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| - Introduction

Objective of the review report

The main objective of this report is to review the Maldives’ commitments to the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action, with the objective to document achievements and progress, challenges and setbacks in

the last 5-year cycle and to outline priorities for the next 5-year period.
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Il - Observations on progress made in the BPfA’s critical areas of concern relevant to the Maldives
since 2014, and persisting challenges

1) Women and the Environment

Women and environment is a notably under-recognised thematic area, considering the climate vulnerability
and elevated advocacy position of the Maldives internationally, in connection with its engagement on climate
change issues historically and today. This is especially so among the Small Island Developing States (SIDS)
and as the last Chair of the Association of Small Island States (AOSIS). Therefore, the dearth of substantive
interest and information on the role of women on issues relating to the environment is inconsistent with the
country’s position in the climate vulnerability stakes. As a result, the achievements in this area for women
is challenging to document in the available scope and time- frame of this review.

Stakeholders consulted for this thematic area acknowledge an absence of achievements and progress in this
area for women, while also recognising the increased vulnerability of women in climate disasters. For
instance, Maldives participates in negotiations at the United Nations Framework Conference on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties (CoP) on a regular basis. However, at the formulation of the
Gender Action Plan (GAP) at the 2017 CoP in Marrakesh, the country delegation was unable to
“constructively engage or significantly contribute” to take that opportunity at international level due to
capacity constraints in this area. This may be explained by the absence of women in decision-making
positions in the environmental sector specifically, and the prevailing social attitudes towards the issue of
gender equality and women’s empowerment generally. Moreover, stakeholder consultations suggest that the
inclusion of women is low in the sector, and examples of long serving women in the sector being marginalised
at lower ranks of the Civil Service can be observed. This is consistent with the evidence base available
suggesting the exclusion of women in decision-making positions at the executive levels of the Civil Service
discussed elsewhere in this report. One such example is the recently re-structured National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA) having only one woman in the post of Director General among a 4-member
senior leadership team.?

The Maldives faces serious environmental threats due to vulnerabilities in multiple areas including,
- global heating and climate change, sea-level rise and related disaster risks including displacement
and internal migration
- coral bleaching and threats to marine ecosystems and biodiversity loss
- solid waste management capacity limitations and the proliferation of plastics (including in the
oceans)
- challenges to access clean water and sanitation provisions
- environmental degradation due to human activity including coastal modification and extensive
reclamation of reefs, lagoons and mangrove ecosystems??
- unsustainable developmental practices and loss of livelihood resources including agricultural land
and productive vegetation*
- heavy dependence on imports, scarcity of agricultural land and food security concerns
- Over-dependency on single industries such as tourism and fisheries, which are vulnerable to
environmental and external shocks.
Women in rural communities are particularly impacted by the effects of climate change and internal
displacement to urban centres, which are concerns that are being highlighted by some civil society

! National Disaster Management Authority website, https://ndmc.gov.mv/about/leaders/ (accessed : 27 May 2019)

2 Authorities urged to protect Kulhudhuffushi mangrove, Maldives Independent, 18 September 2018,
https://maldivesindependent.com/environment/authorities-urged-to-protect-kulhudhuffushi-mangrove-141281 (accessed : 24 May 2019)

3 Irreversible Damage, Destruction & Loss in Maldives (new edition, Save Maldives (Issuu), June 2018,
https://issuu.com/savemaldives/docs/save _maldives newedition (accessed : 24 May 2019)

4 The ropemakers of Kulhudhuffushi, Maldives Independent, 8 November 2017, https://maldivesindependent.com/business/the-ropemakers-of-
kulhudhuffushi-134013 (accessed : 24 May 2019)
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organisations.> However, such issues are yet to be fully acknowledged and addressed at national level
through appropriate gender-sensitive policies and practices, to promote women’s inclusion in decision-
making on environmental matters affecting them at community level. It is evident that the impact of
development activity has a considerable effect on the lives of women in rural communities, exacerbated by
inadequate local level consultations, which is an area that needs strengthening.

