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Though ADB adopted a revised policy on Gender and Development that requires gender 
considerations in all ADB operations, still many Asian women suffer from forced displacement,  
loss of livelihoods and increased gender injustices due to ADB funded projects in their areas. 
This article contests GAD in its framework and gaps at the policy level and implementation. 
 
The need of a policy that protect women from project impacts and risks 
	
Women’s lives are part of their communities and societies, and are in an intact interaction with 
their environment including natural resources. Changing in their social and living environment 
due to a project will affect their lives –direct and indirectly. On the other hand women’s lives 
are socially constructed with particular roles and responsibilities that place women in the 
domestic sphere. This gender role is going through time changes too -many women now go to 
public sphere for work and make political decisions. However, the basis still remains that 
domestic sphere is women’s responsibilities. An example for this: though women work outside 
home for living, they also take care of the household.  A woman who cannot do household work 
will be considered as not a good woman.  Do a household work is not expected from men. 
Many men will not feel as men if they do household work such as wash clothes, cook and clean 
the house.  When men come home from work, they are taken care by the women and enjoy 
rest. In the developing countries and particularly in the traditional societies this paradigm is 
continuously strong. Gender injustices derived from this social construction such as 
discrimination, violence, stereotype, double burden, sub-ordination and marginalization, are 
embedded in many societies in the developing countries. 
 
Any development activity will change the environment and living environment of people 
economically, socially, politically and culturally. Therefore, policies are created to avoid adverse 
impacts of project to people –women and men-- and their living environment.  The project 
impact and risk should be looked differently between women and men. Gender role and 
responsibilities cause different experiences of women and men in encountering changes in their 
living environment though they face the same problem. Tsunami affected women experienced 
different problems compare to men:  experiences of female survivors of tsunami in Aceh, 
Indonesia showed that women were not involved in the decision making in the camps and 
reconstruction efforts, their daily needs were not enough considered, increase burden of 
women as they have to work in camps and barracks to take care of  everyone. Impoverishment 
due to forced displacement by Highway One Project in Cambodia, as another example,  
increased double burden and caused heavier workload for women, more girls were dropped out 
from schools,  increased domestic violence, and many other forms on increased gender 
injustices.    
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Therefore, a gender policy is needed to provide a set of measures to protect women in their 
vulnerability due to gender injustices from project’s adverse impacts, and enable women to get 
benefit from the project.  
 
ADB’s Policy on Gender and Development 
 
In 1985 ADB adopted a Policy on the Role of Women in Development (WID) that emphasized 
women as a special target group in implementing a range of activities within its regular 
operational program. It recognized that there is a need to improve the status of women and to 
promote their potential roles in development; investments in women now also are recognized as 
crucial to achieving sustainable development. Economic analyses recognize that low levels of 
education and training, poor health and nutritional status, and limited access to resources not 
only depress women’s quality of life, but also limit productivity and hinder economic efficiency 
and growth1.  
 
As the approach of WID was considered out of date in responding to the significant changes in 
the Asia-Pacific region, in the field of women and development, in the issues and concerns of 
women and in ADB itself, ADB revised this policy2. 
 
In May 1998 ADB approved a revised policy on ‘Gender and Development’ that  (i) provide the 
appropriate policy framework for the new approaches and practices, (ii) place direct emphasis 
on gender mainstreaming, (iii) formulate procedures for operationalizing gender in ADB projects 
to make it more explicit, assist in building more effective operational approaches, (v) provide 
the scope for addressing some of the new and emerging issues for women in the region, and 
(vi) introduce new institutional mechanisms for improving and increasing ADB’s performance 
and activities targeted at improving the status of women3. 
 
