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Looking at the snowy caps of the mighty Himalayan range, my 
heart is overwhelmed with its breathtaking beauty. What is the link 
between the mighty Himalayas and women? This is what I was thinking 
of for my editorial note for this Bankwatch edition that is dedicated 
exclusively to women’s issues. For women who live in villages at the 
foot of the mountain range stretching from Nepal to Tibet to India and 
other regions, the Himalayas are part of their lives and significant to 
their identities as women and human beings. The Himalayas are a source 
of happiness in their lives. Changes in the Himalayas due to natural 
climate and human-made changes will also change their lives.

I am here enjoying the view of the Himalayas from Dhulikhel, a 
45-minute drive from Kathmandu, because of women. The Forum is 
consulting with the communities in Indonesia, Mekong and South Asia 
on their experiences regarding information related to ADB projects in 
their areas. Some women are in the consultations. They shared their 
experiences, worries and thoughts, particularly when they were faced 
with forced displacement and loss of livelihood. It is not seldom that 
they felt outraged at seeing the sexual exploitation of women both 
within and outside their communities during construction works. Their 
worries were not only about themselves but were mostly about their 
families, particularly the children. Women’s lives are clearly a part of 
the family and community. Some articles in this Bankwatch edition 
show this connection.

Unfortunately, the number of women who could share their worries, 
dreams and ideas for a better life in those consultations was not as big as 
expected, although requests were raised several times to have balanced 
numbers of men and women for these consultations. Reasons being 
given –- widely accepted and unspoken – include the following: the 
difficulty of including women in the decision-making processes; women 
still not entitled to speak on behalf of their communities or their groups; 
and women’s experiences, as well as their thoughts and opinions, not 
being considered as important enough.

We, however, may see some progress in the Forum as a result of the 
gender transformation process that started in 2007, such as commitments 
to include more women in the decision-making within the Forum’s 
structure (as IC members, for example), to create more space for 
women in the Forum’s governance meetings (e.g., FAM) and Regional 
Working Groups as well as other organized activities and within the 
Forum’s network members. However, more initiatives at the personal 
and organizational levels should be pursued and developed. There 
should be an implementation of these commitments. The community 
consultations witnessed by the Himalayas, as with the other meetings 
of the Forum, criticized ADB on the issue of lack of implementation of 
the good written policies. But gaps in the implementation seem not to 
apply to the ADB only.

Food for thought on gender and women’s issues are in this 
Bankwatch edition. It is a milestone to show where we are in the Forum’s 
gender transformation process. This is also to welcome and show the 
new Forum leaders the direction of the gender transformation process, 
a process that respects women as part of their families and communities 
with their own basic and strategic needs. Therefore, the women are also 
entitled to be included in the decision-making, to have their worries 
and dreams considered, and to have their part in the struggles for social 
justice for their communities, families and, of course, themselves, 
acknowledged.

With that wisdom, the Himalayas are particularly breathtaking this 
morning.

Tea Soentoro. Khuldikhel, February 27, 2010

In volume VII, No. 3, Third Quarter 2009 issue of Bankwatch, 
the article “Project CASAREM (CASA 1000) and Its Impact on 
Central Asian Countries, the sidebars on page 12 (Project Number 
40537: Central South Asia Regional Electricity Market Project), 
page 13 (Energy Sector Progress Report, Central Asia Regional 
Economic Cooperation Program) and page 14 (Evolving Energy 
Inter-relationships among CAREC countries) were sourced from 
the ADB website and not from the author as the article appears to 
imply. The photos on page 11 (Nurek hydroelectric station), page 12, 
pages 13 and 15 (the Vakhsh river) were sourced from the Forum’s 
file photos and not from the author, as the article appears to imply. 
We regret any inconvenience this may have caused.

Aflina Mustaaina
Tea Soentoro
Nina Somera
Lam Dinh Uy



 1Fourth Quarter 2009  BANKWATCH 

Making ADB Accountable and 
Responsible to Women

by tea soentoro

Strong gender considerations have been mainstreamed throughout the new 
ADB Safeguard Policy Statement (SPS) which became effective on 
January 20, 2010, six months after the ADB Board approved it on 
July 20, 2009. The new SPS is a result of an update and merge of 
three safeguard policies (the 2002 Environment Policy, the 1995 

Involuntary Resettlement Policy, and the 1998 Indigenous Peoples Policy). 
The process of updating the safeguard policy started at the end of 2006 and 
was completed on July 20, 2009. 

The new SPS sets an example for other IFIs in 
regard to explicitly requiring gender-sensitive and 
responsive application of the safeguard policies. 
This is a result of intensive interventions in the whole 
process of the Safeguard Policy Update (SPU) by 
members of the NGO Forum on ADB and its partner 
organizations. Written submissions were delivered 
to the 1st first draft SPS, 2nd second draft SPS, the 
Working Paper, and the Review Paper. The recent 
Forum’s submission was on the Operations Manual 
of the new SPS. 

“There is no aim to protect 
women from ADB project 

impacts and risks.”

However, challenges still remain in the attempt 
to protect women from ADB project impacts 
and risks, particularly because the new SPS still 
contains two major shortcomings on gender issues, 
to wit: (1) no differentiation of women from the 
definition of affected people and affected persons; 
and (2) no requirement for a gender expert in project 
implementation and no consideration of borrower’s 
capacity on gender issues. Furthermore, although the 
new SPS requires stronger gender considerations in 
the policy principles as well as in the more detailed 
requirements for gender consideration in the 
assessment of environmental, social and economic 
impacts, as well as in the involvement of women in 
consultations and gender-sensitive and responsive 
grievance mechanisms, the Operations Manual of 
the new SPS, which represents the implementing 

guidelines for the staff, hardly 
mention gender at all except 
in a footnote.1

The Importance 
of Gender 
Considerations 
in the Safeguard 
Policy

The main challenge in 
the attempt to incorporate 
gender considerations in 
the SPS is reflected in a 
repeating question from 
ADB: “… why (the) need 
(for) gender considerations 
in the SPS… (when) there 
is already the ADB Gender 
and Development Policy that 
takes care of gender issues…?” 
This line of questioning actually 
ignored the fact that the ADB Policy 
on Gender and Development 
is considered a strategy,2 and 
is therefore not a requirement 
for borrowers in the same way 
that the safeguard policy is.3 
The mainstreaming of gender 
considerations aims to address 
gender disparities;4 however, 
there is no aim to protect women 
from ADB project impacts and 
risks. This lack of protection of 
women would lead to an increase 

Women and gender issues in the safeguard Policy update
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in gender disparities and would contradict the aim of 
the Gender and Development Policy itself.

The intensive effort to integrate gender 
considerations into the new SPS was actually an 
attempt to provide protection to women from ADB 
project impacts and risks aside from an assurance 
of gender-sensitive and responsive measures 
throughout the ADB project cycle. This can be 
achieved if gender issues are not mere strategies but 
are also requirements to borrowers. 

“(The SPS) does not 
sufficiently facilitate 

women’s participation 
in ADB operations, and 
it neglects to provide 
adequate protections 
to ensure that ADB 

projects and programs 
do not contribute to 

gender inequality and 
the marginalization of 

women.”  - comment on the 
draft policy

On the other hand, the safeguard policy may not 
be gender-sensitive or responsive at all. The word 
“women” appeared only twice, “gender” appeared 
5 times, and “female-headed household” did not 
appear at all in the 2002 Environmental Policy. In 
the 1995 Involuntary Resettlement Policy, these 
words had zero appearance. In the 1998 Indigenous 
Peoples Policy, “women” and “gender” turned up 
two times each while “female-headed household” 
did not turn up at all. Therefore, it was very crucial 
to incorporate gender considerations in the SPU in 
order to provide protection for women from project 
impacts and risks, to ensure involvement of women 
in the decision-making throughout the project 
cycle, and to create space for women to raise their 
grievances on the projects. The progress on this 
mainstreaming effort can be seen quantitatively: the 
new SPS has the word “women” appearing 13 times, 
“gender,” 43 times and “female-headed household,” 

2 times. The qualitative assessment is described in 
the following section.

The Gender Progress in the New SPS
NGO Forum on ADB’s members involved in 

the SPU successfully pushed for the mainstreaming 
of gender considerations into the new SPS through 
the delivery of arguments on the importance of 
protection of women, and countless discussions in 
actual meetings and conference calls with ministries 
of key ADB donor countries, members of the Board 
of Directors, and the SPU Team.

The progress in the new SPS  on gender issues 
are in three main areas: (1) requirement for gender 
considerations in project impact and risk assessment; 
(2) requirement for involvement of women and 
inclusion of gender considerations in consultations; 
and (3) requirement for gender-sensitive, responsive 
and inclusive grievance mechanism. 

Detailed policy principle statements and the 
requirements of the new SPS are as follows:

1. On the requirement for gender 
considerations in project impact 
and risk assessment:

• Policy principle of the environmental safeguard 
states that gender issues are one of the aspects to 
be identified in the conduct of an environmental 
impacts assessment, particularly on its potential 
direct, indirect, cumulative and induced 
impacts and risks to physical, biological and 
socioeconomic resources (point 2, p.16). 

• Policy principle of Involuntary Resettlement 
requires gender analysis in determining the 
scope of resettlement planning (point 1, p. 17).

• Policy principle of Involuntary Resettlement 
requires the improvement of displaced people, 
including women (point 5, p.17).

• Policy principle of Indigenous People requires 
gender-sensitive social impact assessment to 
assess potential impacts on IP; it also requires 
identification of social and economic benefits 
that are gender-inclusive (point 2, p. 18).