Unsustainable development practices have also made significant negative impacts on the livelihoods of rural
women in particular, who depend on local resources to supplement household income in the informal sector.
The decision in 2017 by the government to build an airport on the wetland and mangroves at Haa Dhaal Atoll
Kulhudhuffushi, the largest population centre in the north of the country, is a case in point. The project
impacted the livelihoods of over 400 rural women and families who were evicted from their livelihood
resource on the wetland without any compensation or alternatives.® The project also required the relocation
of several households within the island who were provided some compensation by the State. However, the
current government has been making efforts to work with an international organisation to conserve the
remaining part of the affected wetland, in response to advocacy efforts by a group of citizen advocates.”®

2) Women in power and decision-making

The most historic achievement towards women’s participation in public life in recent years was the lifting of
the Constitutional bar on women to hold the position of Head of State, following the ratification of the new
Constitution of 2008 and consequent removal of the reservation on Article 7(a) of CEDAW.® However, this
de jure progress over a decade ago has not manifested in a significant change to the de facto situation of
women in public life in the Maldives.

The 18" People’s Majlis (parliament) which took office in 2014 had 85 seats of which only 5 (5.9%) was
occupied by women. The 19" People’s Majlis which took oath of office on 28 May 2019 consists of 87 seats
of which only four (4.6%) are occupied by women. This is a record low for women’s representation in the
Maldivian parliament since 2000 when the figure stood at 14%.°. This shows that even though more women
contested they have less chances of being elected.

The first women judges were appointed to the Maldivian judiciary in 2007.1 In 2014, there were 9 (4.8%)
women among a total of 185 sitting judges.!? As at May 2019, this number stands at 8 out of 195, with
women’s representation among judges having declined to 4% in the review period. Among the 10
members of the oversight body for judges, the Judicial Services Commission (JSC), there was only one
woman, until the recent appointment on 29 May 2019, of MP Hisaan Hussain to represent the People's
Maijlis at the JSC.*3* The situation faced by women judges can be seen in the various cases of dismissals
and resignations that led to the persistently low numbers of women judges since their acceptance to the
judiciary over a decade ago. In 2014, Civil Court Justice Aisha Shujune Mohammed resigned, several
months after she publicly disclosed information about a substantial bribery offer.’> In 2016, High Court

5 Impact of climate change on women's livelihood in Maldives, Uthema-Voice of Women in collaboration with GGF, September 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19x45hKkQNO&t=124s (accessed : 24 May 2019)

6 Conserving Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi, Save Maldives (Issuu), January 2019, https://issuu.com/formea/docs/kf kulhi_issue brief-savemaldivesca
(accessed : 24 May 2019)

7 International group to help restore Kulhudhuffushi mangrove, Maldives Independent, 7 March 2019,
https://maldivesindependent.com/environment/international-group-to-help-restore-kulhudhuffushi-mangrove-144048 (accessed : 24 May 2019)
8 Conserving the remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi, Save Maldives Campaign, 9 May 2019, https://savemaldives.org/conserving-remaining-
kulhudhuffushi-kulhi/ (accessed : 24 May 2019)

® Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 2012, Hope for Women NGO, Maldives,
September 2012:6

10 Rayyithunge Majlis 1932-2014, People’s Majlis, Republic of Maldives, 2014

1 Women in Public Life : Situational Analysis/Baseline Assessment, UNDP Maldives, August 2010:10

2 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about Women’s Participation in Public Life in the Maldives, IFES, 2015:18

13 Judicial Services Commission website, Members, http://jsc.gov.mv/jsc/members (accessed : 27 May 2019)

14 parliament approves MP Hisaan as representative to JSC, The Edition, 29 May 2019, https://edition.mv/news/10792 (accessed
02 June 2019) [updated]

