promote the integration of women in their leadership hierarchy, internal policy 
making structures, appointive and electoral nominating process; b) COMELEC Resolution No. 10110, 
May 3, 2016 – requiring all LGUs including the barangay, city/municipality and provincial levels to 
open their day-care centers on election day to encourage more female voters to take part in the 
elections. 
 
Several countries in the sub-region are conducting mock parliaments and women’s assemblies to 
make them competent and aspire to be in politics. The Ministry of Youth and Sports in Malaysia 
introduced the Malaysian Youth Parliament (MYP) Programme in 2015 for youths to participate in the 
decision-making process and discuss issues on national development. MYP is conducted based on 
Malaysia’s Parliamentary System with three sessions held each year and involving 133 elected youth 
representatives between the ages 18 to 30. In Timor-Leste, every four years, the Secretariat of State 
for Equality and Inclusion (SEII) holds a women’s congress at municipal level to support an increase 
in women’s leadership. In 2019, SEII led a women’s congress in all 13 municipalities to identify 
training opportunities to improve women’s empowerment in political life and work towards building 
capacity of potential women leaders in rural areas. Thailand has been conducting National Women 
Assembly meetings since 2008. Held annually, the National Women Assembly brings together 
women’s organizations, civil society organizations, and different groups of women from around the 
country including older women, ethnic women, Muslim women, as well as LGBT persons. In 2019, the 
Children and Youth Council was invited to participate and exchange perspectives in the Assembly. 
 
 
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 centre of national planning and budget decision-making. Several countries in 
the sub-region are taking actions to promote Gender Responsive Budgeting.  
 
In Indonesia, the Strategy for National Acceleration of Gender Mainstreaming through Gender-
Responsive Planning and Budgeting is being implemented. In Cambodia, the Ministry of Women 
Affairs continues to promote GRB as a tool for gender mainstreaming across sectors and engages with 
the Ministry of Economy and Finance. In Penang, Malaysia, a Women and Family Development 
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Committee has been established at every constituency. These committees focus on the 
implementation of programs for women and family at the grassroots. In the Philippines, the 
government launched the Gender-Responsive Local Government Unit (GeRL) Assessment Tool which 
measures the gender-responsiveness of local government units. Timor-Leste’s Gender Responsive 
Budgeting Policy requires all government entities to integrate gender issues into their Annual Action 
Plans. In Thailand, the Ministry of Social Development and Human Security plans to work with the 
Budget Bureau to mainstream gender-responsive budgeting by raising awareness of inclusive 
budgeting for all groups of people.  
 
The national review report of Indonesia noted some challenges with respect to the implementation of 
the Strategy of National Acceleration, which could apply broadly to several countries in the sub-
region. The country experienced challenges with regards to : (1) the understanding and commitment 
of the decision maker on GRPB policy; (2) the capacity of human resources (3) the availability and 
utilization of gender disaggregated data in every process of development planning and budgeting; (4) 
legal basis of GRPB implementation; and (5) coordination among ministries/institutions. 
 
 
Box 5 The Philippines launch an assessment tool to measure gender-responsiveness of local 

government units 

 
 
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. The Asia-Pacific 
region has witnessed numerous protracted conflicts, humanitarian crises, and natural disasters – all of 
which exacerbate women’s vulnerability to violence, exploitation, and violation of their rights.  
 
In 2017, ASEAN adopted its first statement on promoting WPS in the organisation and, in 2019, 
reaffirmed that commitment in a joint statement issued at the ASEAN Regional Forum, which included 
stronger and specific language on advancing the agenda in the region.12 Importantly, 2020 marks two 
decades since the passage of the UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women, Peace and 

12 Women, Peace and Security finally under ASEAN’s radar. See https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/women-peace-and-security-
finally-on-aseans-radar/ [accessed 27/10/2020] 

Alongside the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Plan 2019-2025, the Philippines 
launched a toolkit to measure the extent of gender-responsiveness of local government units 
(LGUs). The Gender-Responsive Local Government Unit (GeRL) Assessment Tool can be used to 
gather data and information on the level of LGUs’ GAD mainstreaming efforts and practices; serve 
as a monitoring and evaluation tool to measure the extent of gender responsiveness of the LGU as 
an organization and in the delivery of basic services and facilities; and identify the gaps and 
corresponding strategies to achieve gender-responsive local governance. 
 
