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1. Introduction 

The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action remains the most comprehensive and progressive 

blueprint for achieving gender equality to date. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development reinforces 

its ambitions, through advancing Sustainable Development Goal 5 on gender equality and the 

empowerment of all women and girls. 

The Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+25 Review was convened by ESCAP and UN Women 

in late 2019 to review progress in the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

and the Sustainable Development Goals. More than 600 participants from 54 countries and 166 civil 

society organizations attended the Conference which culminated in the adoption of the Asia-Pacific 

Declaration on Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment - a comprehensive set of 

commitments and actions on region-specific issues that can move forward the gender equality agenda 

over the next 5 years. 

With its adoption, countries in Asia and the Pacific committed, inter alia, to ensuring women’s economic 

empowerment and the integration of women into the formal economy. Governments agreed to take 

appropriate measures and extend legal and social protections to ensure that all women and girls have 

equal opportunities for education, decent work, and financial inclusion. Countries further committed to 

work with key stakeholders to transform negative gender norms, discriminatory social attitudes and to 

eliminate structurally unequal power relations that persist between women and men. They additionally 

highlighted the need to strengthen gender-responsive national statistical systems and data collection for 

an enhanced understanding of gender gaps in the region. 

The implementation of these commitments has been overtaken and frustrated by the emergence and 

stronghold of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has deepened and widened already existing gender 

inequalities within and between countries and sub-regions in the Asia-Pacific region. While a variety of 

good practices and progressive measures are implemented across Asia and the Pacific, the Web Forum 

seeks to elucidate particularly good practices and lessons learnt from ASEAN countries. 
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2. Women’s economic empowerment 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely impacted socio-economic development efforts in Asia and the 

Pacific - it is slowing progress towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals and heightening the 

risks and vulnerabilities of women and girls. The pandemic has underscored society’s reliance on women 

both on the front lines of the response, and at home, while the pandemic’s impact is putting at risk the 

hard-won gains for women’s rights. Women and girls are facing disproportionate impacts with far-

reaching consequences across every sphere, from health to the economy, security to social protection. 

 

Women’s economic participation and empowerment underpins the achievement of equitable and 

inclusive development as articulated by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  In their national 

review reports prepared for the Asia-Pacific Beijing+25 regional review, ESCAP member States identified 

advancing women’s economic empowerment as both a challenge and a priority, highlighting its value as 

a critical enabler both for women’s empowerment and for overall development. Stemming from structural 

barriers across the life cycle, women face more barriers to realize their rights to decent work and adequate 

standards of living. In the Asia-Pacific region, only one in two women are participating in the labour 

market. Closing gender gaps in labour force participation by 25 per cent could add as much as 3.2 trillion 

dollars to the region’s GDP1.    

 

In Asia and the Pacific, entrepreneurship is one of the main pathways for women’s economic 

empowerment and equality, which can in turn have a multiplier effect on family well-being, poverty 

reduction and sustainable economic growth. By setting up and managing a business, women can achieve 

economic independence, overcome poverty through asset building and improve their well-being as well 

as that of their families.  

Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises account for more than 96 per cent of all enterprises in Asia and the 

Pacific, providing employment for 62 per cent of the labor force in the region. When women are seizing 

economic opportunities particularly through small and micro-sized enterprises, they encounter more 

challenges than men in sustaining and upscaling their businesses despite opportunities such as digital 

technology. In some instances, however, it is suggested that the engagement of rural women in off-farm 

income-generating activities as well as women living in urban areas who are engaged in the informal 

economy might sometimes be more a function of economic necessity rather than spurred by an 

entrepreneurial spirit.  

Patterns of gender inequality, often intersecting with other forms of marginalization and discrimination, 

place women at a greater disadvantage than men in accessing social protection, healthcare and public 

services.  Unpaid care and domestic work is a compounding factor in this regard. Across this region, 

women spend 4.1 times more time on unpaid care and domestic work than men.  Women with care 

responsibilities are more likely to be in precarious self-employment, to work in the informal economy and 

 
1 https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends-for-women2017/WCMS_557245/lang--
en/index.htm 

https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends-for-women2017/WCMS_557245/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends-for-women2017/WCMS_557245/lang--en/index.htm
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are less likely to contribute to social security2.  Increasing investments in the care economy could result in 

278 million jobs (168 million in the care sector and 109 million indirect jobs) in 9 countries in the region 

by 2030.   

