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I am delighted to invite readers to this conference 
report on 'Power, Voice and Rights: "South Asia 
Regional Conference on Women's Political 
Leadership" held  in Dhaka on 16 - 18 October 2011. 
Improving Democracy through Parliamentary 
Development (IPD) project sponsored by Bangladesh 
Parliament and UNDP accelerated this conference on 
the vital area of gender equality in public life 
especially in this countries  of South Asia.

As Speaker of Bangladesh Parliament I believe that 
the importance of the conference theme is very 
much significant in the present context of the South 
Asian Countries. It is pertinent to Bangladesh 
scenario where women's political leadership has got 
wide acceptance.

There is no doubt that a truly democratic and 
representative nation calls for gender equality in its 
political arena. No country can ignore women 
population which is almost half of its total 
population.

In Bangladesh, our efforts are geared towards 
achieving the benchmark of 30% of women 
representation in the Parliament. In this decade of 
the twenty first century our determination is to make 
women as significant partner in our parliamentary 
democracy which will pace the socio-economic 
development process to be stronger. Arrangement of 
the conference was viewed in this backdrop.

The foreign participants were from Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka 
were dedicated to identify the continuing challenges  

and obstacles faced by women and men to make 
gender equality a part of the existing democratic 
institutions in their own and neighboring countries.

I am sure that the readers will get a concise view of 
the deliberations put forward by the participants in 
the conference. Declaration issued by the participants 
as a notable outcome of this meet has also been 
incorporate in this booklet.

I hope this presentation will help stakeholders to plan 
for a real and tangible change in the public life in 
order to reorganise the political leadership in the 
countries of the SAARC region.                  

Md. Abdul Hamid  Advocate, MP
Speaker 
Bangladesh Parliament
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Overview

As part of its international activities the Parliament of 

Bangladesh in partnership with the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) Bangladesh 

Country and Asia-Pacific Regional offices hosted a 

two day regional conference on Women's Political 

Leadership that took place between 16 - 18 October 

2011 in Dhaka, Bangladesh.  This conference is part of 

the Improving Democracy through Parliamentary 

Development (IPD) Project. Invited parliamentarians, 

representatives of political parties, civil society 

organisations and members of youth groups and 

other key stakeholders from a range of organisations 

across the South Asia region attended this 

conference. 

This event aimed to strengthen networks amongst 

key stakeholders in the region as well as produce a 

set of concrete policy and action oriented 

recommendations that can contribute to national 

and regional initiatives to further strengthen the 

position of women in public life. Themes of the

conference were based around some of the 

challenges and opportunities of increasing the 

participation of women in public life, political 

empowerment of women and the promotion of 

greater gender responsive parliaments. Effective 

alternative pathways into the political sphere for 

women were also debated during the two days.

As well as high level representatives and 

parliamentarians some of the world's leading gender 

experts presented at the conference in order to 

showcase central issues related to persisting barriers 

facing women entering into government, parliament 

and other areas of public life. Participants shared 

experiences, discussed common ground and reviewed 

existing and potential solutions to the current situation 

with a specific focus on the region. The project liaised 

with a number of organisations in the planning of the 

event including technical cooperation with the 

National Democratic Institute (NDI).
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Equal access to the political arena is essential for men 

and women to articulate and shape public policy 

solutions to ensure diverse representation of interests 

in parliament, government, and decision-making. 

In South Asia women have demonstrated the key 

political role they can play. Women are increasingly 

playing a more important role in the workplace and 

other social and political spaces as the region's 

economies undergo rapid transformation. As societies 

grow and become more diverse it is vital to ensure 

women play their rightful role in parliaments and 

participate fully in the public policy making process.

Women have made important contributions in 

formal political institutions such as legislatures and 

local governments, along with civil society activism. 

They have led countries, political parties and 

ministries and have been instrumental in leading 

social movements. 

Despite the active role played by women in these 

spheres, progress on women's political representation 

in South Asia has not matched the international 

commitments made by countries. Reflecting global 

trends women remain underrepresented in key 

leadership positions in the region even in spite of 

numerous declarations and the adoption of 

international instruments such as the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW), the Millennium Declaration 2000 

and the Commonwealth Plan of Action for Gender 

Equality 2005-2015.

A Millennium Declaration in 2000 committed 

countries to eight time bound targets in the 

Millennium Development Goals, one of which was to 

Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women 

(MDG 3). A key target for this goal was for women to 

occupy at least 30% of seats in national parliaments. 

