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Achieving gender equality and empowering all  
women and girls

Achieving Goal 5 on gender equality will require 
mainstreaming of gender aspects across all investment 
areas, including health and education, through  
such initiatives as gender budgeting. Moreover, 
behavioural and legislative changes are needed to 
address gender- related discrimination and violence 
and to enhance women’s economic participation. 

Given the serious state of gender equality in the region, 
rapid progress is needed. Based  on current  trends,  the 
gender  gap (as measured by a composite index) would 
take more  than 70 years  to close  in the region (WEF, 
2018). Globally, women  still get paid 20 per cent less on 
average for the same work and qualifications as men. 
Many women are also engaged in unpaid domestic work 
or in the informal sector, with little or no social protection. 
Globally, some 20 per cent of women  under  the age  of 
50 experience physical and/or sexual violence from an 
intimate  partner within a year, and this figure is even 
higher in subregions such  as the Pacific island countries 
and Central and Southern Asia (UN-Women, 2018).

Gender inequality  in relation  to ownership of land, property 
and assets persists as a major issue. For instance, laws 
in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran and Malaysia do not guarantee equal inheritance 
rights  to widows and the daughters relative to their male 
counterparts, and in the worst  case scenario they lack all 
forms  of inheritance rights (ESCAP, 2018a).  Amending 
such  laws  could  empower women through changes in 
individual or social perceptions as well as by providing 
a form of collateral to start  their own businesses. More 
women  should  be in positions of leadership and  be 
able to actively participate in decision-making. However, 
women parliamentarians account for only 24 per cent of 
such  lawmakers globally, and the proportion is even lower 
in all Asia-Pacific subregions (UN-Women, 2018).

Given the importance of non-monetary factors, gender  
aspects are mainstreamed in the chapter across all 
investment areas, including by the use of gender-
disaggregated data where possible, instead of explicitly 
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costing Goal 5. For instance, good-quality  education for 
all girls could help bridge the gender  gap. Girls receiving 
secondary education not only earn twice as much as their 
non-educated peers but are also much less susceptible to 
early forced childhood marriage. At the same time, public 
schools should offer appropriate facilities to accommodate 
girls and women, as the lack of such facilities could act as 
an implicit gender  barrier; in Bangladesh, three of every five 
girls missed school during their menstruation cycles on an 
average of three days per month (UNESCO, 2018).

As women and girls spend approximately 125 million hours 
per year collecting water, the provision of clean water could 
allow for more productive use  of time, whereby  women  
could be learning a new form of trade  to economically sustain 
themselves, and girls would be able to attend school and 
receive an education which could potentially  enable them to 
escape from  poverty  (Oxfam, 2018). While the provision of the 
Internet could further aid in empowering women  as they could 
form networks and learn new forms  of trade online, women’s 
Internet usage remains low relative to that of men in the region. 

The adoption of gender-responsive budgeting could aid in 
ensuring that women benefit  from  the increase in investment 
across different Sustainable Development Goals. The 
types of policies and the manner in which they are funded 
have  differing  impacts on women and men,  and  even  on 
different  subgroups of women and  men  based on their 
geographical  location, age  or income levels. In the  region, 
6 countries1  have made significant progress on gender- 
responsive budgeting,  and an additional 20 economies 
2 are in the early stages ofdoing so (ESCAP, 2018b).  For 
instance, India  included gender budgeting into its ninth  five-
year  plan,  supported by increased budget transparency and 
civil society  engagement, and proactive leadership of the 
Ministry of Women and Child Development. Countries could 
also introduce taxation  frameworks reducing the net liability, 
which could be done  by taxing individual rather than family 
income in order to encourage women  to join the labour force 
(ESCAP, 2016).
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Endnotes

1 Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Nepal, the Philippines and the 
Republic of Korea.
 
2 Afghanistan, Bhutan, China, Cambodia, the Cook Islands, Fiji, 
Kiribati, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Maldives, 
Myanmar, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Sri 
Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Viet Nam and Vanuatu.
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