3. Objectives 

The objective of the Web Forum is to facilitate the exchange of knowledge, good practices and lessons 

learnt with respect to the progressive implementation of Beijing+25 commitments in ASEAN countries, 

including in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, promising practices and progressive 

initiatives on women’s economic empowerment will be shared and further discussed as the Web Forum 

will serve as a forum for policy dialogue, capacity building and networking for stakeholders from relevant 

key ministries and national women’s machineries in ASEAN countries, in order to: 

• Enhance knowledge of participatory gender-responsive approaches to the design, 

implementation and monitoring of women’s economic empowerment measures that advance 

gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. 

• Share lessons learnt and discuss the prevalent challenges and national priorities for advancing 

gender equality and the economic empowerment of all women and girls. 

• Identify the necessary actions and good practices to advance the economic empowerment of 

women and girls in ASEAN countries, including cross-sectoral measures and institutional 

coordination, public-private partnerships and active engagement of women’s associations and 

women beneficiary groups into consultative and decision-making processes. 

The web forum is also considered an opportunity to explore potential partnerships as well as harness 

synergies and comparative advantages amongst and between stakeholders to advance the empowerment 

of all women and girls across the Asia-Pacific region. 

The recommendations will inform the priority actions related to women’s economic empowerment to be 

undertaken by ASEAN countries, ESCAP and development partners in 2021 and beyond. 

 

4. Participants 

The meeting will bring together stakeholders from relevant key ministries of ASEAN countries, including 

national women’s machineries and ministries responsible for planning, investment and SME 

development. Representatives from the ASEAN Senior Economic Officials Meeting (SEOM) and the ASEAN 

Coordinating Committee on Micros, Small and Medium Enterprises (ACCMSME) will also be invited to 

participate. It will further include experts, professionals, and representatives of civil society organizations 

working towards the realization of Sustainable Development Goal 5 (achieve gender equality and 

empower all women and girls) and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, in particular in the 

area of women’s economic empowerment and entrepreneurship.  

 
2 https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_633135/lang--en/index.htm 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_633135/lang--en/index.htm
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5. Modality/structure of event 

The web forum will be convened on the Zoom platform.  It will be conducted using an interactive format 

in order to facilitate the exchange of knowledge, good practices and lessons learnt by stakeholders. 

Participants may ask questions to the speakers during the Q&A sessions via the Chatbox function and/or 

share their own observations/experiences on the respective thematic focus areas.  

The Web Forum will consist of two substantive sessions. For each of the sessions, experts and selected 

representatives of ASEAN countries will be invited to present progress and share promising practices. 

The first session will focus on women’s economic empowerment with an emphasis on the care economy. 

The second session will focus on women’s economic empowerment with an emphasis on catalyzing 

women’s entrepreneurship. 

 

6. Links to key documents 

 

2019 Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+25 Review, background paper and the  Asia-Pacific 

Declaration on Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: Beijing+25 Review  

 

UN Secretary-General UN Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 and his Policy Brief: The Impact of 

COVID-19 on Women  

ESCAP Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 on MSMEs, and especially women-led MSMEs in Viet Nam 

ESCAP Policy recommendations for supporting women owned micro small medium enterprises affected 

by COVID-19 pandemic in Cambodia 

ESCAP coronavirus response and socio-economic response framework 

 

  

https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-25th-anniversary-beijing-declaration
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Review_of_progress_%28ENG%29.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/un-secretary-general
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_apr_2020_updated.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_apr_2020_updated.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/2020-09/ESCAP_VietNam_MSMEs_and_COVID-19_1.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/resources/policy-recommendations-supporting-women-owned-micro-small-medium-enterprises-affected
https://www.unescap.org/resources/policy-recommendations-supporting-women-owned-micro-small-medium-enterprises-affected
https://www.unescap.org/covid19
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/COVID_framework_brochure_Finaized.pdf
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7. Tentative Programme 

 