ADB aims to operationalize its policy on GAD primarily by mainstreaming gender considerations 
in its macroeconomic and sector work, including policy dialogue, lending, and TA operations. 
Increased attention will be given to addressing directly gender disparities, by designing a larger 
number of projects with GAD either as a primary or secondary objective in health, education, 
agriculture, natural resource management, and financial services, especially microcredit, while 
also ensuring that gender concerns are addressed in other ADB projects, including those in the 
infrastructure sector. More specifically, ADB will: 

i. Provide assistance to DMCs in GAD policy support; capacity building; and awareness, 
formulation, and implementation of policies and programs directed at improving the 
status of women;  

ii. Facilitate gender analysis of proposed projects, including program and sector loans, and 
ensure that gender issues are considered at all appropriate stages of the project cycle, 
including identification, preparation, appraisal, implementation, and evaluation;  

iii. Assist its DMCs implementing commitments made at the Beijing World Conference on 
Women to achieve the targets set for women into the 21st century;  

																																																													
1	ADB,	Gender	and	Development,	para	2,	page	3	at	http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Gender/gender-
policy.pdf	
2	Ibid	page	vii-viii	
3	Ibid	para	77,	p.	38-39		
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iv. Explore opportunities to directly address some of the new and emerging issues for 
women in the region; and  

v. Promote increased GAD awareness within ADB through training workshops and 
seminars, development of suitable approaches, and staff guidelines to implement the 
revised policy on GAD4. 

	
ADB designed sectoral gender check lists to help its staff and consultants  to address gender 
issues in the preparation of projects in different sectors: on agriculture, education, health, 
resettlement, urban development and housing and water supply and sanitation. ADB also 
developed the Gender, Law and Policy Toolkit to help analyze issues related to gender, law and 
policy  in proposed ADB projects. It is particularly useful in designing program and sector 
development loans, where law and policy reforms play an especially prominent role5. 
 
ADB also develop gender action plan (GAP) as a tool to pull all elements for mainstreaming 
gender together in an ADB project. It identifies strategies, mechanisms and/or project 
components, and budget provisions for addressing gender concerns, and reports on how 
women are to be involved in the design, implementation and monitoring process. Key aspects 
of the GAP are incorporated into project assurances to encourage buy-in from executing 
agencies and other project partners. The GAP presents preparatory work undertaken to address 
gender issues in the project; special features included in the project design to address gender 
impacts, and facilitate and encourage women's involvement and/or ensure tangible benefits to 
women; mechanisms to ensure implementation of the gender design elements; gender 
monitoring and evaluation indicators6.  
 
Furthermore, an external Forum on Gender and Development was set up to promote and 
facilitate dialogue between ADB and external groups on gender and development issues.7  Nine 
women and men from various countries are members of this Forum that meets once a year. 
This Forum enables ADB to tap regularly into current thinking on regional gender issues; 
maintain an on-going dialogue with key gender and development experts from government, 
NGOs, academia, and other representatives of civil society on its gender program and activities; 
consult a broader group of stakeholders on implementation of its gender and development 
policy; develop key strategies for improving the status of women in the Asia Pacific region 

Gaps and challenges of GAD in implementation 
	
A workshop organized by an Indonesian women’s group Solidaritas Perempuan during the 42nd 
ADB Annual Governors Meeting (AGM) in Bali on May 3, 2009 discussed women’s experiences in 
ADB funded projects in various countries.  Participants of the workshop were in the opinion  
that many ADB projects failed to meet the requirements of GAD as reflected from experiences 
shared by some women: findings of a gender study by members of NGO Forum on Highway 
One Project in Cambodia showed that this project triggered an impoverishment of two 
communities; and increased and multiplied gender injustices such as:  increasing double burden 
due to longer walk to look for water, firewood, grass for their animal and other food sources; 

																																																													
4	Ibid	para	79,	p.39-40	
5	http://www.adb.org/Gender/checklists.asp	
6 http://www.adb.org/gender/gender-action-plans.asp 	
7	http://www.adb.org/gender/forum.asp	
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many girls were dropped out from schools; more domestic violence because distressed husband 
due to impoverishment liked to beaten up their wives; lost of women’s income and many of 
them are now in debt-trap; many young women had to go to cities to work as beer sellers and 
other services in entertainment industries.  As women were not involved in decision making at 
project design stage, as an example, some difficulties were faced by women as they moved to 
their new shelters such as lack of toilets and clean water. This was very crucial. Women need 
clean water because of their menstruation period and also after giving birth. This kind of issues 
is usually not considered if only men involve in discussions about shelter8. 
 