15 Civil Court Judge Aisha Shujoon resigns, Minivan News, 30 December 2014, https://minivannewsarchive.com/news-in-brief/civil-court-judge-
aisha-shujoon-resigns-91887 (accessed : 23 May 2019)
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Justice Dr Azmiralda Zahir resigned following her relocation out of Malé City, citing that “Over the course
of the five months of service in Hulhudhoo [island], the relevant authorities have refused to clarify the
length of my transfer period, preventing me from making the necessary arrangements to take care of my
young children”.*® In 2017, Civil Court Justice Mariyam Waheed was dismissed from her position by an
order of the Supreme Court, following a judgement she delivered on a case. The Supreme Court dismissed
her stating that she “does not have any capacity to preside over trials in any Maldivian court”, a decision
that received much criticism and consternation from the legal community in the Maldives.” These
individual cases of the removal of, and exit from the judiciary by women judges help to highlight the
challenges experienced by women in the justice sector.

In terms of women in decision-making positions in the State Executive, the situation has notably improved
since 2007 and 2013. The current cabinet constitutes 7 (35%) women and 13 (65%) men as shown in
Figurel.®® However, this change is undermined by the fact that an additional 9 ministerial rank appointments
at the President’s Office are all men, resulting in the gender distribution of 24% women and 76% men (see
Figure 2).2 A traditional tendency to assign gender stereotyped sector portfolios for women in the cabinet
can be observed, such as the allocation of education and gender and social services portfolios to women.
While the current cabinet does show this trend, it also presents some notable departures from the stereotypes,
with the appointment of Mariya Ahmed Didi as the Minister for Defence, Zaha Waheed as the Minister for
Fisheries and Agriculture, Aminath Athifa as the Minister for Housing and Urban Development and Aishath
Nahula as the Minister for Transport and Civil Aviation.?? These developments in terms of numbers and the
assignment of non-traditional cabinet portfolios to women can be interpreted as very progressive in the
prevailing context, although sustaining such changes may continue to prove challenging.

Gender representation in the

cabinet
Female Male Figure 1
© Gender representation in the
- = - cabinet for 2007, 2013 & 2019
—
Source: IFES 2015; current status
< - data (May 2019)
o
2007 2013 2019

Ministerial rank appointees

by sex, 2019
30
22

20 Figure 2
Ministerial rank positions by sex, 2019

10 7 Data source: President’s Office website,
Government of Maldives (May 2019)

0
Female Male

Official data shows that at state ministerial level, women’s representation currently stands at 20% (10 women
39 men), ambassadorial level at 44% (4 women 5 men) and deputy ministerial level at 30% (20 women 47
men).?! These figures are indicative of the present government’s pledge to address the perennial gender

6 Maldives’ most senior female judge quits, Maldives Independent, 12 May 2016, https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/maldives-most-
senior-female-judge-quits-124197 (accessed : 23 May 2019)

7 In unprecedented move, supreme court sacks civil court judge, Maldives Independent, 18 February 2017,
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/in-unprecedented-move-supreme-court-sacks-civil-court-judge-128814 (accessed : 23 May 2019)
18 president Solih’s cabinet to hold more women than usual, Maldives Times, 18 November 2018, https://maldivestimes.com/president-solihs-
cabinet-to-hold-more-women-than-usual/ (accessed : 23 May 2019)

19 Ministerial rank, President’s Office, website, https://presidency.gov.mv/Government/Officials/145 (accessed : 28 May 2019)

20 The Maldives Cabinet, https://presidency.gov.mv/Government/Cabinet/16 (accessed : 23 May 2019)

21 Website of the President’s Office, multiple links under ‘Government’, https://presidency.gov.mv/Government/Officials/145 (accessed : April
2019)
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disparities in public office and indicates a positive attempt to address the existing gender gaps and utilise the
available pool of competent and able women in the country.

In local governance, the representation of women at both island and city councils is consistent with that of
the parliament, with persistently low figures over the last two elections, with women’s representation at 5%
in 2014 and 6% in 2017.22% Considering the results of the two previous election cycles and the April 2019
parliamentary elections, it is unlikely that the impending local council elections in 2020 would make a
significant difference to the status quo. Nevertheless, a positive development is the submission by the
government proposing an amendment to the Decentralisation Act (2010) proposing the adoption of a 33%
women’s quota in local government.?