Furthermore, the requirements of the three main 
policy areas on gender issues are:

On Environmental Policy
• In safeguard requirement 1 – Environment 

and gender issues are to be included in the 
environmental impact assessment that considers 
all potential impacts and risks of the project 
(para. 5, p. 31) and contains an examination of 
the status of women who may be differentially 
or disproportionately affected by the project’s 
potentially adverse environmental impacts 
(para. 8, p. 31).

• Outline of an environmental impact assessment 
report requires a prediction and an assessment 
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of gender issues in the assessment of the project 
impacts on the physical, biological and socio-
economic resources (Annex to Appendix 1, 
point E, p. 41).

On Involuntary Resettlement Policy
• The IR safeguard requires gender concerns, 

including specific measures addressing the needs 
of female-headed households, gender-inclusive 
consultations, information disclosure, and 
grievance mechanisms, to ensure that both men 
and women receive adequate and appropriate 
compensation (appendix 2, safeguard 
requirements 2: involuntary resettlement, para. 
18, point iii, p.47). 

• The Resettlement Plan for involuntary 
resettlement requires that information and/
or data disaggregated by gender be provided, 
including the gender impacts (point D) as well 
as the needs and priorities of women in the 
relocation of housing and settlements (point I, 
i); that all assistance to vulnerable groups has to 
be specified (point H. ii) and ensure that gender 
concerns are identified in the relocation of housing 
and settlements (annex to appendix 2, point I.i); 
and that gender considerations be explained for 
income restoration and rehabilitation (point J.v). 
The Resettlement Plan also requires information 
on how women’s groups will be involved in the 
resettlement planning and management (point 
L.iv) (Annex to Appendix 2, p. 51-53).

On Indigenous Peoples Policy
The IP safeguard requires that the social 

impact assessment (SIA) be carried out in a gender-
sensitive manner (para. 14, p.57); that gender and 
intergenerational issues be addressed, which include 
the special needs of indigenous women (para. 37. 
iv, p. 61); and that the a documentation on gender 
relations in the profile of IP be provided (para. 37, 
v., p.61).

The Outline of the Indigenous Peoples 
Plan requires a gender-sensitive analysis in the 
determination of vulnerability and risk to indigenous 
peoples (point C. iv), the inclusion of a gender-
sensitive assessment (point C.v), and a gender-
responsive way in ensuring that indigenous peoples 
receive social and economic benefits (point E) 
(Annex to Appendix 3, p. 63-64).

2. On the requirement for the 
involvement of women and the 
integration of gender considerations 
in consultation

• Policy principles of environmental policy ensure 
women’s participation in consultation (point 5, 
p. 16).

• Policy principle of Involuntary Resettlement 
policy states that particular attention be given 
to vulnerable groups, including women, to 
ensure the participation of affected persons in 
the planning, implementation and monitoring 
and evaluation of resettlement program (point 
2, p. 17). 

• Policy principle of Indigenous Peoples Policy 
states -that capacity development be gender-
inclusive to enhance indigenous people’s 
participation towards a meaningful consultation 
(point 3, p. 17).

• A gender-inclusive and -responsive process 
for a meaningful consultation with affected 
peoples is a general requirement for policy 
delivery process, (para. 54. P.20), safeguard 
requirement 1- environment (point 4, para. 19, 
p. 33), safeguard requirement 2 – involuntary 
resettlement (point 6, para. 28, p. 49/ point D.1. 
para. 10, p. 56).

3. On the requirements for a gender-
sensitive, -responsive and -inclusive 
grievance mechanism:

• Safeguard requirement 1 – Environmental 
Policy requires a gender-responsive grievance 
mechanism (appendix 1, point 5, para. 20, p.3).

• Safeguard requirement 2 – Involuntary 
Resettlement Policy requires a gender-responsive 
process for the grievance redress mechanism 
(appendix 2, point 7, para. 29, p. 49).

• The outline of the resettlement plan requires 
gender-sensitive procedures for the grievance 
redress mechanism (annex to appendix 2, 
point F, p. 52).

• Safeguard requirement 2 – Indigenous Peoples 
Policy requires a gender-responsive grievance 
mechanism (appendix 3, point 5, para. 22, 
p. 58).

• The outline of an indigenous peoples plan 
requires a gender-sensitive grievance redress 
mechanism (annex to appendix 3, point H, 
p. 64).
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• The outline of an indigenous peoples planning 
framework requires a gender-sensitive grievance 
redress mechanism for affected indigenous 
peoples (annex 3 to appendix 4, point G, p. 75).

Interventions on Gender Issues in 
the SPU

Some women activists and groups were 
involved in interventions on gender issues in the 
SPU as coordinated by the NGO Forum on ADB. 
Among these were Nadi, Solidaritas Perempuan and 
Gender Action. Interventions came in various forms 
and stages such as written submissions for the 1st and 
2nd draft SPS, the Working Paper, the Review Paper 
and the Operations Manual of the new SPS, as well 
as involvement in discussions, conference calls and 
the SPU consultation in November 2008. 

The First Draft SPS
The gender part of the submitted comments 

to the 1st draft SPS stated that “…The SPS fails to 
integrate safeguard elements in the ADB’s own 
gender policy described above. The SPS does not 
sufficiently facilitate women’s participation in ADB 
operations, and it neglects to provide adequate 
protections to ensure that ADB projects and 
programs do not contribute to gender inequality and 
the marginalization of women…6” Demands to the 
SPU that will safeguard women and gender equality 
include, among others7: 

• Integrate provisions of the bank policy on 
Gender and Development and its Operations 
Manual and other social protections into the 
SPS.

• The conduct of rigorous social impact 
assessments, including gender impact 
assessments and other provisions in the 
Gender Policy and its OM, in all projects and 
programs.

• In compliance with the gender policy/OM, 
require borrowers/clients to ensure that gender 
issues are considered in project identification, 
preparation, appraisal, implementation, 
operation and maintenance, and monitoring and 
evaluation.

• Establish and/or improve mechanisms for 
project-affected women and men to influence 
project design and the ADB’s decision to fund 
projects. The SPS must require that clients 
establish special culturally sensitive measures 
to ensure women’s meaningful participation in 
project consultations.

• Require borrowers/clients to ensure that project 
grievance mechanisms are gender-sensitive 
and facilitate women’s and men’s use of 
grievance systems; for example, by requiring 
culturally sensitive gender awareness trainings 
for grievance mechanism staff and requiring 
the presence of women in project grievance 
mechanism staff. The ADB should require 

similar measures for project community liaison 
teams.

• Maintain the project classification system for IR 
and IP whose removal is being proposed, as well 
as the GAD classification essential in ensuring 
the success of gender policy and its OM. The 
classification system is necessary to ensure that 
ADB staff and borrowers/clients implement the 
safeguards better, and to enhance the ability of 
the ADB and outsiders to track ADB performance 
on gender and other safeguard issues.

• Improve mechanisms to effectively 
monitor borrowers’/clients’ safeguard 
policy implementation, including gender 
considerations. It is a conflict of interest for 
clients to monitor their own behavior. 

Other comments on the 1st draft SPS blamed the 
gender blindness of ADB that led to the failure of the 
SPS to integrate gender considerations in its 1st draft8 
- “…The Draft Safeguard Policy Statement (SPS) 
fails to recognize gender dimension in the society, 
which constructs men and women in different roles 
and responsibilities, and therefore, men and women 
having different experiences in facing problems. 
The ‘gender blindness’ of the SPS will maintain 
or, worse, increase the existing gender disparities 
and injustices – in forms of discrimination, double 
burden, stereotyping, violence, subordination and 
marginalization – in the communities of their funded 
projects, as it overlooks the existence of more than 
half of the people related to its funded projects and 
policies…” 

Aside from the issue of gendered impacts, 
critiques of the SPS include the neglect of the 
female-headed household, particularly in the 
Involuntary Resettlement Policy; the absence of 
provisions and requirements that will address the 
involvement of women in decision-making; and the 
failure to integrate ADB’s own policy on Gender and 
Development.

The Second Draft SPS
NGO Forum on ADB responded to the 2nd draft 

SPS by submitting around 250 pages of line-by-line 
matrices containing language change suggestions.9 On 
the gender part of the submission, the main concerns 
were the lack of differentiation and definition of 
project-affected people as men and women. This 
means that there was no specific consideration of 
women as the most vulnerable group in a community, 
thus, making it likely that their opinion and needs 
would be ignored. Furthermore, the project impacts 
and risk assessments did not refer to the gender-
mediated differential impacts of projects on women 
and men. For example, female-headed households 
are often not included in the project design and 
implementation. In an attempt to include gender 
considerations in the matrices, the word “gender” 
appeared around 113 times; “women,”, 61 times; 
and “female-headed household,” 4 times throughout 
the submission.
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Though there was an attempt in the 2nd draft 
SPS to include gender considerations, the use of 
gender-sensitive language was made without any 
good understanding of the gender issues, and was 
used inconsistently. The 2nd draft SPS failed to 
recognize gender dimension in the society, which 
constructs men and women in different roles and 
responsibilities, and therefore, men and women 
have different experiences in facing problems. 
Consequently, this lack of gender understanding 
leads to lack of protection to women against impacts 
and risks of the project10. The 2nd draft SPS failed to 
see that affected people consist of men and women. 
It failed to consider project impacts and risks on 
women; to define gender under the social impact 
and risk definition; to protect local people including 
women from adverse social and economic impacts; to 
protect female-headed households; to respect human 
and women’s rights, and women’s rights as human 
rights; to respect the Civil and Political Rights (CPR) 
and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR); 
and to respect CEDAW (Convention on Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women).