Excerpt from the National Review Report of the Philippines 
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Security. Four countries in the sub-region, namely Indonesia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Timor-
Leste have national action plans for the implementation of the UNSCR 1325. 13  
 
The 2017-2022 National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security of the Philippines highlights 
women’s agency – both as leaders and participants – in the peace process. It also seeks to support 
initiatives where women empower other women, recognizes intersectionality with religion and 
ethnicity and build a stronger constituency for peace and conflict transformation where women are 
empowered to participate. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the 2017 Marawi Siege, the Steering 
Committee on Women, Peace and Security issued a resolution on “Ensuring Gender- Responsive 
Conflict Management, Conflict Resolution and Humanitarian Action in the Crisis in Marawi City, Lanao 
del Sur and the Whole of Mindanao” to ensure that greater accountability and protection were 
extended to protect the human rights of women and girls.  
 
In Timor-Leste, the existing National Action Plan for UNSCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security 
(2016-2020) is a transformative gender policy focused developing equal relationships between men 
and women in areas including the separation of power, resource control, decision-making, social and 
political statutes, and access to justice and security. This policy provided strategies and concrete 
actions to enhance East Timorese women’s participation in peace building, state building, conflict 
resolution, and the development process.  
 
Over the last five years, countries in the sub-region have taken efforts to include gender issues into 
their work on peace and security. In Indonesia, a Peacekeeping Mission Center (PMPP) has been 
established to prepare Indonesian personnel, including female personnel, before being deployed to 
the field. PMPP integrates gender perspectives in modules and pre-deployment training curricula for 
peacekeepers in line with the UN Security Council resolution No. 1325.  
 
In 2015, the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement was signed between eight armed ethnic groups, the 
Government of Myanmar and the Tatmadaw. The agreement contains three gender-explicit 
stipulations: (i) non-discrimination based on gender; (ii) “avoidance” of sexual violence as part of the 
protection of civilians; (iii) and ensuring “a reasonable number/ratio of women representatives” 
participating in the Union Peace Conference. 
 
In Thailand, the National Measures and Guidelines on WPS 2017 – 2021 have been developed. In line 
with UNSC Resolution 1325, they contain measures regarding prevention, rights protection, remedy 
and rehabilitation, capacity building, multi-stakeholder cooperation of government sectors, private 
sectors, CSOs, and women’s groups.  
 
In Cambodia, the NAPVAW II includes a focus on women, peace, and security, in compliance with 
UNSCR 1325. 
 

 

 

13 See: http://peacewomen.org/who-implements [accessed 27/10/2020] 
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Box 6 Co-opting civil society to prevent conflicts: The case of BELUN in Timor-Leste 

 
 
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 , increased women’s access to and control over land, water, energy, and other natural 
resources and took measures to protect and preserve the knowledge and practices of women in 
indigenous and local communities related to traditional medicines, bio-diversity, and conservation 
techniques. 
 
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. 
 
Cambodia’s key policy instrument for climate change, the Cambodia Climate Change Strategic Plan 
(CCCSP) 2014-2023, recognizes women’s differentiated vulnerability to climate change and presents 
gender equality as a pathway to reduce vulnerabilities. The Myanmar Climate Change Strategy and 
Action Plan (MCCSAP, 2017-2030) recognizes gender differentials such as women’s role and burden, 
vulnerability and issues of access and control over resources. The national review report of Indonesia 
notes that women’s lack of access to be involved in decision and policy-making regarding 
environmental issues in executive and legislative agencies is a key challenge that has to be overcome 
to realize women’s empowered participation in natural resource management. 
 

