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Introduction
Since assuming ofﬁce in 2009, the Awami League government of Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina has initiated various programmes and projects for the development of women.
Women’s development and empowerment form a crucial aspect of the government’s overall vision. The Sixth Five Year Plan (2011-2015) of the Bangladesh government, considers
women’s engagement in political and economic activities as a cross-cutting issue and one
of the main drivers of transformation.
The current government is committed to attaining the Millennium Development Goal
(MDG) of gender equality and empowering women as well as implementing the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the
Beijing Platform for Action. Bangladesh has already substantially achieved the MDG3 as it
has secured gender parity in primary and secondary education at the national level, among
other successes.
Bangladesh has been working relentlessly to ensure women’s overall development by
aﬀording them equal and active participation in the mainstream socio-economic activities
and removing the various impediments to their empowerment.

1. REDUCING THE GENDER GAP

According to the World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Index 2014, Bangladesh has made
continued progress in tackling gender disparity in four key areas – economic participation,
education, health and political empowerment. The country ranked 68th among 142 countries scoring 0.697 (with 0.0 being inequality and 1.0 being equality).
Bangladesh is also featured as one of the top ten nations to have reduced gender inequality by political empowerment of women. This is not a one-oﬀ achievement. Bangladesh has
been making steady progress year-on-year in reducing gender inequality.
Bangladesh also outperformed its neighbours India and Pakistan in the Gender Inequality
Index (GII), a composite index that measures the cost of gender inequality to human development. It ranks 111th on the GII compared to 123rd for Pakistan and 133rd for India.
YEAR OF GENDER GAP INDEX
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Female participation in the formal labour force
increased from 24% in 2010 to 36% in 2013

2. POLICY MEASURES FOR EMPOWERMENT

To expedite women’s economic empowerment, comprehensive initiatives have been
undertaken by providing extensive training, creating job opportunities, ensuring participation in labour market and providing support to small and medium women entrepreneurs. All programmes related to women development and employment are being
re-structured in order to enhance women participation in all economic activities to 50
percent by 2021.
A range of steps have been taken up for skills development of women. Government has
established and operating the Joyeeta Foundation, which is working to commercially
engage grass-root level women in the supply chain from production to distribution. Creation of institutional infrastructure for this organisation is underway. The scope of Joyeeta
programme is being gradually be extended to divisions, districts and upazilas in phases.
The government has also taken necessary steps to set up permanent centres for skills
development and hostels for women entrepreneurs and workers.
To encourage women entrepreneurship, a number of ﬁnancial incentives are provided.
Between 2010 and 2013, banks and non-bank ﬁnancial institutions has disbursed $860
million to 57,722 women entrepreneurs from their own sources. In 2010, 13,831 women
entrepreneurs received $231 million; in 2011, 16,696 women entrepreneurs received
$257 million; and in 2012, 17,362 women entrepreneurs received $282 million as SME
credit. This indicates that disbursement towards women entrepreneurs has been
increasing both in amount and numbers.

Collateral
free micro credit
for rural women
at 5% service
charge

Women
entrepreneurs
receive 10%
industrial plots

ASSISTANCE FOR
SELF-EMPLOYMENT

Entitlement to
collateral free
SME loan up
to $ 32,000

Women
entrepreneurs
receive 10% of
Small Enterprise
Fund
15% reﬁnance
fund reserved
for women
entrepreneurs
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Women entrepreneurs can
also
get
advantage
of
re-ﬁnancing from Bangladesh
Bank fund. Women are getting
credit at concessional rate of
10% interest. 15% reﬁnance
fund is reserved for women
entrepreneurs. Women are
also entitled to SME loan upto
Tk 2.5 million free of collateral,
only against personal guarantee. Moreover, all banks and
NBFIs have opened women
entrepreneur dedicated desks
through which bank ofﬁcials
are providing information and
service to women entrepreneurs.
For the economic empowerment of rural women, collateral free micro-credit is given
with 5% service charge.
Women entrepreneurs receive
10% of the Small Enterprise
Fund and 10% industrial plots.
Extensive social safety net
programmes
have
been
undertaken to provide various
kinds of allowances, such as
destitute women allowance,
maternity
and
lactating
mother allowance, allowance
for women with disabilities,
divorced women allowance
etc. Vulnerable Group Feeding
(VGF) is carried out for ensuring food security to vulnerable
extreme poor women.
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Destitute
women
allowance

