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1. Background 

Stemming from structural barriers and historically unequal power relations, women cannot fully exercise 

their rights to decent work and full and productive employment. In the Asia-Pacific region, only one in two 

women are participating in the labour market. Gender equality and the empowerment of women and 

girls, therefore, is central to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which 

pledges to "leave no one behind".  

ESCAP actively supports its member States in efforts to enhance women’s economic empowerment and 

entrepreneurship as a strategy for poverty reduction, social wellbeing and sustainable economic growth, 

in fulfillment of SDG 5 on Gender Equality and multiple related goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development. The theme of the 75th session of the Commission brings forth the essence of this ambitious 

Agenda by focusing on empowerment, inclusion and equality. 

The Special Event further aligns with Canada’s Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP). Canada aims 

to advance gender equality in a sustainable manner and accelerate its progress across all other priorities. 

Canada has been investing in dedicated, coordinated efforts to address fundamental and multi-

dimensional challenges to the empowerment of women and girls. 

2. Objectives 

Through an interactive panel discussion, the Special Event will look into the barriers that hold women back 

from their effective participation in the economy, and strategies to support women's economic 

empowerment and entrepreneurship. Key enabling factors, including gender-responsive policy, planning 

and budgeting as well as access to financing and technology, will be addressed.   



Expected outcome: The event is expected to enhance awareness of ESCAP member States on the effective 

measures and innovative solutions that contribute to unlocking the potential of women and girls in the 

Asia-Pacific region. 

3. Agenda 

Special Event: Advancing gender equality through the economic empowerment of all women and 

girls: Key catalysts for innovative change 

13:00-13:15 

Opening remarks 

• Ms. Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana, Executive Secretary of the United Nations 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and Pacific 

 

• H. E. Ms. Diedrah Kelly, Ambassador of Canada to the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

13:15-13:50 

Panel discussion 

• H. E. Dr. Ing Kantha Phavi, Minister of Women’s Affairs, Cambodia 

The economic empowerment of women in Cambodia 

 

• H.E. Ms. Mereseini Vuniwaqa, Minister of Women, Children and Poverty 

Alleviation, Fiji 

The economic empowerment of women in Fiji 

 

• Ms. Joan M. Larrea, Chief Executive Officer, Convergence 

Opportunities and challenges for investing in women and girls: The role of 

innovative financing 

 

• Ms. Jeannie Javelosa, co-founder of ECHOstore Sustainable Lifestyle and 

ECHOsi Foundation, Philippines 

Women’s transformative leadership: Experiences and personal reflections 

Moderated by Mr. Hongjoo Hahm, Deputy Executive Secretary, ESCAP 

13:50-14:00  Questions and answers 

 
4. Format 

Panelists will share knowledge and experience of innovative ways and key catalysts that seek to advance 

gender equality through the economic empowerment of all women and girls. The session will be 

interactive and moderated to facilitate the exchange of experiences among the panelists.  



1. H. E. Dr. Ing Kantha Phavi, Minister of Women’s Affairs, Cambodia, will address her country’s 

experience with gender-responsive planning and policies, and specific initiatives to enhance 

women’s economic empowerment and entrepreneurship: 

• Share views on the opportunities and challenges that strengthened inter-ministerial 

coordination presents to creating increasingly gender-responsive planning and policies 

• Reflect upon the way forward in Cambodia, including new strategies to support women’s 

economic empowerment and entrepreneurship 

 

2. H.E. Ms. Mereseini Vuniwaqa, Minister of Women, Children and Poverty Alleviation, Fiji will 

address how initiatives related to the economic empowerment of women in Fiji including through 

the following questions: 

• Share experiences related to gender-responsive initiatives as relates to the economic 

empowerment of women in Fiji subsequent to the enactment of the 2014 National 

Gender Policy 

• Reflect upon the possibility to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 5 in Fiji by 2030 

 

3. Ms. Joan M. Larrea, Chief Executive Officer, Convergence will address the role of innovation in 

financing for gender, including through the following questions: 

• Share experiences regarding the role of blended finance in mobilizing additional 

investment in women and girls, and the key challenges and opportunities in this regard 

• Reflect upon the partnerships of the public and private sectors to support the 

achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, especially SDG 5 (e.g., 2X 

Challenge, GENDERNET, Investing in Women (DFAT program)) 

 