Civil societies across Timor-Leste are strong advocates, working closely with the government, 
development partners and private sector enabling peace and justice which is gender responsive. 
The local NGO BELUN is in charge of conflict prevention in the community.  
 
BELUN has developed innovative systems which contributes to conflict prevention. Every month, 
BELUN publicizes the Early Warning System which provides data for social networks on indicators 
of potential conflicts in a total of 66 areas. These areas include the economic, political and social 
sectors. In September 2018 for instance, the Early Warning System identified a significant increase 
in violence against women and girls. BELUN has also identified issues affecting the wider 
community as a whole. Conflicts identified include land disputes, conflict among youth, domestic 
violence and conflict between police and community. BELUN has provided this information and 
recommendations to the government to make decisions and assist in taking action to minimise and 
prevent such conflict. 
 
Excerpt from the National Review Report of Timor-Leste 
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In certain contexts, climate change can hasten early, child or forced marriage and make women and 
children susceptible to violence. In Lao PDR, the immediate response to the collapse of the Xe-Pian Xe-
Namnoy dam saddle in Attapeu province in 2018 was to set up six Child Friendly Spaces and two 
Women Friendly Spaces by the UN Humanitarian Country Team in coordination with Lao Women’s 
Union. Malaysia’s Department of Social Welfare has implemented various disaster risk reduction 
initiatives which involve women carrying out duties and responsibilities as it is considered that 
women understand better the needs of survivors, especially women survivors during disaster.  
 
In the Philippines, comprehensive measures have been adopted to address gender in environment 
and natural resource management as well as to mitigate climate change and disasters. The 
Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DERN) Forest Management Bureau developed a 
GAD Strategic Plan 2018-2022 to enhance gender equality and empowerment of marginalized sectors, 
especially women and indigenous communities in the forestry sector. Women’s participation in 
biodiversity conservation was strengthened through the passing of the Expanded National Integrated 
Protected Areas System Act of 2018 which provides that “at least 40 per cent of the Protected Area 
Management Board (PAMB) members shall be women”. The government initiated awareness-raising 
activities at the national, local, and down to the barangay level, on matters relating to the 
vulnerabilities of women and men to climate impacts, and the rights and roles of women in 
environmental sustainability and climate change adaptation towards building resilient communities. 
Women and children were taught how to read geological hazards maps to capacitate them on how to 
better understand the level of geological risks in the area. The DENR has also been regularly 
conducting village-level information campaigns to raise women’s awareness on their right to register 
land titles under their name. Support and compensation are provided by the government to women 
who run their businesses on the sides of roads and rivers, which are affected by climate change, and 
especially those that are at risk of natural disasters such as landslides. The Government also carries 
out gender analysis when building public infrastructure, considering any potential impacts on women. 
 
Thailand is studying the possibility of integrating a gender responsive approach in the climate change 
adaptation plan. The Department of Women’s Affairs and Family Development (DWA), the Office of 
Natural Resources and Environmental Policy under the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment, and the Sustainable Development Foundation are jointly organizing a gender equality 
course for executive administrators to build capacity for Chief Gender Equality Officers (CGEOs) and 
Gender Focal Points (GFPs) on a gender approach to climate change adaptation. 
 