Vulnerable
group
feeding for
extreme poor
women

Maternity
allowance

SOCIAL
SAFETY
NETS

Divorced
women
allowance

Lactating
mother
allowance
Allowance
for women with
disabilities

BUDGETARY
MEASURES

Gender
sensitive
budgets prepared
for 40 diﬀerent
ministries

Special
allocation of
$20.8 million
for women
development

Currently more than 3 million women are working in the RMG sector alone. Bangladesh
enhanced its formal women labor force from 24% in 2010 to 36% in 2013. Like the year
before, gender sensitive budgets were prepared for 40 ministries in the Budget 2014-15,
and a special allocation of $20.8 million was provided for development of women speciﬁcally, which is in addition to the sector and ministry wise allocations.
Women’s participation in agricultural production is facilitated through access to agricultural technologies and loans given for agro-processing, homestead gardens, nurseries,
bee-keeping and other activities. Marginal and landless farmers, of whom 50% are women,
are being given support. Enhanced participation and livelihood of rural poor women is a
priority programme of the government implemented through the “One House, One Farm
Project”, which gives priority to female households in every village.

Target to
enhance women
participation in all
economic activities
to 50 percent
by 2021

Range of
measures to
enhance skills
development
of women

Various
incentives to
foster women
entrepreneurship

Collateral
and interest
free soft loans
specially for
women

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL EMPOWERMENT
Increasing
participation in
agriculture via
technologies
and loans

Gender
sensitive budgets
and special allocation
for women
development in
every annual
budget

Enhancing
women labor
force from 24%
in 2010 to 36%
in 2013

Extensive
social safety net
programs speciﬁcally for women
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3. MATERNITY AND HEALTH

Bangladesh has made tremendous success in cutting down maternal mortality rate (MMR) .
MMR has declined by more than 66% over the last two decades and is dropping around 5.5%
each year which makes Bangladesh highly likely to achieve the target of 143 deaths per
100,000 live births under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 2015.
In 2013, the estimated MMR in Bangladesh stood at 170 per 100,000 live births. The current
government plans to reduce MMR to 63 per 100,000 live births by 2030. Steps have been
taken for delivery of primary healthcare services through community clinics to rural, marginal and vulnerable women. Model women friendly district hospitals have been established.
Maternal Health Voucher Schemes provides a voucher package of three ante-natal checkups,
safe delivery under skilled birth attendants, one post-natal checkup and transport cost.
12,956 maternity centers across the country have been providing service and advice to disadvantaged women on education, healthcare, nutrition, maternal and child care, and interest
free microcredit. Paid maternity leave has been extended from 4 months to 6 months.

Maternal

Health

Successes

Maternal

Health

Initiatives
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Maternal
mortality ratio
brought down
from 574 per
1,000 live births
in 1990-91 to
194 in 2015

Average
rate of MMR
decline from
1990-91
has been
about 3.3%
per year

Proportion
of births
attended by
skilled health
personnel
increased
from 5% in
1990-91 to
31.7%

Maternity
centers and
maternal health
voucher
schemes
introduced

Paid maternity
leave extended
from 4 to 6
months

13,500
community
clinics to
provide quality
health care

4. EDUCATION

This proactive strategy for girls’ education resulted in
near 100% enrollment rate and gender parity. Net
enrolment rate in primary education has increased
from 60.5% in 1990-91 to 98.7%, with 99.4% for girl
students. In primary schools, female enrolment is
now 51% and in secondary schools it is now 53%,
while male is 47 percent, a sharp departure from
even just a few years ago when male was 65% and
female was 35%. Gender parity has now been
achieved in primary and secondary education at the
national level. Bangladesh is also well on track to
achieve gender parity in tertiary education too, which
has increased from 0.37 in 1990-91 to 0.66 currently.