The women’s situation in Asia is determined by the power relation between men and women, 
between state and people that created gender injustices. ADB with its projects intervenes into 
this situation or context by specifically using the Gender and Development Policy. Therefore, it 
is important to challenge whether ADB projects reduce existing gender injustices or maintain, 
strengthens or multiply forms of existing gender injustices. Unfortunately, many experiences 
showed that women are negatively affected  by ADB projects – so the questions are: (a) it is 
because the concept of ADB’s policy on Gender and Development is not addressing the real 
situation of women embraced by existing gender injustices due to the patriarchy power relation 
of men and women, state and people; and/or (b) it is because  the ADB gender policy is not 
implemented as required? GAD needs to be looked at two levels –the concept itself and the 
implementation, to answer those questions. 
 
The premise of GAD and other IFI policies is based on the liberal framework of equality that 
everyone is born equal, only different opportunities in lives make them in different status. 
Access to various opportunities such as education, health, employment, decision making, is the 
main problem to achieve equality. Gender is the cause that women and men have different 
opportunities in their lives: boys have more opportunities to get higher education because they 
are perceived as the feeders of the families by getting income in the public sphere. Making 
decision in the communities is not a women’s job because her place is at home. Gender equality 
according to this framework, can be achieved by creating law and policies that guarantee equal 
opportunities for women to overcome the gender inequalities. Gender mainstreaming, 
affirmative actions are examples of policies to achieve gender equality. 
 
Furthermore, if we look closer to GAD9, it doesn’t provide clarity in some basic issues, for 
examples:  
• women’s subordination is understood as due to the sex/gender (paragraph 73) only, but  

doesn’t perceive other roots or causes of existing women’s subordination such as class, 
race, ethnicity, religion, poverty, etc.;  

• the strategy in paragraph 75 is based on a consideration to social justice and gender 
equity without any explanation and elaboration of those two terminologies nor including 
the notion of gender justice;   

• paragraph 76 mentions the improvement of the status of women without any information 
about the baseline of GAD’s understanding of the status of women;   

																																																													
8 Tea Soentoro/Wahidah Rustam, Are we on the same page? -A critical look to ADB Gender and Development Policy from women’s 
experiences - A gender workshop hosted by Solidaritas Perempuan during 42nd ADB AGM Bali, May 3, 2009	
9 ADB, Gender and Development at http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Gender/gender-policy.pdf 
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• paragraph 77 states that the new policy need to increase numbers of project directly 
benefiting women. However, it is unclear on the understanding about  benefit: monetary, 
quality of lives, elimination of gender injustices?;  

• paragraph 78 shows a lack in GAD  in regards of consideration to power relation between 
men and women; existing gender injustices; elaboration or clarity on the meaning of 
measures to achieve equal opportunity for women and men;  no clear definition on gender 
disparities.  

 
Those unclear basic definitions in GAD are significant because they provide basis and goal to be 
achieved, and ignoring them will lead GAD failing to address the real situation of women.  
 
Moreover, GAD sees women as an economic development target only, but not a subject of the 
development itself, who has the right to determine on how development should be. GAD is not 
the only one on this line. The World Bank’s Strategy for Action released in 2002 is to integrate 
gender concerns into the WB’s work. This strategy has similar liberal approach as the GAD by 
looking at gender equality as an issue of development effectiveness, so access to economic 
opportunities is the key in this strategy.10  
 
It is not contested that gender based inequalities are the causes of gender injustices. However, 
gender is not the solely cause of women’s oppression and sub-ordination. There are also other 
causes that are not addressed by the liberal framework such as sexuality (social constructed 
control over women’s body, mind, work and product), class, race, religion, nationality, religion, 
political believes, poverty, etcetera, that intertwined oppressed women. Addressing only the 
women’s inequality will not automatically addressing gender injustices and free women from 
oppression. GAD with this liberal framework cannot properly touch other causes of gender 
injustices that already exist and  are clearly increased and multiplied due to ADB funded 
projects as showed by women’s experiences in many countries.  
 
Gender considerations in ADB operations along the line with the liberal framework address   
issues related more to access that is perceived as capable to provide equal opportunities for 
women such as access to education and health, services, resources, assets and decision 
making. Henceforth, the gender considerations are more reflected in project specifically address 
to women.  
 