In 2016, Viet Nam approved the Hanoi Proposal to boost gender mainstreaming during the 
implementation of the Sendai Framework (2015-2030) for Disaster Risk Reduction. This proposal 
promotes gender equality and women’s leadership capacity in the Four Priorities for Action under the 
Sendai Framework, namely: understanding disaster risk; strengthening disaster risk governance to 
manage disaster risk; investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience; and enhancing disaster 
preparedness for effective response and to “Build Back Better” in recovery, rehabilitation, and 
reconstruction. The Hanoi Recommendations were incorporated into the two-year Regional Plan that 
was approved at the Asian Ministerial Conference for Disaster Risk Reduction in New Delhi, in 
November 2016.  
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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 in the region 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 Cambodia, the national machinery consists of the National Council for Women (CNCW), the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA), and has been strengthened through the Technical Working 
Group on Gender (TWG-G) and the Gender Mainstreaming Action Groups (GMAGs) in line ministries 
and government agencies. In Indonesia, the Ministry of Women Empowerment and Child Protection is 
the focal point in coordinating the efforts on gender mainstreaming across ministries, institutions, and 
local government. Between 2014 and 2018, the budget and human resource capacity of the ministry 
has doubled. In Lao PDR, there are three engines that propel the work on gender equality, namely, the 
LWU, the National Commission for the Advancement of Women, Mothers and Children (NCAWMC) 
and the National Assembly Women’s Caucus. 
 
The Myanmar National Committee on Women (MNCW) is the main national gender machinery in 
Myanmar. In Thailand, the Department of Women's Affairs and Family Development (DWF) is the 
principle national mechanism for the promotion of gender. In 2015, the Cabinet decided to improve 
the system by having each ministry report their progress on gender equality to the DWF annually and 
appointed Chief Gender Equality Officers at the Permanent Secretary level of each ministry. In Viet 
Nam, the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (MoLISA) performs the function of state 
management on gender equality. 

Malaysia’s current national machinery for gender equality and the empowerment of women is the 
Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development. Under this ministry, the Policy and 
Strategic Planning Division focuses on the policy aspect, while the Department of Women’s 
Development implements the relevant programs. A Parliamentary Select Committee on Gender 
Equality has also been formed to review laws related to gender equality to ensure that every woman 
enjoys legal equality. The Philippine Commission on Women (PCW) is the national machinery for 
gender equality and the empowerment of women and the primary policy-making, coordinating, and 
oversight body on women and gender equality concerns. In Timor-Leste, Secretariat of State for 
Equality and Inclusion (SEII) operating under the office of the Prime Minister, advocates, coordinates, 
and evaluates gender mainstreaming strategies within government institutions. SEII advocates for the 
inclusion of gender mainstreaming within government laws and policies. 
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Box 7 The Philippines adopt all of Government, all of society approach to the Beijing+25 review 

 
The national machineries face many challenges in the sub-region. Inadequate budget allocation to 
fulfil all gender goals and targets is a key issue. Timor-Leste’s national review report states that the 
budget allocation for gender policy implementation was insufficient to address all gender concerns in 
rural areas from 2014-2018. Lack of coordination and cooperation between different line ministries, 
different institutions, and local governments is another area that needs to be made robust. In Timor-
Leste, the government approved the Resolution No.35/2017 to establish effective and efficient 
coordination at the parliamentary, national, and municipality levels. The weak technical capacities of 
the staff and a lack of understanding and political will to further gender equality are other commonly 
faced challenges. Overcoming these challenges would enable countries in the sub-region to gain 
momentum in their journey towards an inclusive sustainable development. 
 
To advance gender equality in the sub-region, it is necessary for the countries to foster partnerships 
and collaborations with the private sector, civil society organisations, as well as with international 
development partners. Bringing together the diverse stakeholders under a common platform will 
enable countries to accelerate their journey towards gender equality. In the Philippines, the 
Department of Information and Communications Technology (DICT)’s Women Empowerment-ICT 
(WE-ICT) connected emerging female entrepreneurs with #SheMeansBusiness, a Facebook-led 
initiative that designs customized modules for SME trainings.  Additionally, WE-ICT, in partnership 
with Connect Women, created a job-matching program where women who completed training in 
digital marketing are paired with female entrepreneurs who can employ them. By engaging the 
private sector, the governments will be able to positively impact the labour market outcomes for 
women workers. In Timor-Leste, civil societies are included as implementing agents of the National 
Action Plan on Gender Based Violence. The civil societies which have become implementing agencies 
provide assistance and services to victims and survivors at the national and municipality levels. 
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. By harnessing the synergies 
between different stakeholders, governments can catalyse their journeys towards gender equality. 
 