STEPS
TAKEN

Gender
parity achieved
in primary
education

SUCCESSES ACHIEVED

To empower women, the current government led
by Sheikh Hasina has attached top priority to girls’
education. Primary education is compulsory and
free for all children aged between age 6 and 10. All
children attending primary and secondary schools
receive textbooks free of cost. The education of girls
up to grade XII in public institutions is also free. To
encourage girl students to continue their studies
and also to reduce drop-out rates, stipends are
awarded.

99.4%
enrollment
rate

Growing
percentage of
girls in higher
education

Dropout
rates cut
by half

Free education up
to graduation level

Stipends and
scholarships for
girl students

Free textbooks
from classes 1 to 9

Separate toilet
facilities for girl
students
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5. NATIONAL WOMEN DEVELOPMENT POLICY 2011

Salient Features
Guaranteeing equal opportunities and entitlements for women
Upholding rights of all women irrespective of race, religion, caste or creed
Women to have full control over property, health, education, training, information, inheritance, credit, technology and opportunity

One of the principal steps taken for women empowerment by the Awami League led government after coming to power in 2009 was the formulation of the National Women Development Policy 2011 which makes provisions for women to get equal share of property and avail
opportunity and business. The policy upholds the rights of all women irrespective of their
religions. The Policy asks the State to provide women with full control over their right to land,
earned property, health, education, training, information, inheritance, credit, technology and
opportunity to earn and enact necessary new laws to put these rights into practice. In August
2013, Ministry of Women and Children Aﬀairs formulated a national work plan for implementing the Women Development Policy 2011. It should be noted that the government of
Sheikh Hasina has not bulged from its commitment to ensure equality of all women in Bangladesh despite the 2011 Policy facing severe, often violent, resistance from religious extremists groups.
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6. COMBATING VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Strict law enacted
to combat
domestic violence

Tougher punishments
provided for human
trafﬁcking

One stop crisis
centers set up
in 7 divisions

Victim support
centers set up
DNA proﬁling and
screening labs
established

Central Cell under
Ministry for
coordination

Judges and law
enforcers being
imparted training

24 hours
helpline to provide
counseling

Bangladesh has since 2010, prioritized the issue of tackling all forms of
violence against women. As part of such eﬀorts, the government has
enacted a number of strict laws and a plethora of policy measures and
administrative steps to eliminate violence being perpetrated against
women, including under domestic circumstances.
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7. ENDING CHILD MARRIAGES

A nationwide campaign to accelerate action against child marriage called “Girls, Not Brides”
was initiated by the Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina herself. In Bangladesh, the practice of
child marriage has declined in the last two decades. The marriageable age for women is 18,
but 20 years ago 52% of the nation’s women would be married within 15 years of age. At
present this rate has declined to 17%. The proportion of women marrying in their early
teens continues to decline as a result of education, employment and social awareness.
The Child Marriage Act of 1929 is in the ﬁnal stages of being amended to provide stricter
punishments for those involved in, or facilitating, child or early marriages. and the ﬁrst
Children’s Act has been introduced to ensure the wellbeing of children . Bangladesh Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina pledged to eliminate child marriage from Bangladesh by 2040 while
attending the ﬁrst ever Girl Summit in UK on 22nd July 2014.

Prevalence brought

Tougher law

down from 52%

being introduced

in 1984 to
17% in 2014

to combat child

marriages

CHILD
MARRIAGE

PM Sheikh Hasina
Nationwide campaign

to raise social
awareness against

child marriage

12 EMPOWERING WOMEN

has pledged to
eliminate child

marriage

by 2040

8. WOMEN IN POLITICS, ADMINISTRATION AND SECURITY

In order to enhance women’s empowerment, the number of seats reserved for women in the
National Parliament have been increased by 5, and made 50. There has been a sharp increase in
the number of women parliamentarians elected (20% of total seats) in the last national election.
Proportion of seats held by women in Parliament increased from 12.70% in 1990-91 to 20%
currently. To ensure participation of women in public activities, 40 ministries are designing
gender sensitive budgets annually.
To create opportunities for women’s increased participation in politics, reserved seats for women
in union council, sub-district councils (Upazila Parishad) and municipalities have been increased
to one third of the total and women are to be directly elected to those seats. More than 12,000
women were elected as public representatives in the last round of local government elections.
At present in Bangladesh, the Prime Minister, Leader of the Opposition, Speaker and Deputy
Leader of the House are all women. Number of women among the Justices of the Supreme
Court, top positions of the administration – secretaries, additional secretaries, joint secretaries,
deputy commissioners, top positions of police, armed forces and UN peacekeepers, indicates
improvement in women’s empowerment. This has been possible due to a reserve quota created
by this government for women employment at every level of administration to enhance women
participation in government jobs.