The SPS Working (W) Paper
The SPS W-Paper showed improvements in the 

use of gender-sensitive language. For example, it is 
required in the environmental assessment to identify 
potential impacts and risks of the projects, with 
particular attention to the needs of vulnerable groups 
including women, and to ensure their participation 
in consultations on the IR policy. Furthermore, 
there is a requirement for the borrowers/clients 
to do meaningful consultations which are, among 
others, gender-inclusive and responsive. Another 
improvement involves the requirement for a 
gender-sensitive and responsive grievance redress 
mechanism for affected communities and indigenous 
peoples11  with regard to a project’s environmental 
performance impacts.

However, concerns still remain due to 
the inconsistency in the application of these 
requirements. The aforementioned provisions would 
apply only to the Environmental and IR policies, and 
not to the IP policy principles. The grievance redress 
mechanism is provided only in the Environmental 
and IP requirements but not for the affected 
people in the context of involuntary resettlement. 

Therefore, the Forum demand was to include gender 
considerations in the whole project cycle, and not 
only in consultations at the project preparation 
stage. Since social and environmental impact and 
risk assessments are a forecast of what will happen, 
these could provide mitigation plans to reduce and/
or eliminate potential project impacts and risks. It is 
also very important to address the actual condition 
of women during the project implementation stage. 
This should be identified during project monitoring, 
report and evaluation. Furthermore, the project 
evaluation and completion report should inform 
whether a project successfully benefitted women 
or increased and multiplied the existing gender 
inequality and injustices instead.12 

Further weaknesses in the gender language 
were identified. These include the absence of a 
requirement for borrower/clients to respect human 
and women’s rights, and the absence of women’s 
safety and reproductive rights. There is also the 
lack of differentiation of women from people, 
of women’s rights from human rights, of gender 
impacts and risks from social impacts and risks; 
of female-headed household from the household. 
As well, there is the lack of protection of women 
from impacts and risks at the project implementation 
stage, and the lack of a requirement for a gender-
responsive grievance mechanism and for borrowers/
clients to have capacity on gender issues. 

Therefore, in order to improve the W-Paper SPS, 
the main demand was that respect for women’s rights 
be consistently embodied in the policy requirements 
on Environment, Involuntary Resettlement and 
Indigenous Peoples. To achieve this, ADB should 
comply with international laws that guarantee the 
rights of women to decide on development in their 
area. There should be provision of specific measures 
for women given their differentiated concerns 
and needs. Gender impact and risk should be 
differentiated from the term social impact and risk, 
and gender impact assessment from environmental 
impact assessment. There should be provision of 
specific measures for female-headed households in 
decision-making; a consideration of their situation 
and needs during the resettlement process; a provision 
of a gender-responsive grievance mechanism at 
all levels for all policies, including the CSS; and a 
provision of gender specialists in the implementation 
of safeguard policies.13 

The Review (R-) Paper SPS
Stronger gender considerations have been 

mainstreamed throughout the R-paper and the three 
policy areas.14 This is one of the issues that the NGO 
Forum on ADB saw as strength of the R-Paper SPS, 
which is considered as the final paper for ADB Board 
discussion. The approved R-paper on July 20, 2009 
became the new SPS.

Though improved, there were still two main 
concerns regarding gender that remain unaddressed 
in the R-Paper SPS, namely, the lack of differentiation 
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of women from the definition of affected people/ 
persons, and the absence of a requirement for a gender 
expert in project implementation, and for borrowers 
to have the capacity on gender issues. Therefore, the 
Forum called for a consideration of these two issues. 
This is so because the lack of differentiation will risk 
women being left out from any benefit of the project. 
Furthermore, without a requirement for gender 
expert, the direct, indirect and cumulative impacts 
of the changing environmental and socio-economic 
situation, as well asnd of the involuntary resettlement, 
on affected women and indigenous women, will not 
be adequately addressed. A similar thing will happen 
if there is no requirement for borrowers/clients to 
have the capacity on gender issues.15

The Operations Manual (OM) of SPS
The Operations Manual of the new Safeguard 

Policy Statement is inconsistent with the SPS because 
it does not provide procedures for the implementation 
of policy principles and does not require gender 
issues. Furthermore, the OM continues to reflect the 
shortcomings of the new SPS regarding particular 
gender issues. Not only does the OM reduce the new 
SPS into a gender display window, but the absence 

Endnotes:
1 oM section F1/oP, footnote 9, p.4 at  http://www.adb.org/Safeguards/OMF01-20Jan2010.pdf.
2 as stated in the adb’s Policy on gender and development, this policy “… will adopt mainstreaming as a key strategy in 

promoting gender equity. Gender considerations will be mainstreamed into all ADB activities, including macroeconomic 
and sector work, and lending and technical assistance (TA) operations...”  adb, gender and development, June 2003, 
p. viii and para. 78, p. 39,  at http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Gender/gender-policy.pdf.

3	 Safeguard	Policy	is	a	set	of	specific	requirements	that	borrowers/clients	are	expected	to	meet	when	addressing	social	
and environmental impacts and risks. through their due diligence, review, and supervision, adb staff will ensure that 
borrowers/clients	 comply	with	 these	 requirements	during	project	preparation	and	 implementation.	ADB,	Safeguard	
Policy statement, June 2009, p. 1 at  http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Safeguards/Safeguard-Policy-Statement-
June2009.pdf.

4 adb, Policy on gender and development, para. 79, p. 39 at http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/Gender/gender-policy.
pdf.

5 all points given below refer to the safeguard Policy statement, June 2009, at http://www.adb.org/Documents/Policies/
Safeguards/Safeguard-Policy-Statement-June2009.pdf.

6 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.

7 ibid.
8 titi soentoro, nadi, Critiques to Gender Languages in the 1st draft SPS at http://www.forum-adb.org/inner.

php?sec=13&ref=extras&id=88.

9 Forum’s comments to 2nd draft sPs, december 4, 2008, at http://www.forum-adb.org/pdf/PDF-Safeguards/Forum-%20
comments_2nd-draft-%20SPS_04Dec2008.pdf.

10 titi soentoro, nadi, Comments to the October 2008 Draft of Safeguard Policy Statement in Gender Perspective, A 
Submission to ADB SPU, december 4, 2008.

11 titi soentoro, SPS W-Paper – still no protection to women from project impacts and risks, February 22, 2009.
12 ibid.
13 ibid.
14	 NGO	Forum	on	ADB,	Significant	Progress	made	in	R-paper	at	risk	if	remaining	dilutions	not	addressed,	Comments	of	

ngo Forum on the review Paper of sPs, July 14, 2009.   recommendation for the operation Manual of sPs, July 
2009 at http://www.forum-adb.org/inner.php?sec=2&id=23.

15 ibid.

of procedural guidelines will likewise lead to the 
neglect of gender issues and the protection of women 
from adverse project impacts and risks.

Conclusion
Intensive policy interventions resulted in the 

provision of protection of women from ADB project 
impacts and risks through the Safeguard Policy. 
This is only the beginning. What is important is the 
application of the policy. An inconsistent OM and 
the remaining weaknesses in the new policy such 
as the inadequate differentiation of women from 
affected people, the non-requirement for a gender 
expert and the non-consideration of the borrowers’ 
capacity for gender issues, can undermine the 
protection of women. Therefore, a close monitoring 
of the application of the new Safeguard Policy is 
very much in order.

Tea Soentoro, an Indonesian feminist, promotes 
women’s rights and protection of the environment. 
She is the Network Advocacy Coordinator of the 
NGO Forum on ADB.
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Song Bung 4 Hydropower Project, located in Central Vietnam, is financed by the 
ADB. The project is expected to contribute to the country’s economic development 
but, at the same time, it involves many negative impacts on the environment and 
local people, especially on Co Tu communities in Zuoih Commune. A total of 
940 persons from 4 affected villages, poor as they are, will be relocated and will 

face further difficulties in resettlement sites. Though the ADB and Vietnamese government have 
policies to guarantee their rights, especially for women since they are more vulnerable, and though 
a Gender Action Plan (GAP) has been developed to ensure that women’s rights are implemented 
properly, it seemed to have not helped at all because many essential components of the GAP were 
not complied with properly at the very beginning, such as the: 1) right to information, 2) right to 
decision-making, 3) consultation with women, and 4) participation in resettlement committees.

Introduction
With a cost of 218 million USD, the project was 

designed with an electricity capacity of 156 MW, 
and was to be implemented from 2008 to 2012. Its 
reservoir has a surface area of 18.4 km2 and will 
submerge 4 of the 6 villages of Zuoih Commune in 
the Nam Giang District of Quang Nam Province. 
Most local people are Co Tu, an ethnic minority, and 
their lives rely on the paddy field, river and forest. 
Therefore, once the villages are inundated, their lives 
will totally change, especially the women as they are 
very close to the natural resources.

An Evaluation Of The ADB’s Gender Action Plan 
For Song Bung 4 Hydropower Project 

In Zuoih Commune, Nam Giang District, 
Quang Nam Province, Vietnam

by lam dinh uy

In Co Tu society, the women generally have 
a weaker position. They do not own property or 
participate in decision-making. Their lives are limited 
to the villages and cultivation sites, and they tend to 
live below the national poverty line. However, they 
play significant roles in subsistence economy and 
do a lot of work such as cooking, farming, raising, 
collecting Non-timber Forest Products, while the 
men spend much time drinking Ta Vac, a traditional 
wine.
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“Affected women will 
participate in the selection 
of resettlement sites, the 

design of the village layout 
and livelihood activities... 

They will have official rights 
to land and forest products 
use (and) be prioritized in 

grievance hearings...”