 
 

Data and statistics 
 

Several countries in the region adopted an all of society, all of government approach to the 
Beijing+25 national reviews. One such country is the Philippines. For the Philippines, the national 
review started with a kick-off activity in January 2019, followed by consultations held with the 
support of UN Women at the sub-national and national levels. A national consultation and 
validation workshop was held in March with 134 multi-stakeholder representatives. This saw the 
presence of rural women, migrant workers, union members, workers in the informal economy, 
urban poor, indigenous women, Bangsamoro women, Muslim women, persons with hearing 
disability and youth. 
 
Source: National review report of the Philippines 
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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 is a key impediment to 
advance gender equality in the region. 
 
Seven out of nine targets (six targets and three means of implementation14) 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.15 
 
Over the last five years, with respect to gender statistics, countries have made most progress in 
conducting new surveys to produce national baseline information on gender-related topics, produced 
knowledge products on gender statistics and re-processed existing data to produce more 
disaggregated data.  
 
Countries across the sub-region are investing resources to devise better data collection strategies to 
acquire sex-disaggregated data. Seven countries in the region collect gender-disaggregated data in 
their major surveys (see table below). Cognizant of the importance of data in informing policy 
interventions, countries are investing in infrastructure to track data or indicators related to gender 
equality. Indonesia is developing web-based data through SIMFONI (Information System for the 
Protection of Children and Women). In Lao PDR, the Strategy for the Sustainable Development of 
National Statistical System (2016-2025) and Vision toward 2030 to support the monitoring and 
evaluation of localized SDG indicators would establish a robust data system to support national 
development needs. The Department of Statistic Malaysia (DOSM) publishes the Statistics on 
Women’s Empowerment each year which present gender related statistics for the current year. Since 
2019, the Malaysian Statistical Training Institute offers courses on gender statistics. Since 2018, Viet 
Nam publishes annual facts and figures on women and men. In the past five years, Myanmar has put 
special effort to have the Human Development Index and Gender Development Index related 
indicators fulfilled for Myanmar. Further, the Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan mandates 
collection of 30 Sustainable Development Goals related gender data and 16 non-Sustainable 
Development Goals country specific data.  
 
Countries are also focussing on strengthening coordination mechanisms between producers and users 
of gender statistics. The Philippines have established the Inter-Agency Committee on Gender and 
Children Statistics (IAC-GCS) which is the coordination mechanism on gender statistics that ensures 
an efficient workable scheme towards the production, dissemination, and archiving of statistics on 
gender and children. In Timor-Leste, SEII is working with the General-Directorate of Statistics to 
produce joint research and to provide advice on sample design for data production. The National 
Statistics and Data System has prioritised the production and utilisation of gender statistics. Viet Nam 
has also paid attention to coordination mechanisms, specifically regarding the collection of gender 

14 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] 
15 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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statistics from national and international reports; consistency in sex-disaggregated data between 
state management agencies and national statistical agencies (National Strategy on Gender Equality 
and related policies), and enhancing officers’ capacity to use and collect statistics. 
 
Key challenges faced by countries across the sub-region regarding gender data are: (i) limitations in 
the use of sex-disaggregated data sources; (ii) limitations in the coordination and sharing of statistical 
information, especially among ministries and sectors; and (iii) insufficient numbers and expertise of 
human resources working on gender statistics. Going forward, in the next five years, countries plan to 
focus on using more gender-sensitive data in the formulation of policy and implementation of 
programs; utilizing and/or improving administration-based or alternative data sources to address 
gender data gaps and developing centralized web-based databases and/or dashboards on gender 
statistics. 