The 2008 Constitution reformulated and/or established a total of 7 independent institutions of the State.
Among these, currently the Prosecutor General and the Human Rights Commission are headed by women,
with women’s representation in the rest of the Commissions being just one or none. The 5-member Civil
Service Commission has one woman, as does the 10-member Judicial Service Commission and 5-member
Anti-Corruption Commission. The 5-member Elections Commission is all male.?®

The public sector (Civil Service) is the single largest employer in the country with over 22,000 staff, among
which women constitute 60%.26 However, available analyses prior to 2014 suggest a trend whereby women
are over-represented in the lower and middle management ranks of the civil service although their
participation dramatically falls at executive level.?” The situation remains unchanged today with the latest
available data for 2017 showing that within the combined total of the general, managerial and support service
ranks of the Civil Service, 58% are women and 42% men.?® The data trend reverses at the higher executive
service level, with 60% men and 40% women, indicating the stark gender disparity which keeps women
excluded from decision-making positions in the public sector. Stakeholder discussions suggest that socio-
cultural gender discriminatory attitudes towards women contribute to the status quo. Moreover, barriers to
women’s sustained retention in service due to their reproductive and unpaid care-work burden remains a
compounding factor affecting women’s participation in public service leadership roles. Stakeholders also
informed of the multiple cases of women being dismissed or resigning from key positions during the political
upheavals of the past several years in an environment of corruption from which they chose to distance

themselves as they chose not to “compromise principles”.?

The position of women in political parties has not seen significant changes with no political party being
headed by a woman to date. Available analyses also show the significant gender disparities in political party
hierarchy and decision-making positions, such as the governing bodies or national councils.®® This is despite
the fact that most parties have a membership of over 40% women and the very visible grassroots activism by
women party members.3t A current development is the emerging discussion among political parties led by
the Elections Commission to propose an amendment to the Political Parties Act to include a 30% quota for
women in leadership positions of political parties.®* This is a positive conversation which responds to

22 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about Women’s Participation in Public Life in the Maldives, IFES, 2015:17

2 Sixth Periodic Report on the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, 11 April 2019, Ministry of Gender,
Family and Social Services, Government of Maldives, pg.24

2 parliament approves a number of key bills at Tuesday's sitting, Raajje.mv, 24 April 2019, https://raajje.mv/en/news/54956 (accessed : 23 May
2019)

25 Status as at 27 May 2019 from the various Commissions’ websites

26 Raw data source : Statistical Yearbook of Maldives 2018, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Planning and Infrastructure

27 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about Women'’s Participation in Public Life in the Maldives, IFES, 2015:21

28 Raw data source : Statistical Yearbook of Maldives 2018, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Planning and Infrastructure

2 Stakeholder interview

30 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about Women’s Participation in Public Life in the Maldives, IFES, 2015:14

31 bid:13,14

32 Quota proposed for women in political party leadership, Maldives Independent, 23 May 2019,
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/quota-proposed-for-women-in-political-party-leadership-145479 (accessed : 24 May

2019)
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continuing civil society advocacy for the introduction of quotas to achieve gender parity in public life in the
Maldives.33:34%

3) The girl child

Maldives ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1991, followed by the adoption of its
Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography in 2002 and the Optional
Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict in 2004. The first domestic Child Rights
Protection Law was established in 1991 at accession to the CRC, which had significant limitations in the
country context. A new Child Protection Bill, which will replace the 1991 law, is currently in its draft
stages.*®

On the fundamental position on the definition of a child, inconsistencies remain in various legislations. The
Child Rights Protection Law of 1991 defines a child (minor) as someone under the age of eighteen. The
Employment Act 2008 sets the minimum age of employment at sixteen years, while the Penal Code (2014)
sets the age of criminal responsibility at fifteen years.®” The Family Law (2000) asserts the legal age of
marriage to be eighteen, with special provision allowing the marriage of children at sixteen years at the
discretion of the Registrar of Marriages at the Family Court.®