Therefore, in order to address the problem, 
as well as to adhere to the ADB’s and Vietnamese 
government’s policies, the project has developed 
a Gender Action Plan (GAP) to help ensure that 
the mainstreaming of gender issues and concerns 
into all aspects will continue throughout the 
detailed planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation activities. Its main contents include the 
following: 1) the affected women will participate 
in the selection of resettlement sites, the design 
of the village layout and livelihood activities, the 
Community-Based Forest Development Plan, the 
Public Health Action Plan, the capacity-building 
training program and extension training, and the 
HIV/AIDS and trafficking awareness campaigns; 
2) the women will have official rights to land and 
forest products use, be included in the District and 
Commune Level Resettlement Committees, and be 
prioritized in grievance hearings, etc.

The GAP covers three areas: reservoir, 
construction land, and up/downstream. In this study, 
the reservoir area is the one focused on since it is 
the main affected area with the largest number of 
affected people.

Results

1. Viewpoints of the Women About 
the Project and Resettlement Plan

The local people do not like the project. No 
one wants to relocate, and yet they have no choice. 
They said that the resettlement areas were inferior as 
characterized by the following:

- The land is not even and flat, and it is narrow 
for cultivation and production. But they are 
not allowed to change wild land into cultivated 
land as freely as before because of the forest 
protection law. 

- Roads to fields and forests are far and steep, and 
tend to collapse easily in the rainy season.

- It is difficult to get fish since there are fewer 
rivers or streams at the new resettlement place.

- The forest at the new location has few wild 
vegetables and bamboo shoots, and has many 
terrestrial leeches.

On account of these, they expect their lives will 
be worse. A woman said: “The project will make our 
lives worse. It will be difficult for us to produce in the 
resettlement area, and I’m afraid to die of hunger.” 

Although each household will receive an amount 
of money for resettlement, the women are more 
worried about it because the men will probably use 
the money for carousing or indulging in pleasures.

With regard to the project plans, the villagers do 
not agree on some points:

- The project provides only 1.2 – 1.8 ha./
household to cultivate. This is not enough as Co 
Tu traditional cultivation is crop rotation and 
therefore requires a larger area.

- Each household will be supplied seeds only 
once. It is difficult to reserve.

2. Implementation of Women’s Rights 
in the Project

2.1 Right to Information
The affected people do not have clear information 

about the project, especially its resettlement and 
compensation process. They are confused about the 
exact relocation period and about the standards and 
policy on compensation. Many women do not even 
know about the Commune Resettlement Committee 
(CRC). They have uncertainties about the location 
of resettlement sites, or whether or not they will get 
compensation, and if yes, how they will get it. In case 
they want to ask for more information or provide 
feedback on the project, they do not know where 
to go either. Furthermore, all of them, including the 
leader of the District Women’s Union (DWU), did 
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not know that the project has a specific program for 
women (GAP).

In fact, information is available in the 
Resettlement and Ethnic Minority Development 
Plan (REMDP). The project proponents have a 
responsibility to propagate it, but they did not do so. 
In a working session with the author on 9 October 
2009, the Head of the Environment and Resettlement 
Department of the Project Management Board 
(PMB) also refused to provide any documents. He 
said: “It isn’t official yet. You can look at the official 
documents on the ADB’s website.”

2.2 Right to Balanced Participation
The required numbers of female staff in 

resettlement committees were not followed. At the 
district level, it is required that one of three vice-
chairs and at least 20% of staff are female. But 
in fact, all three vice-chairs were men and only 5 
of 33 people (15%) were women. In the Village 
Resettlement and Development Committees, there 
were no female leaders while only a few women 
were among the staff. For the CRC, there were only 
3 women out of 15 people, and no woman ever 
became a vice-chair.

“(The affected people) are 
confused about the exact 

relocation period and 
about the standards and 
policy on compensation. 
Many women do not even 
know about the Commune 
Resettlement Committee.”

All these show that the roles of women were not 
being appreciated. In the discussion with the author, 
a representative of DWU said this about the District 
People’s Committee officials: “They did not invite 
us to join meetings at the beginning. They called us 
to come only when the representative of the ADB 
questioned them as to why there were no women in 
the meeting, and requested them to invite us.” She 
added, “I also see that the number of women in the 
District Resettlement Committee is small, but I had 
no chance to say anything because they already 
decided everything beforehand.”

3. Women’s Consultation Process
In the REMDP, it was mentioned in detail that 

the project had held community meetings to consult 
with the affected people, that the people were allowed 
to make their own decisions about many problems, 
and that the women were prioritized since they play 
key roles in the subsistence economy. However, all 
local interviewees said that the project had already 
chosen and decided for them.

“At the district level, one 
of three vice-chairs and 

at least 20% of staff must 
be female; in fact, all three 
vice-chairs were men and 
only 5 of 33 people (15%) 

were women.”

The REMDP also mentioned that separate 
consultation meetings with women were held from 
12–27 February and 16–22 March 2006 (Volume 1, 
Chapter 4, Section 7.3), but the detailed reports and 
list of participants of those consultations were not 
released as was done with many other consultations. 
It was very weird when the REMDP’s Vietnamese 
version indicated that such information was 
mentioned in Chapters 2 and 3 of Volume 3, which 
in reality weren’t. In fact, all interviewed women 
said that they had never participated before in any 
separate women’s consultation related to the project. 
In order to confirm it, the author sent emails to the 
ADB and the Vietnam Resident Mission, and got 
a reply from Ms. Monawar Sultana, senior social 
development specialist of the ADB, on 20 October 
2009: “The data collection for gender analysis 
and action plan is done by the consulting company 
SWECO who prepared the project document. We do 
not have the raw data which include the name of 
the people who were interviewed to prepare gender 
analysis. As per our procedure, consulting company 
prepares report and submits to ADB.” The author 
then contacted SWECO but did not get an answer.

4. Resettlement Housing
The affected people are very concerned about 

rebuilding houses in the resettlement areas. They 
want to rebuild the houses themselves because they 
are afraid that those to be built by project/GoV 
would turn out to be very poor and unsafe, as what 
they have heard from the TV, radio, newspaper and 
other people. Besides, they also want to use available 
materials from their current houses since this kind of 
house is much easier to repair or move than brick 
houses. At first, the project seemed to respect this 
demand when they asked and recorded people’s 
opinions. However, in a discussion with the author, 
the representative of the PMB evaded the issue. He 
finally said: “The viewpoint of the Province People’s 
Committee and the PMB is to rebuild houses for the 
local people.” Meanwhile, regarding the question of 
what they will do if the project/GoV builds houses 
for them, most women said: “We will not dare stay 
in the new houses. We will try to build another house 
ourselves.” Another woman said: “I don’t know 
what to do. I will cry.”



10 BANKWATCH  Fourth Quarter 2009

5. Women’s Demands and Requests 
The women worried most about resettlement 

because they did not know how their lives would 
be in the new areas. They have many demands 
and requests from the project that are related to 
livelihoods, but first of all they want the project 
to keep their promises, “I hope the project would 
always respect their promises and not lie to people 
like what many other projects do,” said an affected 
woman.

Conclusion
The above summary shows that the project 

has not complied with the GAP and their duties 
properly. They did not establish information centers 
as mentioned in the REMDP nor did they provide 
adequate information to affected people, which 
made the latter feel insecure about their future. They 
did not ensure women’s participation in resettlement 
committees, so women’s voices became weak. 
With regard to the consultation, the ADB appeared 

irresponsible when they just gave all the work to the 
consulting company. It was not even clear whether the 
separate consultations with the women were actually 
done or not. In short, women’s rights were violated, 
and the project must solve these problems. They 
first need to revise the GAP, fix the aforementioned 
problems, and invite an independent third party to 
participate formally in monitoring the project and to 
work more closely with the affected people.

sources:
1 decision of establishment of nam giang district 

resettlement Committee, 2008.
2 decisions of establishment of Pa rum a and thon 2 

Village resettlement and development Committees, 
2009.

3 gender and development Policy of the adb, 2003.
4 Jo Villanueva, Judy a. Pasimio (2008). Gender Tool Kit 

of the NGO Forum on the ADB. Quezon City.
5 reports of the song bung 4 Hydropower Project, 

Phase ii:
- Main report
- Environmental impact assessment (Eia)
- resettlement and Ethnic Minority development 

Plan (rEMdP)
•	 Volume	1:	Cross	Cutting	Issues
•	 Volume	 2:	 Reservoir	 Resettlement	 and	

development Plan
- social Management Plan (sMP)
- gender action Plan (gaP)
- Consultation report

6 asian development bank (2005). Technical Assistance 
to the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam for Preparing the 
Song Bung 4 Hydropower Project Phase II.

Mr. Lam Dinh Uy is an alumnus of the 
EarthRights International School - Mekong batch 
2009. He is currently working with the Center for 
Biodiversity and Development (CBD) in Ho Chi Minh 
City, Vietnam as an independent environmentalist. 
Uy has this to say “Women are half of the World, 
and our Moms are among them.”
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Women and Development Paradigm
 by Farjana akter 

 “...there is no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of women.”                                                             

                                                                                                                 -KOFI ANNAN

Due to globalization, the situation of the world’s women is gradually weakening. 
Although many development partners and governments of the global South 
have been “mainstreaming gender” in their action and agendas, the concept 
of women participation in development framework is being criticized widely. 
Even if women’s participation in development is now recognized as a buzzword, 

people do not perceive any valid evidence on the ground. You can hardly find concrete indication 
of women’s development. It is true that women are the most vulnerable even as they are becoming 
more at risk from development activities. But women’s participation is very much important to the 
development process. 

The new globalized development model has 
been selling the term ‘women.’ This model has 
put women at the center point. It means the global 
forces in the new development paradigm are taking 
advantage of the vulnerability of women. Women 
remain at an inferior position in society. They 
are socially, economically, environmentally and 
culturally disadvantaged in society. The patriarchal 
and capitalist economic system makes women more 
vulnerable. This is because globalization forces 
induce a patriarchal mindset. 