It is important to look at projects that are not specifically designed for women, not only 
because of their overweighed numbers but also their implications to women. Experience of 
affected –indigenous and non indigenous- women in various countries showed increasing and 
multiplying gender injustices due to forced displacement, loss of livelihood and environmental 
problems. It is because GAD doesn’t provide protection for women from project adverse 
impacts and risks, and on the other hand there was lack of gender considerations in the old 
safeguard policies on Environment, Involuntary Resettlement and Indigenous Peoples that aim 
to protect people and environment from project adverse impacts11.  
 
																																																													
10	World Bank, Integrating Gender into the World Bank’s Work – A strategy for Action, January 2002 at 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTGENDER/0,,contentMDK:20167522~menuPK:489177~pagePK:148956~p
iPK:216618~theSitePK:336868,00.html 
	
11 The old safeguard policies – Policy  on Environment (2002), Policy on Involuntary Resettlement (1995) and Policy on Indigenous 
Peoples (1998) at http://www.adb.org/safeguards/   
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The old safeguard policies didn’t require gender impacts and risks assessment as a part of 
environmental impacts assessment, or didn’t differentiate gender impacts assessment from 
social impact assessment. Under the patriarchy paradigm of decision makers in ADB and 
developing countries gender impact assessment is not automatically a part of social impact 
assessment. Furthermore, women are not differentiated from people or person under the 
definition of project affected people or affected person in the old and new safeguard policy. 
This clearly shows the gender blindness of ADB that make them not aware about the realities of 
women: due to the gender role women are not part of decision making in family and public; land 
title and other ownership document, compensation list  are not on women’s names,  to name 
some examples. No differentiation will trigger a risk that women will be left out from any 
benefit from the project. 
 
It is a good development that the new Safeguard Policy on Environment, Involuntary 
Resettlement and Indigenous Peoples filled the gap between GAD and SPS by making a 
reference to GAD and stronger gender considerations in regards to explicitly requiring gender 
sensitive and responsive application of the safeguard policy: protection for women from project 
adverse impacts, provide measures for women’s involvement in the decision making and gender 
responsive local grievance mechanism12. Critiques, input and recommendations from members 
of the NGO Forum on ADB had contributed to this improved gender language in the new 
safeguard policy13.  
 
Henceforth, GAD and its OM should be revised by reflecting this new development in the SPS 
particularly a reference to the new Safeguard Policy and by including languages of protection 
for women from project adverse impacts and risk in the environmental impact assessment, and 
differentiation of women from project affected people or project affected persons.  
 
 
Development financing – what it needs to pay attention at? 
	
Gender injustices in its manifestation such as discrimination, violence, stereotype, double 
burden, sub-ordination and marginalization existed in the developing countries, are based  
among others on gender, sexuality, class, caste, race, religion, nationality, political status. It is a 
key that development financing considers these issues from the beginning of its projects. Those 
gender injustices have their own dynamic and can be changed through various means such as 
women’s gathering for awareness raising, popular education on women’s rights, involvement in 
a project, and many other possible activities. 
 
Gender equality can be achieved if gender injustices are removed from women’s lives. 
Addressing one cause only won’t be helpful in empowering women, but it could in reverse bring 
another injustice to them. For example, creation an income generating program is useful for 
																																																													
12	The new safeguard policy on Environment, Involuntary Resettlement and Indigenous Peoples was approved on July 20, 2009 at 
http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Safeguards/Safeguard-Policy-Statement-June2009.pdf	
13	Suzanna Dennis, Gender Action, Failing to Safeguard Gender Equality, Comments on the Consultation Draft of the Safeguard 

Policy Statement, December 2007 at   http://www.genderaction.org/images/GACommentsADB-SPS12.2007.pdf;	Forum’s	
comments to 2nd draft SPS, December 4, 2008  at http://www.forum-adb.org/pdf/PDF-Safeguards/Forum-%20comments_2nd-draft-
%20SPS_04Dec2008.pdf; Titi Soentoro, Nadi, Critiques to Gender Languages in the 2nd draft SPS at http://www.forum-
adb.org/inner.php?sec=13&ref=extras&id=88; Titi Soentoro, SPS W-Paper – still no protection to women from project impacts and 
risks, February 22, 2009; NGO Forum on ADB, Significant Process made in R-paper at risk if remaining dilutions not addressed, 
Comments of NGO Forum to the Review Paper of SPS, July 14, 2009   Recommendation to the Operation Manual of SPS, July 2009 
at http://www.forum-adb.org/inner.php?sec=2&id=23  
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rural women because they will have the primary or additional income to support their family; 
however, without any awareness raising about gender and gender injustices to women and 
their family, the women will end up in a situation of strengthen double burden because after 
doing the program they still will have to do household work without any help from the 
husbands; or they still cannot decide on the use of the income because the decision on that in 
their perception is in the hand of husbands as the head of the household. 
 