However, the provision in Family Law enabling the marriage of children has been somewhat weakened by
an amendment to the Regulation on Family Matters by the Supreme Court in 2016, which required referral
to the apex court on marriages of children under eighteen, including an assessment by the Ministry of Gender,
Family and Social Services (MoGFSS).*° In July 2018, the then Ministry of Gender and Family, established
a multi-sectoral Child Marriage Assessment Panel which added an additional procedural layer to vet
marriages involving minors. To date, the MoGFSS has received 33 cases of proposed marriage involving
minors for assessment from the Family Court of which one had been assessed and sent back. Of the 33 cases
submitted, 32 involved the marriage of girls and 01 boy and no case of child marriage has yet been approved
by the MoGFSS following these changes.*°

While the definition of a child remains inconsistent and unresolved across laws and the meaningful alignment
of domestic laws to international standards as per the CRC remain yet to be achieved, the issue of marriage
of minors are currently procedurally addressed and strengthened to overcome gaps in the Family Law.
Nevertheless, the prevailing context of conservatism and extreme religious views endorsing the marriage of
girl children at puberty is a challenge to the protection of the girl child. Recent findings indicate a comparative
significant rise in marriages of children between the ages 15-17 years between Census 2006 and Census 2014
for both boys and girls, as shown in Figure 3 below. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the phenomenon of
unregistered marriages of children is an emerging challenge increasing the girl child’s vulnerability in the
prevailing socio-religious context. Stakeholders emphasise an acute need to recognise the multiple and
increased vulnerabilities of the girl child - based on the simple fact of her sex which becomes compounded
by other factors including disability, being in conflict with the law as well as being in a rural context. Poverty,
regardless of location, exacerbates the issues manifold.

33 jbid

34 policy recommendations to the new government by Uthema and Voice of Women NGOs, 16 November 2018,
https://uthema.org/noosbayaan-gepolicyrec-16-11-2018/ [Dhivehi] (accessed : 24 May 2019)

35 Bridge The Gap - advocacy video produced by Uthema-EU collaboration, April 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ETKm6 5zVZ8&t=6s (accessed : 24 May 2019)

36 Alternative Report : A submission to the Committee on the Rights of the Child on the Implementation of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, Advocating the Rights of Children (ARC), February 2015

37 |bid:15

38 jbid

39 Sixth Periodic Report on the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, 11 April 2019,
Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services, Government of Maldives

40 Direct communication with the MoGFSS (23 May 2019)
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The government is yet to achieve the passage of the Juvenile Justice Bill, which has seen a prolonged draft
stage. However, it is anticipated that the 19" People’s Majlis, which convened at the end of May 2019 will
achieve its passage. The ratification of the Gender Equality Law in 2016 is a significant achievement and
progress towards attaining the rights of the girl child. However, the meaningful implementation of the law
remains a challenge in the current context.

The situation of the girl child will see progress due to the recent positive development in government policy
providing six months paid maternity and one month paid paternity leave for civil service employees.*
Notably, this decision of the government resulted in the adoption of the same by other employers, including
the Maldives National University and some State owned enterprises.*?43

Violence against children (VAC) remains a serious concern with its detrimental impact affecting the girl
child in its multiplicity of dimensions along the life-cycle. The Special Provisions Act to Deal with Child
Sex Abuse Offenders 12/2009 was ratified in 2009, following which a national sex offenders registry was
published.** Reports of VAC data from 2013 and 2014 suggest significant data inconsistencies and the
critical need to improve data collection protocols and coherence between agencies to improve services.*
Over the past five years, VAC reporting has increased notably and the publication of such data by the
Ministry of Gender and Family provide the opportunity to raise public awareness about the issue and the
extent of the problem.*¢4” However, critical challenges exist including media capacity to ethically report on
VAC issues, as well as the implementation of laws to address the issue effectively. These include significant
capacity limitations in human and financial resource allocation to the social protection services, as well as
grave weaknesses in the law enforcement and justice sector.*34%%° The acquittal of people accused of serious