The present mode of development system 
undermines women’s rights and recognition. It has 
challenged women’s standard of living. Without the 
recognition of women’s rights, justice and equality 

would hardly develop. But women contribute 
significantly to both the national and international 
economies. Unfortunately, the whole women 
development and strategy policy is delineated by 
the donor and development agency. The recent 
development paradigm has been highly criticized 
for concentrating on profit-making while neglecting 
humankind. It also created unequal power relations 
between men and women. As a result, social and 
economical inequality has been rising in the global 
South. 

“The recent development 
paradigm has been 

criticized for concentrating 
on profit-making while 
neglecting humankind; 

it created unequal power 
relations between men and 
women. As a result, social 
and economic inequality 

has been rising in the 
global South.”
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Natural disasters force women to work harder 
to secure food, water and energy for their homes. 
Poverty and inequality are the everyday realities 
for women in developing countries. Women are 
excessively represented among the poor. They have 
no control over their natural resources. They have 
less access to formal employment and they earn 
less. They continue to face violence and abuse. 
Inequality is also reflected in the health indicators. 
Female mortality rates are among the highest in the 
world. This situation exists both in developed and 
developing countries. 

Global policies are insensitive to the poor and to 
women. Neoliberal policies have proved ineffective 
and have failed to offer any better solution for 
society. Privatization and trade liberalization, 

instigated by neoliberal doctrines, 
have failed to reduce poverty or ensure 
social protection for the poor and the 
women. These policies have increased 
the concentration of wealth among a 
few and the disparity within society. 
Governments are forced to cut social 
spending by policy conditionalities and 
debt repayment. Under the free market 
policy led by IFIs, the state’s role and 
ownership in effective development 
has been reduced. The financial and 
economic crises are related to the global 
food, energy and climate crises, which 
make the situation more disastrous 
than before. Many women and men are 
losing their livelihood, are becoming 
vulnerable and are being forced to 
become refugees.

Global policies 
are insensitive to 
the poor and to 

women. Neoliberal 
policies have proved 
ineffective and have 

failed to offer any 
better solution for 

society

The implementation of women`s 
rights has not yet been realized. To 

realize these rights, there needs to be a strong support 
and strategy at the country level. The existing global 
trends also need to change. Country policy and 
strategy should be free from any imposition by 
external affairs to effectively promote the rights of 
women.

Farjana Akter is the head of the Gender 
Working Group. She has been working as Program 
Coordinator for Voices for Interactive Choice 
& Empowerment (VOICE )since 2005. She had 
previously worked for more than three years with 
Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE), a 
national development organization.
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Madrasah Education 
Development Project (MEDP)  

By	Andy	Cipta,	Aflina	Mustaaina,	Ni	Loh	Gusti	Madewanti	and	Titi	Soentoro	
solidaritas Perempuan (Women’s solidarity for Human rights)

internally the demands of Solidaritas Perempuan, 
which insist that the ADB: (a) revise MEDP gender 
and social analysis by involving independent experts 
on gender and Islam fundamentalism, and (b) not 
disburse the loan before the revisions have been 
made; (2) ADB would focus on the improvement 
of gender considerations in MEDP to be discussed 
with MORA; and (3) ADB has committed to ensure 
that the executing agencies would implement ADB’s 
policies as written in the contract. Furthermore, IRM 
would bring Solidaritas Perempuan up to date about 
these different points, particularly about point (1).

To date, there is still no information from IRM 
on whether these points have had a follow-through, 
but Solidaritas Perempuan received information 
from one of the MEDP facilitators in South Sulawesi 
that the loan has just been disbursed.

A. Concerns about the MEDP
Solidaritas Perempuan has three main concerns 

with regard to the MEDP: (1) the locations of MEDP 
are considered hot spots for the increasing Islam 
fundamentalism in Indonesia; (2) MEDP does not 
address the gender-biased and dogmatic teachings in 
the madaris; and (3) the lack of proper information 
and transparency vis-a-vis the local government.

In 2006, ADB’s Board of Directors (BOD) approved USD 50 million for Madrasah Education 
Development Project (MEDP). This ADF loan is allocated for 500 public and private madaris over 
27 districts in East Java, Central Java and South Sulawesi. Prior to this loan, technical assistances 
were provided in the amount of USD 1.2 million through Technical Assistance Special Funds and 
the Australian TA grant (closed), and USD 995,000 through the Technical Assistance Special Fund 
for Independent Monitoring and Evaluation of MEDP.1

Solidaritas Perempuan, an Indonesian women’s 
organization with 10 regional branches, raised 
concerns about the MEDP during their meeting with 
members of ADB’s BOD during the AGM in May 
2009 in Bali, particularly on three issues: the lack 
of social analysis of the madrasah in the Indonesian 
context, the gender-biased teaching in madrasah, 
and the lack of information. These concerns were 
likewise raised during a workshop in Bali attended 
by the ADB as represented by DG Xianbin Yao; the 
Head of the NGO Center, Bart Edes along with his 
his staff, and a staff from the Indonesian Resident 
Mission (IRM). 

Solidaritas Perempuan was invited by IRM on 
July 9, 2009 to discuss these concerns in Jakarta. 
Aside from the 6 representatives of Solidaritas 
Perempuan from Jakarta (national secretariat) and 
Makassar (South Sulawesi Office), the meeting 
was also attended by Musdah Mulia, a well-known 
Islam feminist scholar who heads the gender 
mainstreaming team of the Ministry of Religious 
Affair (MORA). MORA is the executing agency of 
MEDP. Representing IRM were the MEDP Project 
Officer, 4 IRM staffs, and 3 representatives of 
MORA. 

At the end of the meeting, Ayun Sundari of 
the IRM concluded that (1) ADB would discuss 



14 BANKWATCH  Fourth Quarter 2009

1. MEDP locations are hot spots for 
 raising Islam fundamentalism

The MEDP is being implemented in three 
provinces – South Sulawesi, West Java and East Java 
-- which are considered hot spots and as such, highly 
susceptible to the growing Islam fundamentalism 
in Indonesia, along with three other provinces 
such as Aceh, West Sumatra and Central Java. One 
manifestation of the rise in Islam fundamentalism is 
the mushrooming of local decrees based on Sharia 
Law. Madrasah (the school as a part of pesantren 
and where students do not board) and pesantren (the 
boarding school) are places for dogmatic education 
based on Shariah law and are education institutions 
that contain gender-biased teachings and views. 

Since 2001, Aceh has been a forerunner in 
introducing Sharia Law in Indonesia as a governance 
system. The implementation of Sharia Law caused 
many violations of women’s human rights and the 
restriction of women’s social, political and economic 
mobility. On September 14, 2009, Aceh adopted 3 
new Shariah Laws, including the Qanun Jiniyah that, 
among others, allows a stoning-to-death sentence for 
adultery and 200 stock whips for homosexuality.2 

A total of 154 local (provincial and regency) 
decrees based on the Shariah Law in Indonesia 
were adopted since 1999 in provinces such as West 
Java, West Sumatra and South Sulawesi. West Java 
produced 31 decrees; West Sumatra, 27 decrees; and 
South Sulawesi, 21 decrees. Women are the main 
targets of those decrees resulting to discrimination 
against women and the criminalization of women’s 
body.

Those decrees are a manifestation of the 
missions of particular groups in pursuit of a Khilafah 
Islamiyah (Islamic state) in Indonesia through Islam-
based laws that are implemented bottom-up within 
the communities. One of the strategies they use is 
to enter the political parties and become legislators 
who have the authority to make policies and laws.

One of the strongest radical groups is found 
in South Sulawesi, and is known as KPPSI.3 An 
investigation by Solidaritas Perempuan in South 
Sulawesi found out that the people joining the KPPSI 
are alumni of Islam pesantren and madrasah. 

2. MEDP does not address the gender-biased and 
dogmatic teachings in madrasah

The Report and Recommendations of the 
President (RRP) of MEDP did not analyze the 
madrasah against the backdrop of growing Islam 
fundamentalism and gender-biased teachings in 
those three regions of South Sulawesi, West and East 
Java.

Some examples of the ignorance of these social, 
religious and political dimensions in the MEDP 
which can be seen in the RRP document:

2.1 The first rationale of MEDP is to formally 
integrate the madaris into the national 
education system as equal partners with 
general (secular) schools as required under 
the new national education law (20/2003).4 
The output of MEDP is expected to come 
from measures such as (1) improved teacher 
professionalism according to national 
standards; (2) teaching–learning resources 
and facilities upgraded to national standards; 
(3) internal efficiency increased to national 
standards; and (4) governance, management, 
and sustainability strengthened to national 
standards.5

Concerns:
• No measure has been mentioned on how 

to address the gender-biased and dogmatic 
teaching in the madaris. 

• The upgrading measures will be in the form 
of degree programs that focus on Bahasa 
Indonesia, English, mathematics, and the 
sciences. However, there is no measure that 
will address the gender bias and dogmatism 
of teachers in the madaris, even though these 
teachers are at the forefront in conveying 
these prejudicial and intolerant teachings to 
the students.

2.2 “…Madrasahs also attract more girls than 
general schools and so will be key in the 
Government’s efforts to reach gender 
equity in senior secondary education and 
beyond…”6

Concerns:
• Girls are sent to the madrasah not only 

because of the madrasah’s accessibility and 
affordability , but also because it is known 
as an education institution that teaches 
the morality of women within an Islamic 
context. Meanwhile, boys are sent to the 
public school because they are expected to 
be the family’s breadwinners.