Thursday 3 December 2020 

13:30 Online log-in/registration 

14:00-14:25 

 

• Welcome Remarks 

Mr. Kaveh Zahedi, Deputy Executive Secretary, United Nations Economic and 

Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) 

 

H.E. Kung Phoak, Deputy Secretary-General of ASEAN for the ASEAN Socio-

Cultural Community 

 

• Overview of the meeting and introduction to the Beijing+25 framework 

Ms. Cai Cai, Chief, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social 

Development Division, ESCAP 

 

14:25 – 14:30 Online group photo 

14:30 – 15:30 

 

 

Session 1: Women’s economic empowerment and the care economy 

Why is it important to recognise and reduce unpaid care and domestic work in 

relation to promoting women’s economic empowerment?  

What have been the challenges in promoting women economic empowerment in 

the ASEAN region, and how have these been addressed? What are the enablers 

and facilitating factors, and the opportunities particularly in the post-COVID-19 

pandemic era? 

Presentations (7 - 10 minutes each) 

• Overview presentation by moderator 

 

• Country-level Initiatives to Advance the Empowerment of Women through 

addressing the Care Economy 

Ms. Leah Anadon-Payud, Resilience Portfolio Manager and Women 

Economic Empowerment Country Program Lead, OXFAM Philippines 

 

• COVID-19 and the Care Economy: Preliminary findings of ESCAP-

commissioned study  

Ms. Meenakshi Krishnan, Organization Development Consultant & Doctoral 

Researcher, Institute of Development Studies  
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• Private Sector Engagement with Care Economy Initiatives: Promising 

Practices  

Ms. Amy Luinstra, Regional Lead, East Asia Pacific, Gender and Economic 

Inclusion, International Finance Corporation 

 

• Country-level Initiatives to Advance the Empowerment of Women through 

addressing the Care Economy – government perspectives 

Ms. Kristine Rosary Yuzon-Chaves, Executive Director, Philippine Commission 

on Women, Manila, Philippines 

Moderator: Dr. Sita Sumrit, Assistant Director/Head of Division, Poverty 

Eradication and Gender Division, Human Development Directorate, ASEAN 

Socio-Cultural Community Department, ASEAN Secretariat 

15:30-16:45 

 

 

Session 2: Women’s economic empowerment and entrepreneurship 

What are the trends and successful practices on women entrepreneurship in the 

policy domain that could inspire women’s economic empowerment initiatives in 

ASEAN? What support is needed to replicate successes? 

How can we strengthen cooperation and investment to advance women’s 

economic empowerment for all women and girls in ASEAN? 

Presentations (7 – 10 minutes each) 

• Overview presentation by moderator 

 

• Policy initiatives for advancing women’s entrepreneurship in Cambodia 

H.E. Koung Sorita, Under-Secretary of State of Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 

Cambodia 

 

• Innovations in promoting an ecosystem for women entrepreneurs in Viet 

Nam and good practices in promoting women MSME policies and services 

in the ASEAN region  

Ms. Trinh Thi Huong, Director of Policy & General Affairs Division, Agency for 

Enterprise Development, Ministry of Planning and Investment, Viet Nam and 

Representative of ASEAN Coordinating Committee on MSMEs(ACCMSME) 

 

• Laws and regulations impacting Women’s Economic Inclusion in the 

ASEAN region 

Ms. Marina Elefante, Representative from the Women Business and Law 

team, World Bank Group  
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• Experiences and insights of women entrepreneurs in ASEAN countries 

Ms. Ma. Aurora Geotina-Garcia, PhilWEN Chairperson, ASEAN Women 

Entrepreneur Network 

 

• Inclusive approaches to entrepreneurship in the ASEAN region 

Md Saowalak Thongkuay, Representative of Network of Experts on Inclusive 

Entrepreneurship for ASEAN (NIEA)  

Moderator: Ms. Sudha Gooty, Programme Manager – Catalyzing Women’s 

Entrepreneurship Programme, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, 

Social Development Division, ESCAP  

16:45-17:00 

 

• The way forward 

Short discussion on key outcomes and conclusions of the meeting 

Moderator: : Dr. Sita Sumrit, Assistant Director/Head of Division, Poverty 

Eradication and Gender Division, Human Development Directorate, ASEAN 

Socio-Cultural Community Department, ASEAN Secretariat  

 