41 president announces six months maternity leave, Maldives Independent, 7 March 2019, https://maldivesindependent.com/society/president-
announces-six-months-maternity-leave-144081 (accessed : 21 May 2019)

42 MINU adopts new paid maternity, paternity leave policy, Maldives Times, 11 April 2019, https://maldivestimes.com/mnu-adopts-new-paid-
maternity-paternity-leave-policy/ (accessed : 21 May 2019)

43 Maternity and Paternity Leaves Extended by MMPRC, Corporate Maldives, 23 March 2019, https://corporatemaldives.com/maternity-and-
paternity-leaves-extended-by-mmprc/ (accessed : 21 May 2019)

44 Maldives publishes child sex offenders registry, Maldives Independent, 16 November 2015,
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldives-publishes-child-sex-offenders-registry-119870 (accessed : 22 May 2019)

4 Alternative Report : A submission to the Committee on the Rights of the Child on the Implementation of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child, Advocating the Rights of Children (ARC), February 2015, pg.25, para.90

46 Rise in cases of child sex abuse, Maldives Independent, 23 January 2018, https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/rise-in-cases-of-child-sex-
abuse-135312 (accessed : 22 May 2019)

47 More than 100 cases of violence against children in February, Maldives Independent, 20 March 2019, https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-
2/more-than-100-cases-of-violence-against-children-in-february-144407 (accessed : 22 May 2019)

48 ‘First he raped me. Then he came for my sisters’, Maldives Independent, 2 May 2018, https://maldivesindependent.com/feature-comment/first-
he-raped-me-then-he-came-for-my-sisters-137871 (accessed : 22 May 2019)

4 Early release of child sex offender sparks outrage, Maldives Independent, 5 December 2018, https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/early-
release-of-child-sex-offender-sparks-outrage-143059

(accessed : 22 May 2019)

50 Maldives court drops sex abuse charges against 75-year-old, Maldives Independent, 7 August 2018, https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-
2/maldives-court-drops-sex-abuse-charges-against-75-year-old-139928 (accessed : 22 May 2019)
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crimes against children by the courts is a persistent concern as evident from media reports, which stated in
one serial abuse case that the “court did not give a reason for throwing out the charges.”!52

4) Women and economy

The Maldives made progress to accelerate women’s role in the economy and contribute to the country’s
economic growth. One such progressive step is the enactment of the Gender Equality Law. Article 25 of
the Gender Equality Act (2016) states that Women shall be granted equal opportunities as men, in access to
and use of economic resources. At the same time government to formulate and implement policies to
increase women economic empowerment®, Furthermore, the draft Gender Equality Policy and Gender
Equality Action Plan, which is in the process of endorsement from the President’s Office, reinforces the
areas where government commitment is required in terms of advancing economic rights of women in the
Maldives. Act no. 8/2008 (Employment Act) prohibits direct and indirect discrimination, provides for
equal pay for equal work, maximum hours of work, overtime, annual and sick leave, guidelines for
workplace safety, maternity and additional parental leave.

The new government in its 100-day pledges increased paid maternity leave policy from four months to six
months; and introduced paid paternity leave from three days to one month is considered a huge step forward
in acknowledgment of barriers facing women to access employment and addresses women’s double burden
on unpaid care work®*. Currently the policy is applied government wide for the civil service and some Stated
Owned Enterprises (SoEs).

The current labour force participation rate (LFPR) in the Maldives stands at 58%, LFPR for women aged 15-
64, is 42 percent compared to 75 percent of Maldivian men as per 2016 HIES.>® Women LFPR had taken
downward trend in comparison 2010, 54% for females while for males LFPR stayed pretty much the same
75%°%. The reason for this downward trend could be that, due to the modernization of fishing and agricultural
sector women’s roles in these sectors had gone down considerably. Despite the guarantees and equal rights
ensured legally and positive educational attainment of women and girls, which is higher than their male
counterparts, these positive trends are not proportionately reflected in the national labour force
participation®’.