 This view is confirmed by a statement of 
the Vice Principal of Madrasah Ibtidaiyah 
Darul Muttaqin in Jakarta on April 12, 
2009: 

 “… Religion education should be able to 
control women so they won’t be a source 
of maksiat (immoralities), by means 
of forwarding religious education—
particularly aqidah akhlak (belief and 
manners) as well as rules obliged in fiqh. 
Female students are expected to be able 
to properly keep their role in the society 
by keeping their dignity, communities, and 
Islam…”

 A teacher in sociology and morality stated 
that “…behavior, be it for itself or in 
relation with others, influences each other… 
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and has to be linked with religion. Though 
men’s and women’s opportunities are the 
same, in religion these are different. It is 
because arrijalu qawwamuna ‘alannisa’ 
(men are the leaders of women). So women 
have to keep their morality and image as 
wives…. Therefore, morality teaching is 
very fundamental for girls, so as women 
they can be more in line with akhlakul 
qarimah (good behavior according to the 
morals)…”7

 A representative of MORA, the executing 
agency of MEDP, in a meeting with 
Solidaritas Perempuan at the IRM on July 
9, 2009, reaffirmed these views by saying 
that women are the morality-keeper “… 
because women are the pillars of the 
country and they have to keep good morals 
through religion education…”

• There is no analysis in the RRP document 
of the reasons why girls are sent to the 
madrasah, and of the views about women 
and their morality as constructed through 
madrasah teachings. If MEDP pushes for 
more girls to be educated in the madrasah, 
and yet the teachings in madaris are not 
changed, the result will be an increase in 
women with dogmatic views, particularly 
in those three regions.

2.3 “… The Project will meet the transitional 
cost of attaining these new standards in 
selected poor madrasahs through a mixture 
of supply- and demand-side support. This 
will help secure continued demand for 
education in these madrasahs…”8 

Concern:
• There is no information on how the poor 

madaris will be selected. There were even 
some cases where madaris not considered 
as poor, received funds.

2.4 The Project will support teacher upgrading, 
instructional materials, rehabilitation or 
expansion of facilities, student scholarships, 
school governance, and management 
development to be financed through school-

managed block grants. These interventions 
are recognized as key determinants of 
quality and standards improvement, as set 
out in the national education standards.

Concern:
• RRP failed to consider that gender-biased 

and dogmatic teachings are key problems of 
the madaris, and henceforth, no intervention 
was designed to address this situation. 

25. “As impact and outcome are expected … 
to help increase the level of educational 
attainment and productivity of new workers 
and the rates of formal employment and 
household incomes. The project objective 
is to improve madrasah education, resulting 
in better student learning outcomes in core 
subject areas, raised madrasah accreditation 
levels, and enhanced perceptions of 
madrasah education quality by parents and 
the community.”9

Concern:
• It is unclear how the Project will address 

the issue of gender-biased and dogmatic 
teachings of the madaris. Students may 
display improved performances in English, 
mathematics and other sciences but if these 
biased and dogmatic teachings permeate 
their thinking, these young people will 
eventually grow to become knowledgeable 
in modern or Western science but whose 
views on women are prejudicial and 
intolerant. The potential impact would be 
the proliferation of these views and the 
continued subordination of women using 
the advanced level of education acquired as 
the medium. 

2.6 The Project’s Risk and Assumption10 
Concern:

• The section on the project’s risks and 
assumptions do not provide information 
about the madrasah in Indonesia as being 
characterized by gender-biased and 
dogmatic teachings. So this RRP failed to 
anticipate the possibility that these kinds 
of Islamic teachings and views that are 
fundamental features of the madaris would 
be potentially misused by radical Islamic 
groups to strengthen themselves in pursuit 
of their vision of a Khilafah Islamiyah 
(Islam state) in Indonesia. This means that 
Islamic laws will be legalized by the state 
and all people will be obliged to do what 
is required by Shariah laws in all segments 
of their lives11 (e.g., pray 5 times in a day, 
zakat (donate), save and borrow money 
from Shariah banks, cover the ‘aurat’ 
(jilbab or head cover among others), and 
devotion of wives to husbands.
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2.7 Summary Poverty Reduction and Social 
Strategy12

Concern:
• The poverty reduction and social strategy 

did not consider the gender-biased and 
dogmatic nature of Islamic teachings as 
issues to be addressed.

2.8 Gender Action Plan13

Concern:
• The gender analysis of RRP failed to see 

the aspects of the madrasah teachings that 
are gender biased and dogmatic.

2.9 Social Safeguards and other Social Risks14 
and Poverty, Social, and Gender Impact 
Assessment15

Concern:
• The RRP failed to analyze how gender-

biased and dogmatic teachings have shaped 
views that promote the domestication of 
women. This would potentially exclude 
women from economic opportunities due 
to the restriction on their mobility that 
could further lead to the impoverishment of 
women.

3. No information provided to local
	 government	officials

There is no information being provided to 
regional government officials, madrasah teachers 
and local communities about ADB’s loan to the 
project. 

B. Conclusion

1. MEDP should develop measures and 
interventions that would reduce or minimize 
the dogmatic teachings by providing new 
views about justice and gender justice in 
Islam for the madrasah teachers.

2. MEDP should apply measures and 
interventions on the curriculum that would 
introduce justice and gender justice to 
students.

3. MEDP should carry out an analysis of the 
potential impacts and risks to women of the 
gender-biased and dogmatic teaching in 
madrasah. Those with expertise on gender 
and Islam fundamentalism should be 
included in the research team.

Endnotes:
1 http://www.adb.org/Projects/project.asp?id=37475
2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8254631.stm; 

Aguswandi,	Stop	the	cruel	shariah	‘qanun’	in	Aceh,	at	
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2009/09/19/stop-
cruel-sharia-qanun039-aceh.html.

3 KPPsi is an abbreviation of  Komite Persiapan 
Penegakan syariat islam or Preparation Committee 
for Enforcement of sharia law.

4 http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/INO/37475-
INO-RRP.pdf.

5 ibid, pp. 7-10.
6 ibid, rationale, p ii.
7 sP’s interview with salam, s.ag, s.Pd, a teacher 

of sociology and Akidah Akhlak (morality)  in the 
Madrasah aliyah Muhammadiyah, bantaeng, 
south sulawesi on June 17, 2009.

8 http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/INO/37475-
INO-RRP.pdf, rationale, p. ii.

9 ibid, impacts and outcome, p iii.
10 ibid, risk and assumption, p v-vi.
11 interview with the secretary of KPPsi branch of 

bulukumba regency, arum sping, on october 25, 
2009. 

12 http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/INO/37475-
INO-RRP.pdf,		Appendix	12,	Summary	of	Poverty	
reduction and social strategies, pp. 55-58.

13 Ibid,	Appendix	12,	Gender	Development,	pp.	56-
57.

14 Ibid,	Appendix	12,	Social	Safeguards	and	Other	
social risks, p. 58.

15	 Ibid,	Appendix	13,	Poverty,	Social	and	Gender	Impact	
assessment, p.61.
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In one of the coldest nights of December 2003, Cita gave birth to her ninth child in one of 
those cardboard houses at the margins of Manila. She would have wanted this moment 
to happen in the cheapest government hospital. Hours before, she was shoved back to 
the tricycle, and her husband had no other option but to send their older children to the 
neighbors and transform their cardboard house into a makeshift delivery room. Cita was 

denied by the community’s health center on the grounds that this was already her ninth child, that 
such maternity services were limited up to one’s eighth child. 

Two years ago, a super typhoon pounded and 
dismantled Cita’s nondescript shack and its plastic 
window awnings, destroying her family’s measly 
fortunes save for the clothes on her back and her 
children’s. Although she had a responsible partner, 
it was just difficult to take nine children onto higher 
and safer grounds. And when they reached the 
crowded evacuation center, she had no time to sit 
and breathe, but be a wife, a mother and a keeper 
of whatever space. Keeping an eye on reliefs that 
were occasionally dropped at the center’s doorstep, 
she never even noticed the maroon dots that caked 
on her housedress. 

A Marriage of Convenience:
Population Control and Climate Change

by nina somera

Artwork from Taman Budaya museum, Yogyakarta

If Cita had her choice, she would have wanted 
to have only two with the man she was living with, 
especially since her family was just one of the 
thousands of informal settlers along the Pasig River 
and she and her spouse had no permanent jobs. In 
fact, she could no longer moonlight as a domestic 
worker given her toddlers. If she had what she 
deserved, she would have gotten the services that 
matter to her situation. At that time the city of Manila 
absolutely prohibited the distribution of pills and 
condoms, which the country’s Health Department 
would have been willing to fund. But thanks to the 
Catholic Church that supported the mayor, Cita 
could not even access information, not just about 
babies but about her own body as well. 



18 BANKWATCH  Fourth Quarter 2009

The link between 
population control and 

climate change in terms 
of amount of emission is 

likewise untenable. Women 
are among those who have 
the  least carbon footprint.

In December 2009, during the 15th Conference 
of Parties (COP 15) in Copenhagen, Denmark, Cita 
was one of the many individuals who were made 
scapegoats by negotiators and even by observers of 
our current climate crisis, many of whom were men. 
Population growth has been pointed out as a cause 
of the increasing greenhouse gases (GHG) and with 
it, women’s increasing vulnerability to adapt with 
rising sea levels, changes in temperature and so on. 

Although population control was eventually 
sidelined because of the impasse on issues such as 
GHG reduction and historical responsibility, the issue 
is bound to linger and resurface more prominently 
in the upcoming COPs. In fact, the advocacy 
for population control was based on the national 
adaptation programmes of action (NAPAs) of some 
41 least developing countries. Six of these explicitly 
cited population control as a priority measure that 
must be funded, along with many others that can 
build a community’s resilience.

Groups like the Population Action International 
explained that unlike the calls for population control 
in the past, the current demand is coming from the 
ground, especially as the NAPAs are supposed to be 
borne out of public consultations. It is also shared 

by both low and high-income countries, as well as 
international financial institutions like the World 
Bank, that control the Global Environment Fund 
(GEF), a funding window that is eyed for NAPAs.