 

Table 5 Status of data disaggregation in South East Asia 

Geographic 
Location 

Income Sex Age Education Marital 
Status 

Race/Eth
nicity 

Migratory 
Status 

Disability 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Myanmar 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
Viet Nam 

Cambodia 
Malaysia 
Myanmar 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
Viet Nam 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Myanmar 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
Viet Nam 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Myanmar 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
Viet Nam 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Myanmar 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
Viet Nam 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
The Philippines 
Thailand 
 

Malaysia 
The 
Philippines 
Thailand 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 
The Philippines 
Thailand 

Cambodia 
Malaysia 
The 
Philippines 
Thailand 
 

 

 
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 sub-region will see newer laws being adopted 
and implemented, better provision of services to survivors, more evidence-based policy making and 
coordination mechanisms between different stakeholders, and a heightened sense of awareness about 
gender-based violence.  
 
Recommendations: 

I. 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. 

II. Strengthen data collection and evidence on violence against women and girls, including new 
and emergent forms of violence.  

III. Adopt comprehensive anti-trafficking legal and regulatory frameworks and strategies. Provide 
protection, rehabilitation, repatriation, and reintegration assistance to survivors. 

IV. Establish linguistically and culturally appropriate and accessible multisectoral services for 
survivors of violence, including migrant women and girls and children. 
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V. Organize Comprehensive Sexuality Education classes at schools and provide information on 
sexual and reproductive health to youth and adolescents. 

VI. Collaborate with all relevant stakeholders, including civil society organizations, private sector, 
development partners and engage men and boys and women and girls, to raise awareness 
about violence prevention. Share stories of survivors and their fight for justice would 
normalize the reporting of violent incidents. 

VII. Disseminate violence prevention information and run advocacy actions using public media. 
VIII. Develop legislations to protect the rights of women and girls in the digital space and to prevent 

cyber-bullying and child pornography. 

 
 
Women’s political participation and leadership  
 
The political participation of women in the sub-region as a whole compares favourably to the rest of 
Asia and the Pacific. 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, 
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recruitment, retention, or promotion. The pervasiveness of violence and harassment at workspaces 
prevents women from engaging in economic activities. For member States in the sub-region, changing 
demographic patterns, new policies, and the burden of domestic and care work complicates the 
advancement of women’s economic empowerment. 

 
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.  

II. Support the transition 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 to the care workers. 

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

 
Access to health care  
 
In South and South East Asia, several countries aspire to universal health coverage in the coming 
years. There is a lot of attention being given to the prevention of adolescent pregnancies through 
comprehensive sexual education and awareness rising programs. Countries are also trying to 
streamline health services through integration and provide quality, affordable and accessible health 
care services, especially in rural and remote areas. 
 
Recommendations: 

I. Accelerate progress towards achieving the goal of universal health coverage for all women and 
girls of all ages, while ensuring that the use of such services and medicines does not expose the 
users to financial hardship. 

II. Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights in 
accordance with the Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 
Development and the Beijing Platform for Action.  

III. Recognize that women’s rights include their right to have control over and decide freely and 
responsibly on matters related to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health and 
reproductive rights, free of coercion, discrimination and violence. 

IV. Ensure the survival, protection, development, and advancement of the girl child by enacting 
and enforcing laws and policies aimed at preventing and ending violence against women in all 
its forms and harmful practices such as child, early and forced marriage and female genital 
mutilation, and by providing support for married girls, pregnant girls, adolescent mothers, and 
girls in informal unions. 
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V. Address mental health issues as an essential step required for women and children who are 
victims of violence. 

VI. Emphasize the use of media, including national and local media, mainstream broadcast and 
print media, and electronic digital media, to raise awareness and inform women and girls 
appropriately supported by their families and legal guardians, about available health-care 
services, preventive health information, and sexual and reproductive health and reproductive 
rights. 