• Closing remarks 

 

H.E. Hajah Nor Ashikin binti Haji Johari, Permanent Secretary - Community 

and Culture, Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports, Brunei Darussalam, 

Chair, ASEAN Committee on Women 

 

Dr. Srinivas Tata, Director, Social Development Division, ESCAP 
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8. Contact 

 

Ms. Cai Cai, Chief, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social Development Division, ESCAP 

caic@un.og  

 

Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social Development Division, ESCAP escap-sdd@un.org  

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) provides an inclusive 

intergovernmental platform for governments and other stakeholders in the region to accelerate the 

implementation of global gender equality commitments, including the Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the outcomes of the Fourth World Conference on Women and 

the Beijing Platform for Action, as well as the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

ESCAP works to ensure that gender equality is addressed holistically in order to develop forward-looking 

strategies and contribute to efforts towards gender equality, poverty reduction and economic growth in 

support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

Dr. Sita Sumrit, Assistant Director/Head of Division, Poverty Eradication and Gender Division, Human 

Development Directorate, ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Department, ASEAN Secretariat 

sita.sumirt@asean.org 

 

Background information: Women’s economic empowerment and the care economy 

Care work provides essential benefits to society in terms of human capital formation, productive 

economic activity, and individual and community welfare. Because people can require physical and 

psychological care at any stage in their lives, this kind of work encompasses both direct care of the young, 

elderly, or in need, and indirect care including housework, cooking and educational services. Care can be 

provided without pay (families) or with pay (house cleaners, domestic workers, healthcare workers). 

Unpaid care work within the family or in communities is most often performed by women and girls 

according to gendered divisions of labor that position women within the private, female sphere and men 

in the public sphere.  

Although care work has traditionally been valued for its role in social reproduction, it remains largely 

unrecognized by governments as an important macroeconomic variable that can contribute to economic 

growth, amidst claims that unpaid care work is too difficult to measure and has little impact on market 

systems. In this era of the gig economy, global migration, and liberalization, unpaid caregiving in many 

sectors is becoming paid work, further evidence of its essential and unheralded role in economic systems. 

The perception that care work is unproductive or of less value than other forms of work however has led 

to a feminization of labor in paid care industries plagued by low wages and long working hours. Although 

women continue to enter the labor force in greater numbers globally, the time women spend on unpaid 

caring responsibilities has not decreased or been redistributed commensurately, leading women to be 

both temporally and monetarily poorer.6 In order to meet Sustainable Development Goal 5 on gender 

equality and the empowerment of all women and girls, we must examine the impacts of the care economy 

as a key variable perpetuating inequalities between men and women at every level.  

mailto:caic@un.og
mailto:escap-sdd@un.org
mailto:sita.sumirt@asean.org
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When the coronavirus pandemic hit Hubei province, China in late January 2020, the Asia and Pacific region 

was already facing an invisible care crisis. Countries with high life expectancies face a shortage of care 

workers as aging populations expand, while families across Asia have become smaller, nuclear families or 

single-parent households tasked with maintaining employment and child-care responsibilities. The 

increasing demand for care work disproportionately falls on women in Asia and the Pacific, who are 

constrained in their opportunities to enter the labor force throughout their lives as they move from caring 

for small children to caring for aging parents. Indeed, women perform 80 per cent of unpaid care work in 

the region while men perform the least amount of unpaid care work of any region in the world. The 

magnitude of this burden becomes clear when we consider that in 2018 in Asia and the Pacific, 9.9 billion 

hours were spent on unpaid care work every day, the equivalent of 41.3 per cent of the GDP of Australia.  

Reliance by governments on women’s unpaid or underpaid domestic work to supplement or replace 

public services is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain as more women enter the workforce and 

populations are living longer. Even in paid care industries like education, social work, and health, lack of 

social protections and financial benefits further penalizes caregivers for the essential services they provide 

to society. Covid-19 has offered a stark reminder of how the unequal care burden leaves women around 

the world vulnerable to economic shocks and health risks. Countries who use this opportunity to 

recognize, reward, and invest in essential care work beyond temporary crisis response measures will 

increase the resilience of their economies and encourage long-term growth and quality care for their 

populations. 