4. Ms. Jeannie Javelosa, co-founder of ECHOstore Sustainable Lifestyle and ECHOsi Foundation, 

Philippines will share reflections on the crucial factors that led to successful women 

entrepreneurs through the following questions: 

• Share views on the key challenges and constraints that women face to become successful 

entrepreneurs 

• Reflect upon personal experiences in making women agents of transformative change 

 

5. Contact persons 

Ms. Ayesha Rekhi 

Counsellor, Embassy of Canada to Thailand 

15th Fl., Abdulrahim Place, 990 Rama IV Road, Bang Rak, Bangkok 10500 

Ayesha.Rekhi@international.gc.ca  

Ms. Cai Cai 

Chief, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Section, Social Development Division of ESCAP 

United Nations Building, Rajadamnern Nok Avenue, Bangkok 10200 

caic@un.org   



6. Panelists bio 

H. E. Dr. Ing Kantha Phavi, Minister of Women’s Affairs of Cambodia 

Her Excellency Dr. Ing Kantha Phavi has served as Minister of 

Women’s Affairs of Cambodia since 2004 and her last 

reappointment was in 2018. From 1999 to 2004, Dr. Phavi served 

as Secretary of State in the Ministry of Women’s and Veterans’ 

Affairs. 

Minister Phavi has been instrumental for promoting Gender 

Equality and Gender Mainstreaming at international, national and 

sub-national levels. 

In the region and worldwide, Minister Phavi has contributed to the 

advancement of a rights-based women’s agenda, especially at the 

East Asia Gender Equality Ministerial Meetings, the East Asia 

Ministerial Forums on Families and the ASEAN Ministerial 

Meetings on Women. 

At national level, Minister Phavi has been an architect to levy gender in key policies such as the National 

Poverty Reduction Strategy; the Cambodian Millennium Development Goals; the Rectangular Strategy for 

Growth, Employment, Equity and Efficiency; the National Strategic Development Plans; and the United 

Nations Development Assistance Frameworks. 

Currently Minister Phavi continues to advocate for gender in ongoing state reforms and is particularly 

passionate about promoting women’s economic empowerment, women’s role in decision making and 

politics and ending violence against women and children. 

Minister Phavi played a decisive role in the development and approval of the Law on the Prevention of 

Domestic Violence and the Protection of Victims (2005). Under her leadership, the Ministry of Women’s 

Affairs also succeeded in integrating gender aspects in important national laws such as the Law on the 

Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation (2008), the Organic Law for Deconcentration 

and Decentralization (2008) and the Land Law (2001). 

Minister Phavi has led the Ministry of Women’s Affairs for developing and implementing national policies 

to improve the status of women in Cambodia, namely the Third and the Fourth Five-Year Strategic Plans 

for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (Neary Rattanak III and IV); the Cambodia Gender 

Assessments 2004, 2008, and 2014; and the First and Second National Action Plans to Prevent Violence 

Against Women (2009-2013 and 2014-2014, respectively). 

  



H.E. Ms. Mereseini Vuniwaqa, Minister of Women, Children and Poverty Alleviation, Fiji 

 

Hon. Mrs Mereseini Vuniwaqa is the Minister for Women, Children and 

Poverty Alleviation for the Government of the Republic of Fiji.  She 

contested the general elections in September 2014 under the Fiji First Party 

banner and secured a seat in Parliament. She was subsequently appointed 

the Minister for Lands and Mineral Resources from September 2014 until 

19th September 2016 when she became the new Minister for Women, 

Children and Poverty Alleviation.   

She is passionate about the empowerment of women and their 

contribution to sustainable development in this day and age. 

She began her career as a legal officer in the Office of the Attorney-General 

in Suva, Fiji in 1998 and rose through the ranks in the Government legal 

service until she left the civil service in March 2013 as the Acting 

Permanent Secretary for Justice, Anti-Corruption and Communications.  

During her tenure in the Attorney-General’s Chambers, Hon. Vuniwaqa served in concurrent capacities as 

Chairperson of the Telecommunications Authority of Fiji, Chairperson of the National Working Group on 

Copyright and Chairperson of the National Anti-Money Laundering Council. After her 13-and-a-half years 

of service in Government, she started her own legal consultancy firm in Suva.  