The gender pay gap for the resident population at national level is 20% and if only Maldivians are considered
(excluding foreign migrant population), the gender pay gap at national level is 26%. This means that on
average Maldivian women earn MVR 22.51 per hour less than men. Women’s overall monthly earnings are
MVR 7,510 (approximately USD$487) as compared to MVR 11,977 (approximately USD$776) for men®®,
This effectively means that women will receive less pension than men which in turn impacts their financial
independence at old age.

While majority of women are engaged in home-based income earning activities, access to finance is still one
of the key challenges for women who want to thrive in business sector. It is noteworthy to recognize progress
in terms of introducing financial schemes the last 5-10 years such as Micro, small and medium enterprises
(MSME) loans targeted to women and youth to develop MSME sectors. According to 6th CEDAW State
Report a target of the Ministry of Economic Development (MED) is to see a 20% increase in number of
women and youth-owned and engaged businesses. In this regard, the Ministry has supported 138 women
owned MSME Registered businesses to date. The Ministry also has set a target of a 15% increase in the
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number of women accessing loans. To date, 119 applications have been received and processed, representing
12 women (5 youth, 7 non-youth) and 74 youth. From this, 31% (5 female and 19 youth) of loan applications
have been approved®. The continuity of this progress needs to be studied and expanded and in-depth
assessment needs to be carried out to check whether these loans were utilized and the intended benefits reaped
to women. At the same time, under the current government manifesto’s 100 day pledges, on 18th March
2019, a new SME Bank (SDFC) was inaugurated to promote SME financing. At the inauguration address,
the President stated that 6 special centres will be established to assist and cater small and medium businesses
to develop proposals®.

As per the stakeholder consultations carried for the purpose of this review, it was highlighted that the MSME
loans and other loan schemes introduced by the local banks, the amount given were not sufficient to cover
the capital costs due to the huge overhead costs in setting up a small business in Maldives. Moreover these
schemes should be introduced with holistic business incubator services to provide continuous support to
women businesses. The stakeholders are of the view that before MSME loan schemes the government need
to assess the type of businesses which will work based on the current economic and environmental trends,
technology as women still needs extensive support on the start-up and maintenance of the businesses such as
book-keeping and assistance on doing cost benefit analysis. Further challenges are highlighted in accessing
adequate finances from local banks due to other pushback factors, such as lack of ownership of assets and
collateral, and the increased perception that women can only manage homebased businesses.

However, extending maternity leave to 6 months and paternity leave to 1 month and the flexible working
arrangement introduced by CSC for pregnant and breastfeeding mothers are positive trends in terms of policy
shifts to increase women LFPR. Nonetheless, unpaid care work at home and lack of child-care options and
facilities remains the key challenge to women’s full and robust labour force participation. On average,
women spent 6 hours per day in the household work while men spent 3 hours in household.®* To change the
status quo, policies need to be in place to address this unbalance where women’s productive work time is
used to contribute to care economy which is not reflected in national accounts and social protection schemes.

Women are marginalized by the biggest employer other than government. While tourism accounts for 40.9%
of the GDP (2017), Maldivians typically occupy lower-paying jobs in the sector which is dominated by
foreign workers and women continue to be side-lined from the biggest employment sector other than the
government.®? It is evident that there are data gaps to give a clear picture of women representation in tourism
sector as these data are not captured in HIES. However, as per the NGO Shadow CEDAW report of 2012,
local female participation in the tourism sector is 2% and local male participation is 47%. The expatriate
labour force in the sector is significant at 5% foreign females and 46% foreign males®®. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that the above figure may have increased slightly as there are more female staff joining tourism
sector and there are few resorts, which runs programs to attract females to join the team. At the same time,
among the few females who joined the tourism sector some have made it to senior management positions in
the resort. In 2016 the first Maldivian female resort manager was appointed®. The main reason women don’t
seek resort employment is the negative perceptions of resort life where parents and community associate
resorts with impermissible behaviours that conflict with Islamic values, and both parents and young women
perceive resorts as being unsafe®®. With the growing guest house tourism in inhabited islands it is unclear
how many women benefit 