WOMEN IN PUBLIC SPHERE

20% of all MPs are
women

One-third of all local
government ofﬁcials
are women

Top contributor
of female police to
peacekeeping
missions worldwide

Gender sensitive
budgets to ensure
participation in public
activities

More than 12,000
elected women local
representatives

Prime Minister,
Opposition Leader,
Speaker and Deputy
Leader all women
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9. PROGRESS RECOGNIZED GLOBALLY

The astonishing progress made by Bangladesh in empowering
women, especially under the leadership of Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, has been recognized globally, including by world leaders
and international organizations.

WIP Award for Women Empowerment
Bangladesh received the Women in Parliaments (WIP) award for women empowerment
and reducing gender gaps in March 2015. The Women in Parliaments (WIP) Global Forum
presented this award to Bangladesh in its annual summit, based on the World Economic
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report. Bangladesh secured a place among the top 10 countries that reduced gender gaps in politics signiﬁcantly. Bangladesh won this award in the
‘South and Southeast Asia’ category.
Bangladesh a bright example of women’s employment: MasterCard
According to MasterCard’s Index of Women’s Advancement 2015, Bangladesh has made
signiﬁcant progress in women’s employment thanks to better education and wider
opportunities. Since 2009, the country has gained more than 80 points in overall employment, making particular improvements in such aspects as regular employment, female
participation in workforce, tertiary education enrolment and women in leadership. Bangladesh fared better than many of its Asian neighbours.
World Economic Forum lauds Bangladesh’s gender successes
World Economic Forum (WEF) has cited Bangladesh as one of the shining examples of
successes in gender empowerment (Basu, K. WEF, March 2015). It has stated that
economic empowerment of Bangladesh through such means as micro-loans has given
them a voice that has played a role in boosting the quality of life not just of the women
themselves but entire households, resulting in the sharp improvement in the country’s
social indicators, such as female education, life expectancy, children’s health and so on.
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Bangladesh put on steering committee of US-led Equal Futures Partnership
In February 2015, Bangladesh was nominated as a founding member of the Steering
Committee of the US-led Equal Futures Partnership (EFP), a multilateral initiative that
promotes gender equality. Bangladesh was also made Chair of the EFP Asia Paciﬁc
Regional Sub-Committee. The EFP’s main objective is to promote gender equality in political and economic spheres, and bring together countries that have shown leadership.
UNESCO recognizes Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s contributions to girls education
UNESCO has awarded Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina for her tireless eﬀort in promoting
female education in Bangladesh. UNESCO Director General Irina Bokova presented a
memento titled, ‘Peace Tree’, to the Prime Minister in recognition of her outstanding contribution to girls’ and women education in September 2014. Bokova handed over the
memento at the inaugural ceremony of an international conference on female education
marking the International Literacy Day 2014.
WHO lists Bangladesh as most promising for improving maternal health
Lancet, a leading medical journal of United Kingdom and World Health Organization
(WHO) have listed Bangladesh as one of the 10 “fast-track” countries that have made
signiﬁcant achievements in improving maternal and child health in September 2014.
Under-5 child mortality declined by 65% in Bangladesh between 1990 and 2011 while
maternal mortality dropped drastically by 66% during the same timeframe.
Further improvement in Safe Mother Index 2014
Bangladesh advanced by six spots to secure 130th position in a global survey titled “Safe
Mother Index 2014” covering 178 countries, showing the country’s status in saving and
improving the lives of mothers and children. The index is part of the agency’s annual
State of the World’s Mothers report.
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10. CONCLUSION

Bangladesh’s women have advanced much and empowered themselves substantially
under the current government led by Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, who has already
demonstrated her commitment to the cause. The various programmes initiated and being
implemented to legally, socially and economically empower women has already shown
their successes. Currently, Bangladesh is committed to ensuring full equality of position
and opportunity of women, both in the public as well as private sphere.
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