She gained her law degree from the University of Tasmania, in Australia and received her Graduate 

Diploma in Legal Practice from the Australian National University in 1997.  She currently resides in Suva 

with her husband and three children. 

 

  



Ms. Joan M. Larrea, Chief Executive Officer, Convergence 

 

 

As CEO of Convergence, Joan leads the world’s first institution 

dedicated to increasing private sector investment in emerging 

markets by helping investors execute blended finance 

transactions. Joan is an expert in catalyzing investment in 

places that need it most. She brings with her over 20 years of 

experience in emerging markets finance. At U.S. Overseas 

Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), she led the agency’s 

efforts to partner with philanthropic and private investors to 

increase capital flows to OPIC's target markets. While at OPIC, 

she also directed a pilot program to finance smaller, high 

impact, and innovative funds, many of which drew on blended 

finance structures. Before OPIC, Joan served as a managing 

director on the emerging markets team at Global 

Environment Fund, an asset manager focused on renewable 

energy and environmental investments.  

A fluent speaker of Mandarin, she began her career as an investment officer at International Finance 

Corporation, where she concluded a number of pioneering investments across Asia. Joan also serves on 

the Advisory Council of FinDev Canada, Canada’s development finance institution, which offers financing 

and equity investments that demonstrate sustainable social and economic benefits for local communities, 

with a focus on job creation, women’s economic empowerment and climate change mitigation. She is a 

member of the Advisory Council of Impact Canada, Government of Canada-wide effort to accelerate the 

adoption of innovative funding approaches to deliver meaningful results to Canadians. 

She holds an MBA from the Wharton School of Business and a BA in Oriental Studies and MA in 

International Studies, both from the University of Pennsylvania. 

 

  



Ms. Jeannie Javelosa, co-founder of ECHOstore Sustainable Lifestyle and ECHOsi Foundation, 

Philippines 

 

Jeannie Javelosa is an advocate for culture, sustainability and 

gender and speaks internationally on these topics. She is co-

founder of ECHOstore Sustainable Lifestyle and GREAT 

Women, social enterprises that support market access for 

small artisans and community products.  

Her strategic strength is as prime mover and innovator of 

GREAT Women, a gender advocacy driven marketing 

platform. She was instrumental in innovating, creating, 

spearheading and bringing in international funding for 

national Philippine development programs within a national 

platform reflecting the acronym of GREAT= Gender 

Responsive Economic Action for the Transformation of 

Women.  

As private sector lead to the inclusive gender platform, she has influenced national eco-systems within 

the social good, green and gender inclusive sustainability models. 

Jeannie was finalist from Asia-Pacific to the 2012 Cartier Women’s Initiative Award in Paris, France; 2018 

Go Negosyo Outstanding Women’s Entrepreneur Awardee; 2018 Outstanding ASEAN Women 

Entrepreneur Awardee. She is the Chair and Founding President of the BPW Makati (Business and 

Professional Women Network); member of the Women’s Business Council of the Philippines and Founding 

Director for the Philippine Women Entrepreneur Network (PHILWEN); She is also private sector Gender 

Representative in the Micro-Small-Medium Enterprise Development (MSMED) Council of the Department 

of Trade and Industry in the Philippines. She is active within the ASEAN region through the ASEAN 

Women’s Entrepreneur Network (AWEN).  

Jeannie graduated with a Masters of Fine Arts from the University of Pennsylvania, USA. The first half of 

her eclectic career path began as an award-winning visual artist and printmaker, art critic and a Manila 

Critics Awards as author of the coffee table books Art Philippines. Her cultural work experiences included 

the Cultural Center of the Philippines and the National Commission for Culture and the Arts. From 1990-

96, she has handled Philippine cultural projects for ASEAN, the Festival of Arts and Culture in Paris, France 

in 1994, and the Philippine Centennial’s Expo Pilipino to name a few. She was a recipient of a French 

government grant for Printmaking and Art Criticism in 1994; an Australian government cultural travel 

grantee in 1997. She continues to be a museum curator and strategic branding-marketing-communicator. 

As a writer, Jeannie has a number of books to her name the most recent ones: Women Beyond Borders 

(printed by the USAid), and Feminine Rising. She continues to contribute to her twenty year-old column 

entitled “A Spirited Soul” at the Sunday Allure Section of the Philippine Star. She is also Co-founder of the 

20-year old internationally awarded the EON Group where she now sits as member of the board.  