Madrasah Education Development Project (MEDP) in Indonesia funded by ADB is an example of 
how a project aims to improve women’s access to education only strengthen the oppression of 
women because it didn’t analysis the existing gender in justices, in this case particularly the 
control of women’s sexuality manifested in the madrasah education system. Madrasah is Islamic 
school mostly for poor people in the rural areas in Indonesia. The project was approved by ADB 
with USD 50 million in December 2006, and previously 3 TAs (Technical Assistances) in amount 
of around USD 2.1 million14. Aim of this project  is to improve madrasah education so it meets 
national education standards, and covers primary, junior, and senior secondary private and 
public madrasahs in 27 poor districts of Central Java, East Java, and South Sulawesi provinces. 
The project claims to benefit 120,000 students in 500 madrasahs15. A Gender Action Plan was 
also developed16 that mainly looking at the access issues such as number of female students, 
female teachers, participation f female students in madrasah school committees. There is  no 
social and gender analysis on gender biased madrasah’s curriculum and teachings in the 
Gender Action Plan.    
 
This project is being criticized by Solidaritas Perempuan, a feminist organization in Indonesia, 
and they demand ADB to hold the MEDP and do a social analysis by Islam fundamentalism 
gender experts in before continuing it. Findings from their research in South Sulawesi province 
showed that this madrasah project will increase gender injustices17: the existing madrasah’s 
curriculum stereotypes women as dirty because of their menstruation; discriminates 
opportunities for girls to practice the ‘khitabah’ (speech) skills as to the boys will go every 
Friday to mosques in the villages for practice but girls only during the fasting months; gender 
segregation classes; madrasah is perceived as a place to educate women’s moral  that they will 
not become a source of immorality with absolute domestic tasks of keeping the household and 
taking care of family; female students obliged to wear the head scarf (jilbab) and many school 
books shows how bad the behavior of women without wearing the jilbab; systemized 
stereotyping of women through teaching books that domesticate` women;  women prescribes 
as not decision makers but men. Furthermore, mostly management of madrasahs is male 
dominated. All of this clearly is not incompliance particularly with ADB’s Gender Checklist on 
Education that requires non-biased school curriculum, and the GAD in general. 
 
This MEDP case reiterates that any development financing needs to register and consider 
existing gender injustices in their project areas. Moreover, specific measures need to be 
developed particularly for projects that are not designed for women. This can be for example 
decision making in project planning, provision of information designed for women’s readers or 
the non-literacy particularly related to project impacts and risks. Space also needs to be 
provided for gender sensitive and responsive grievance mechanism. Project benefit should be 

																																																													
14	http://www.adb.org/Projects/project.asp?id=37475		
15	http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/INO/37475-INO-RRP.pdf		
16	http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/INO/37475-INO-RRP.pdf#page=68		
17 Andy Cipta Asmawati, Solidaritas Perempuan, Factsheet , ADB’s Madrasah Education Development Project, July 2009. 
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not only in form of monetary only but also empowerment and removal (or reduction of the level 
of) gender injustices. Considering those issues will make the development financing address the 
realities of women and not increase and multiply the existing gender injustices.    
 
Conclusion: 
 
The realities of women in Asia (and might be also in other developing countries) are marked by 
patriarchy power relation between men and women on one hand, and between state and 
people on the other hand. Any development financing that doesn’t considering this reality will 
end up by increasing existing gender injustices. Moreover, liberal framework as adopted by the 
gender policy of the IFIs is not enough to address this reality because lack access and 
opportunities are not the only causes of women’s oppression. Intertwined women’s sexuality, 
class, caste, race, ethnicity, religion, political believes are among others also causes of women’s 
oppression and subordination that are needed to be addressed if the IFIs, particularly ADB and 
its GAD in this case, seriously aim to achieve genuine women’s empowerment and improvement 
of status of women. 
 
 