Background information: Women’s economic empowerment and entrepreneurship 

Challenges to women’s entrepreneurship are multifaceted and exist at all levels – at home, in sectors, in 

communities and countries. Siloed interventions and single-issue training programs can be limiting and 

often unsustainable. As such, there is a greater need for a collaborative approach and for complementary 

resources that are designed to help realize the full potential of women’s entrepreneurship. ESCAP has 

adopted such an ecosystem-approach to supporting women entrepreneurs. The Catalyzing Women’s 

Entrepreneurship (CWE) programme is an example demonstrating this ecosystem approach 

(https://www.unescap.org/projects/cwe) .   

Through this programme, ESCAP is working to create an enabling policy and business environment while 

advancing access to capital and digital solutions and providing training for women entrepreneurs.  The 

program aims to break down barriers to finance and technology, low digital and financial literacy, and 

discriminatory socio-cultural norms that limit opportunities and capacity-building for women 

entrepreneurs. 

Covid-19 has had a severe ripple effect on business sectors, leading to drop in sales, declining orders, and 

liquidity issues resulting from disrupted supply chains, reduced demand, labor shortages, and national 

lockdowns. Service and care sectors like tourism and garment work that feature high representation of 

women owned SMEs are being hardest hit. Women-owned SMEs are less resilient to crises due to their 

informal nature and the wealth gap for women; lack of collateral, historical bookkeeping, and formal 

banking relationships limit women business owners’ access to emergency capital to cover short-term cash 

flow. The gendered digital divide also complicates transitioning to e-commerce for retail businesses. 

Women tend to operate service-based businesses, most of whom will not have the option of moving 

online. Lack of support networks and limited cash reserves will affect SMEs ability to sustain their business 

through the crisis in addition to added care responsibilities entrepreneurs may be facing. 

https://www.unescap.org/projects/cwe
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Background information: Beijing+25 review 

The adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPfA) at the Fourth World Conference on 

Women in 1995 symbolized a landmark global commitment and ushered in a comprehensive and bold 

global framework to advance women and girl’s rights. A quarter of a century on, despite innovation and 

progress on many fronts, the pace of change remains slow across the 12 critical areas of concern of the 

BPfA.3 

The centrality of gender equality and women’s empowerment to the eradication of poverty and 

achievement of inclusive and sustainable development has been affirmed through its systematic 

integration into the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including through a 

standalone SDG 5. The Beijing+25 Review converged with the 5-year milestone for the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development and marked a window of opportunity to take stock of progress made and 

actions required to address barriers to gender equality and implementing the SDGs by 2030. 

Leveraging the 12 critical areas of the BPfA and the SDGs, the Beijing+25 Regional Review centered around 

six cluster areas that highlight the importance of holistic and joined-up development solutions: 

• Inclusive development, shared prosperity and decent work;  

• Poverty eradication, social protection and social services;  

• Freedom from violence, stigma and stereotypes; 

• Participation, accountability, gender-responsive institutions; 

• Peaceful and inclusive societies; 

• Environmental conservation, climate action and resilience-building. 

The Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+25 Review was convened by ESCAP and UN Women 

in late 2019 to review progress in the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

and the Sustainable Development Goals. More than 600 participants from 54 countries and 166 civil 

society organizations attended the Conference which culminated in the adoption of the Asia-Pacific 

Declaration on Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment - a comprehensive set of 

commitments and actions on region-specific issues that can move forward the gender equality agenda 

over the next 5 years. 

2019 Asia-Pacific Ministerial Conference on the Beijing+25 Review, background paper and the  Asia-Pacific 

Declaration on Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: Beijing+25 Review  

 

 

 

 
3 The 12 critical areas/strategic objectives of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action include women and: 
poverty, education and training, health, violence, armed conflict, economy, power and decision-making, 
institutional mechanisms, human rights, media, environment and the girl child 

https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-25th-anniversary-beijing-declaration
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Review_of_progress_%28ENG%29.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Beijing%2B25-Declaration-%28ENG%29-20200220.pdf