In their paper, “Climate Change and Family 
Planning: Least Developed Countries Define the 
Agenda,” that analyzed the case of Ethiopia, Leo 
Bryant and his colleagues asserted that any population 
control measure has to be voluntary, responding to a 
community’s need to adapt to climate change rather 
than the international concern on overpopulation. 
Such measure must also be integrated into broader 
development plans. Some youth groups also echo 
this demand, citing that half of today’s population 
is people under the age of 25 whose choices “will 
directly determine the well-being of people around 
the world for generations to come.”

Prior to COP 15 was also the emergence of the 
concept “carbon legacy” where parents are made to 
be responsible for half of the carbon emissions of 
their children.

Yet a number of feminists were not budging, and 
with good reason. To begin with, many were more 
keen on obtaining a better deal in terms of reasonable 
GHG emissions cut and substantial public funding, 
particularly for the adaptation and mitigation 
measures of developing countries. More importantly, 
many women also saw population control as another 
false solution that puts the blame of climate change on 
women’s bodies. As Titi Soentoro of NGO Forum on 
the ADB maintained, “Someone must be victimized 
by such a program and who else but women. Why 
not control industries and governments, and direct 
them to cut their emissions?” (T. Soentoro, personal 
communication, 9 January 2010). 

Artwork from Taman Budaya museum, Yogyakarta.



 19Fourth Quarter 2009  BANKWATCH 

While climate change is 
indeed an opportunity 

to advocate for women’s 
agency through their sexual 
and reproductive rights, it 
simply is the wrong venue. 
It helps governments and 
industries digress from 
the real issues of GHG 

emissions reduction and 
historical responsibilities. 

It also betrays reproductive 
justice that is located in 
the broader contexts of 

women’s human rights and 
social justice.

The link between population control and climate 
change in terms of amount of emission is likewise 
untenable. Women are among those who have the 
least carbon footprint. Further discussions on GHG 
emissions and historical responsibilities have strong 
class and race dimensions, where at the bottom 
of the pyramid are people living below poverty 
clearance, people who are residing in rural areas and 
indigenous peoples, and people who come from the 
global South among many others.

In fact, just before COP 15, Optimum Trust 
of the United Kingdom floated the idea of making 
funding for population control eligible for carbon 
offsets. It claimed that a mere US$6 is already 
enough to capture one tonne of carbon dioxide. Yet 
such population control measures are not ones to be 
implemented in the North where some parts have 
seen alarming declines in population growth. And if 
these measures are turned into tradable commodities, 
credits could only be limited to Annex 1 countries.

Interestingly, China has openly spoken about its 
plans of continuing its one-child policy in the name 
of climate change, especially as 200 million Chinese 
would enter child-bearing age in the next ten years. 
Back in 2008, the director of the State Population 
and Family Planning Commission said, “Changes 
to the family planning policy could now lead to 
population rises, posing higher pressure on China’s 
future development.”

But as Tamra Gilbertson of the Carbon Watch 
- Transnational Institute also pointed out, “This 
population discussion is really frightening and lacks 
any historical reference to how women have been 
abused by the system in terms of their reproductive 
rights and health. Women have been experimented on, 
lied to and sterilized with treatments.” (T. Gilbertson, 
personal communication, 4 December 2009) 

According to the Center for Reproductive Rights 
(CRR), female sterilization rate in China is much 
higher than men’s, 35.9 percent to 10.2 percent. A 
New England Journal also found that 80 percent of 
its respondents merely followed the prescriptions of 
local health workers. Although the one-child policy 
may have facilitated the country’s booming economy 
as former Prime Minister Deng Xiaoping envisioned, 
it has created enormous problems, especially in 
a culture that places preferences for sons over 
daughters. As of 2007, there were already 37 million 
more men and boys than women and girls. 

A less classic case is Vietnam. Since the country 
liberalized its abortion services, the rates increased 
to 500,000-600,000 abortion procedures per year 
and peaked at 1.3 million procedures back in 1995. 
On top of this, gaps exist in ancillary services such 
as counseling and post-abortion care. There are also 
gaps between abortion services and family planning 
services, which target primarily married couples. 
One unappreciated fact in family planning and even 
abortion is that in many cases, it is the men who 
decide contraceptive solutions, regardless of the 
risks these may pose to some women.  

Moreover population control programmes have 
yet to be framed in a way that thoroughly accounts 
for sexual diversity, thus, they continue to target 
the sexual desires of Southern women and devalue 
their abilities to reproduce. They also neglect the 
pleasurable aspects of sex, especially when these are 
to be enjoyed by the poor.

Any measure on population 
control has to be voluntary 

and has to respond to a 
community’s need to adapt 
to climate change, rather 
than to the international 

concern on overpopulation 
- Leo Bryant, “Climate 

Change and Family 
Planning: Least Developed 

Countries Define the 
Agenda.”

As Andil Gosine wrote in his paper, “Monster, 
Womb, MSM: The Work of Sex in International 
Development”: “Anxieties about the sexualities 
of Third World women were thus imbricated with 
further-reaching concerns about morality and nation-
building. Their sex thus served the constitution of 
international development as a heteronationalist 
endeavour, satisfying both rationale (wombs were 
dangerous and required state regulation) and form 
(adoption of Euro-American norms of family and 
sexual practices).”
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While climate change is indeed an opportunity 
to advocate for women’s agency through their sexual 
and reproductive rights, it simply is the wrong venue. 
It helps governments and industries digress from the 
real issues of GHG emissions reduction and historical 
responsibilities. It also betrays reproductive justice 
that is located in the broader contexts of women’s 
human rights and social justice. Reproductive justice 
is not simply about choice nor access of sexual and 
reproductive health services; it links a woman’s 
ability to determine her “reproductive destiny” 
with the conditions in one’s community, its men, 
institutions, politics, economy, environment and 
even social movements.

Climate change is certainly an “intergenerational” 
issue as claimed by the Global Youth Support 
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) 
for a Just and Sustainable World. But then it is 
also intersectional and ultimately, systemic. It is a 
problem of the insatiable desire to control our world, 
our environment, our communities, our lives, and 
our bodies.

Nina Somera remains hopeful that she will 
finish her post-graduate degree in Comparative 
Literature. A home buddy, she likes to read, cook and 
eat. She has five dogs and of these, she loves Marx 
the most.
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Investments in infrastructures, 
extractive industries or agribusiness 
are often assumed to be gender-
neutral, with women and men 
benefiting equally from projects. 
The demand for and use of 
infrastructure is often different 
for men and women, though. 

The environmental impacts of 
project development can also 

disproportionately affect 
women by increasing their 
workloads or making it 

impossible for them to fullfill the basic needs of the 
household through subsistence agriculture. 

The research units of International Financial 
Institutions do recognize in their studies that projects 
have gender-specific impacts. Irrigation projects, 
shrimp farms and plantations often come with land 
expropriation, and land and water privatization. This 
makes access to water and land resources difficult, 
and forces women to walk farther to collect water.

It is recognized that special attention to gender 
is needed in resettlements due to the large infrastruc-
ture constructions. Spouses need to be included in 
land titles; women must be involved in job creation 
and income generation. As well, it is recognized that 
large infrastructure projects create jobs for men but 
that constructions come with women trafficking and 
prostitution. 

It must be said that women’s participation is 
paid attention to by most of the institutions. All 
target women as a vulnerable group. The extent of 
the international financial institutions’ efforts to 
integrate gender in policies and operations seems 
limited only to some guidelines in the operational 
policies. In the end, institutions still fail to effectively 
address the impact that projects and policies have on 
the position of women and gender inequality. 

Financial institutions aim with their policies and programs to maximize economic 
growth to bring development and to reduce poverty. Functional infrastructure is 
seen as vital for economic growth. In developing countries, much capital has been 
invested in infrastructure that facilitates the export of primary products and resources. 
In the coming decade, it is likely that many more billions of Euros will be invested 

by multilateral development banks in transport, energy and water projects in all the regions of the 
developing world. (Towards sustainable international capital flows, Both ENDs, 2008.)

 

How Can We Lobby for Gender-
Sensitive Policies and Investments?

by Pieter Jansen
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World Bank good examples - Project Cases Descriptions.
There	are	some	incidental	good	project-level	examples	to	refer	to	during	advocacy	and	lobby	efforts	

towards the institutions. Featured at the gender and development section on the World bank website, 
these projects aim to streamline gender in the different policies of the bank and to improve the position 
of women in receiving countries. in general, gender policies have not been made operational in projects 
and	programs	of	 the	 international	financial	 institutions,	and	there	 is	no	policy	 to	sanction	project	and	
program	officers	responsible	for	this.	

Concerning extractives industries (excerpts from World Bank publications):
the World bank reaches out to women in mining communities to address the gender bias using 

novel	ways	to	mainstream	gender	issues	in	this	sector.	For	example,	in	Papua	New	Guinea,	a	series	of	
World	Bank-supported	conferences	on	women	in	mining	communities	led	to	the	identification	of	actions	
to	enhance	the	benefits	and	reduce	the	risks	for	women	in	mining	projects.

Concerning water and sanitation: 
the second Water and sanitation for low income Communities (WsliC) project in indonesia uses 

gender-sensitive tools and indicators in the design, implementation and monitoring of community-driven 
activities.	For	example,	 village	 implementation	 teams	 for	water	and	sanitation	 infrastructure	 creation	
must	 be	 gender-balanced	 to	 qualify	 for	 project	 assistance.	 Gender	 equity	 in	 community	 capacity-
building interventions and in the composition of community water management organizations are key 
performance	measures	for	projects.	Gender	equity	in	community	voice	and	choice	is	pursued	through	
individual voting at well-attended community water system planning meetings.