 
 
Quality education and training of women and girls 
 
Countries in the sub-region are turning towards Vocational Education and Training and skill 
development to enhance women’s educational attainment as well as their chances for employment. In 
the coming years, countries in the sub-region will also continue to address the root causes, 
discriminatory norms and practices that hinder women from enhancing their full capability through 
education and training.  
 
Recommendations: 

I. Facilitate the effective transition from education or unemployment to work through skills 
development and lifelong learning opportunities. 

II. Support women in diversifying their educational and occupational choices in emerging fields 
and growing economic sectors, such as science, technology, engineering and mathematics, and 
information and communications technology. 

III. Close the digital gender gap by enhancing women’s participation as users, content creators, 
employees, entrepreneurs, innovators, and leaders through, inter alia, gender-responsive 
digital governance frameworks, and by increasing access of all women and girls to digital 
technologies. 

IV. Review educational materials and curricula to prevent the reinforcement of adverse gender 
norms and stereotypes.  

V. Adopt affirmative action and quotas in university education for women facing multiple forms 
of discrimination. 

VI. Support the continuation of education of pregnant students and provide supporting 
infrastructure such as nurseries, lactation rooms and breastfeeding breaks. 

VII. Adopt appropriate measures to eliminate all types of violence in educational institutions. 
VIII. Adopt comprehensive sexual education and promote access to youth-friendly services which 

would enable them to make responsible choices with regard to their health. 

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. Several countries have adopted measures to tackle newer forms of violence mediated by 
technology and internet; to prevent adolescent pregnancies and early marriages and to address the 
problem of trafficking of women and girls. Countries are also providing support services for survivors 
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of violence, including in emergency situations. Despite these measures, violence against women 
persists. Countries need to focus on 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 societies, the 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 the 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. 
 
Women’s labour force participation in the sub-region at 59 per cent is considerably higher than 
ESCAP’s regional average at 44 per cent and the global average of 47 per cent. Unfortunately, 
according to available data cited earlier in this document16, the bulk of working women is engaged in 
the informal sector, devoid of social protection and health benefits. This is a key 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 provision 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. Special attention needs to be paid to ensure decent work for domestic workers, 
migrant workers, care workers, and women in rural areas. In several parts of the sub-region, agri-
entrepreneurs have been promoted. Continued support is required for women entrepreneurs in the 
region, especially in the areas of financial and digital literacy. 
 
Provide accessible, affordable and quality healthcare services, improve awareness about sexual and 
reproductive health and rights and create effective partnerships to achieve universal health coverage. 
 
Going forward, several countries in the sub-region aspire for universal health coverage. The sub-
region needs to focus on accessible, affordable, and quality healthcare solutions, particularly for 

16 See section on ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment’ in page 9. 
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women in rural and remote areas. An integrated health policy framework that uses existing maternal 
and infant health infrastructure to provide other health services such as screenings for non-
communicable diseases like breast and cervical cancers, could be key in ensuring better coverage and 
quality health services using existing resources. Continued focus on adolescents’ sexual and 
reproductive health and rights would be critical to prevent adolescent pregnancies and early 
marriages. Through effective partnerships, countries would be able to generate awareness amongst 
youth and families on sexual and reproductive health and rights, including in emergency situations. 
 
 
Make education relevant for the world of work by promoting women’s inclusion in TVET and STEM 
education. 
 
Despite the narrowing gender gaps in education in the sub-region, the educational achievements of 
women are not translating into jobs. To correct this, countries in the sub-region need to make 
education more relevant for the world of work. Many countries in the sub-region have turned towards 
promoting women’s participation in TVET, including in high-value sectors and have forged 
partnerships with industry associations to ensure translation of training into jobs. Encouraging 
women’s participation in STEM, making educational materials gender-sensitive, training educational 
personnel in gender, and providing appropriate infrastructure to report and redress sexual 
harassment are key to ensure women’s continued engagement in education. 
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