Concerning land rights:
Vietnam’s poverty reduction strategy aims to ensure that by 2005 the names of both husband and 

wife will appear on all land tenure contracts. the reasons why land titling often omits women’s names 
vary from society to society, and need to be understood before effective interventions can be designed. 
this case illustrates the use of surveys to uncover the reasons for land titling biases as a promising 
approach	to	correct	these	in	a	legal	context	that	endorses	gender	equality.	

The World Bank has a Gender and Development 
Board that approves gender action plans, policies 
and strategies. It has a gender strategy and works 
with gender action plans. But only five of the fifteen 
operational policies of the World Bank mention 
gender. Policies on country assistance strategies, 
water resources management and development policy 
lending do not. (Gender Toolkit for International 
Finance Watchers, Gender Action, Washington DC, 
2009)

Accountability mechanisms of the banks have 
thus far not focused on gender issues. In some 
institutions,there is a lack of gender policies that can 
be cited in complaints.

The Broader Picture

Unfortunately, the use of gender policies 
and terms such as participation, sustainability 
and participation in projects and policies, do not 
necessarily challenge the social and environmental 
imbalances caused by the growth of the economy. 
Investments most often transit communal living, 
with a cultural and economic divide along gender 
lines, into commercialized forms of agriculture. The 
main goal of agricultural production is no longer 
to provide the native population with food, but to 
produce trade goods for international export as 
needed by big agribusiness and retail companies, 
and/or in case of stock market registered companies 
to satisfy the shareholders with profits. Household 
work and subsistence farming by women, dependent 
on the access to natural resources, have been pushed 
outside the economic sphere. The growth of the 
economy, indicated in terms of money, comes at the 
cost of nature, culture and life in the communities. 
Natural resources have deteriorated because of 
overexploitation, with people having lesser access to 
these resources and, thus, becoming more dependent 
on wage labor and public services. The traditional 
division of labor between men and women also 
takes place in wage labor resulting in significant 
differences in remuneration. 

At the same time, public services often have not 
been established or have been sized down in part due 
to anti-inflationary policies. These services, therefore 
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are inadequate as an alternative when addressing 
basic needs. The inflationary policies are imposed 
by international financial institutions and consist 
of budgetary curtails on government spending for 
essentials like food subsidies, public water and 
energy services, education and health. These take 
the form of an economic advice or are attached as 
conditions to the loans given to the governments of 
poor countries. Some of these conditions include 
the following: government spending should be 
decreased, public services should be privatized, and 
water and energy should be commercialized. Access 
to water and energy is no longer being approached as 
a basic right of the people.

Large infrastructure 
projects create jobs for 

men but they also lead to 
women trafficking 
and prostitution.

Governments and institutions leave public 
responsibilities to the market, and now often view 
private entrepreneurship, facilitated by microcredit, 
as the solution to women’s poverty. But while the 
economic policy has brought about new employment 
opportunities for women, it has largely been within 
the context of deregulated labor markets and 
expanding informal economies, which can mean 
insecure and exploitative work.

How to Further Lobby Efforts that Target National 
and International Policymakers

The major dimensions of gender equality 
and women’s empowerment consist of economic 
and political empowerment. At the national level, 
it is a given that where countries have adopted 
laws or programs to increase women’s number in 
parliament, women’s concerns are given higher 
priority. It is always good to indicate, when lobbying 
for equality in participation and representation, that 
most countries have ratified the UN Convention on 
the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW).

Furthermore, on the issue of economic 
empowerment, the message to bring to national 
policymakers is that ‘it’s the economy stupid.’ Often, 
policymakers are aware of this. As written above, 
many governments are bound in their budgetary 
policies by conditions imposed by international 
financial institutions. Unfortunately, the UN agencies 
that do pay attention to gender inequality have lost 
influence and political ground relative to the financial 
and trade institutions.

But because the board members of the 
International Financial Institutions are the very same 
members of the international community that ratified 
the international conventions, the following United 
Nations declarations should be referred to when 
lobbying for policy changes in the trade and financial 
politics of the IFI’s: the Beijing Platform for Action 
as an outcome of the Fourth UN Conference on 
Women, which is firmly rooted in women’s rights; 
and the Millennium Declaration which concentrates 
on eradicating poverty. 
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Gender in Development Cooperation

Development cooperation, aiming for the 
so-called Millennium Development Goals, can 
be considered as an instrument to give national 
governments some extra financial space to 
compensate the vulnerable poor for the structural 
inequality caused by structural economics and 
macroeconomic policies. 

Research by Eurostep and Social Watch 
shows that commitments to gender equality in 
development cooperation are often not translated 
into any effective visibility in the other stages of the 
policymaking process such as budgetary allocation, 
programming, implementation, and evaluation. 
Conscious about these omissions, the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) has developed a Gender Equality Marker as 
a mechanism to track how gender equality strategies 
are being implemented throughout the entire 
policymaking process of development assistance. It 
is recommended to refer to this in your lobby talks 
with aid agencies when aiming to make gender 
policies operational and more effective. 

A Fundamentally Different Approach

Many institutions are not able to see the 
connection between growth and impoverishment, 
between development and poverty, as two sides of 
the same coin. They presume that the earth is able to 
bear all the proposed developments and the unlimited 
economic growth that comes at the expense of 
nature and humankind, especially vulnerable groups 
like women in the developing countries. Research, 
advocacy and campaigning 
must continue to 
make clear the 
linkages between 
d e v e l o p m e n t 
p o l i c i e s 
and the 
worsening 
l i v i n g 
s t anda rds 
for many 
people.

Mr. Pieter Jansen is IC member of NGO 
Forum on ADB and working for Both ENDS on IFI-
related issues. Both ENDS supports organisations 
in developing countries to fight poverty and to work 
towards sustainable environmental management. 
Pieter likes the way avocado trees treat gender. “The 
avocado is unusual in that the timing of the male and 
female flower phases differs among cultivars. There 
are two flowering types, “A” and “B”. “A” cultivar 
flowers open as female on the morning of the first day 
and close in late morning or early afternoon. Then 
they open as male in the afternoon of the second day. 
“B” varieties open as female on the afternoon of the 
first day, close in late afternoon and reopen as male 
the following morning.
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BREAKING BARRIERS  
An Hour and a Half with Dawan Chantarahesdee

As we sat together in deep evening light in 
the not-so-conspicuous corner of a hotel lobby, she 
agreed to talk to me as a way of telling facets of 
her life – dutiful daughter, community activist and 
strong-willed woman. With her engaging wit and 
solid presence, neither of us budged from our seats. 
The planned “interview” stretched from a short 
30-minute talk to a full and thoughtful 90-minute 
discussion.  It was a conversation filled with clarion 
honesty and spontaneous rapport with a woman 
completely “unknown” to me just a few hours ago. 
She talks passionately about women and the many 
roles that they play.

Reverence for Her Mother

Dawan speaks about her mother with gratitude 
and respect. She highly regards her mother for 
bringing her up the way she knew best, and believes 
that just like her mother, women are truly courageous 
because they keep it all together at more than one role 
because they must. As the eldest daughter, Dawan 
was trained to help in selling fruits and vegetables in 
the market. She attributes her sense of responsibility 
to her parents’ way of discipline. “The kind of 
discipline my parents taught me prepared me for life. 
They are hardworking, and so am I.” In hindsight, 
she says that her mother was partly instrumental in 
leading her to the path of community activism.  She 
recalls the day her mother “volunteered” her services 
to the community. Her life as an activist wouldn’t be 
what it is today if not for her mother.   

A Woman’s Choice  

Dawan could have chosen a life less complicated.  
She was, afterall, a college graduate with a financially 
rewarding job as company manager. “I did not come 
from a well-off family, but I could say that our needs 
were provided for.”  

Looking back, Dawan recounts that her dream 
of doing community work and helping people has 
always been at the back of her mind.  

She admits that in her community, people overtly 
favor men over women; men discriminate against 
women She reminisces her most challenging times as 
a community activist --- a woman and younger than 

most of her men colleagues. She was among the first 
core leaders in the community. “Men find it difficult 
to accept women core leaders. At that time, I was 
the youngest core leader. You could just imagine the 
struggles I had to face. I was fighting the ADB and 
at the same time, fighting the prejudice of men core 
leaders. But it didn’t discourage me from helping. 
I didn’t even think of proving myself to them. I just 
continued doing what I needed to do. In time, seeing 
that my motivations were not any different from 
theirs, they became less and less discriminating.”

I was struck by her resilience.  She speaks of 
her disappointments and yet still exudes relentless 
optimism. “In our work, it is but natural to feel 
disheartened sometimes. As much as I could, I do 
not allow disappointments to pull me down. I make 
it a point to relax and reenergize until the tiredness 
dissipates.” Dawan emphatically adds, “If you are 
tired, just take a break, relax, but don’t let them 
win.”         

A Noble Tenet

Dawan speaks passionately about 
the things she believes in, and if 
there is one thing she lives by, it 
is a life replete with truth, honesty 
and justice. “In my hometown 
Klong Dan, I have witnessed 
corruption and injustice. And if 
there is injustice, there is no other 
option but to simply do something 
about it. Action is the antidote to 
it.” 

February 22, 2010
Siem Reap, 
Cambodia

Dawan Chantarahesdee is known to many, especially in Thailand, as one of the frontliners in 
the struggle against the high-profile ADB-funded Wastewater Management Project in Samut 
Prakarn (Klong Dan), Thailand. In March 1999, more than 1,500 residents of Klong Dan held 
a protest in defiance of the ADB project. Their relentless and long-haul struggle to put a stop 
to the project finally ended when the project was completely closed. Dawan is one of the core 

leaders of the Klong Dan community. 
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