The 2011 women in parliament report of the Inter 

Parliamentary Union (IPU) demonstrates the 

significant challenge of meeting this objective in 

South Asia. Although a significant part of society are 

women in the region the representation of women in 

parliaments lags far behind with a regional average 

of 18.3% of seats in lower chambers of parliaments 

filled by women. 

These regional averages disguise some of the more 

extreme cases of underrepresentation and the positive 

impact on readdressing gender imbalances of quotas 

in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan who 

are part of over 50 countries worldwide to have 

adopted legislative quotas to ensure an allocation of 

parliamentary seats are reserved for women. In Bhutan, 

Maldives and Sri Lanka the percentages of women in 

parliament are all below 10%.

Women in parliament: facts and figures for the region
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Chart 1: Representation of women in lower/single chambers of parliament in South Asia 2011 

Source IPU

Key global facts

Women as Heads of State 6%
Women as Heads of Government 6%

Women Ministers 16%
Women Heads of Parliament 15%

Source: Winnie Byanyima, Director, UNDP 

Gender Team. Source IPU 2011.
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The conference was structured around plenary sessions and parallel working groups focusing on these issues both in 

regional and global context.  Ensuring women have improved access to parliaments and decision-making positions was 

discussed both in respect to the obligations that countries attended have as well as regional experiences and 

challenges faced by women. These included areas such as the difficulties women experience in being candidates for 

public office and even once elected obstacles which persisted that hindered them being active members of parliament 

as well as the challenges of being appointed to other decision-making positions.

During the first day participants laid out some of the global challenges to increasing the representation in parliaments 

and decision-making positions of women.  Speakers recognised the positive contributions that can be made by women 

and the progress, which has been achieved in moving towards more inclusive parliaments, but also stressed the need 

for governments and parliaments to do more. It was also highlighted that this was not simply a question of inclusive 

parliaments but also ensuring human rights and the individual right to represent and be represented in public life were 

respected.

The opportunities of creating more plural parliaments that make better and more inclusive decisions in the public 

interest was also raised.  Instrumentalist arguments suggested there was a growing body of evidence that where women 

take on greater roles  policy processes and decision-making has greater efficacy benefitting the entire population.

Chart 3: Changes in gender balance in lower/single chambers of parliaments in South Asia 1996-2011 
Source IPU
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within governance and decision-making bodies to 

accelerate the position of women in public life across the 

globe and region. Furthermore, an increase in the number 

of women in parliaments was not purely an issue of 

numbers and percentages; it was crucially concerned with 

the quality and range of positions that women had access 

to, and the increased material benefit and quality of 

processes that were inclusive of women.

Three key spheres
Over the course of the two days representatives from 

throughout South Asia exchanged national experiences, 

highlighted common challenges as well as reviewed 

existing initiatives aimed to increase gender equality in 

parliaments and government. This included presentations 

from parliamentarians and other stakeholders from across 

the region highlighting three interlinked spheres:

Social and economic obstacles to greater participation 

of women were outlined in each of the countries and ideas 

for advancing change put forward.  The central conclusions

 

"Political parties have made the 
question of power rather than 

that of representation a 
determining factor. While 

women are mobilised to vote by 
all parties when it comes to 

receiving the party ticket the 
number of women drops 

dramatically. Women lose out at 
this stage as they are considered 
to have less chance of winning, 

which is not necessarily true."

Geeta Bhukkal, Minister for 

Education, Women and Child 

Development, Haryana, India

It was also stressed that the stage of the development of a 

country should not be used as an argument as to why 

women were not better represented in parliaments and 

decision-making bodies. Evidence from countries 

suggested it was the contrary. There were a number of 

examples of nations, indeed those that have recently 

emerged from periods of conflict, which demonstrate 

positive moves towards gender equality in their 

parliaments.  Nepal in this respect, led the way in the region 

with 33.3% of its constituent assembly,  being women.

A central theme was that it was important to move 

beyond the present situation and provide greater support 

for women to both get into, and when elected, sustain 

positions in decision-making structures including as 

elected parliamentarians. This was a question of political 

commitment and a challenge both at the highest level of 

politics but also in existing parliamentary structures and 

political parties.  And, it was,  incumbent on all stakeholders 

to  ensure gender equality becomes more engrained
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were these conditions affect both the opportunities that 

women have to enter public life and elected office, but 

also once they are elected, equally the opportunities to 

fully participate in parliamentary life. Challenges 

persisted across countries despite some overall 

improvements and this goes beyond social and 

economic obstacles and includes access to education 

and cultural attitudes that disadvantage the 

opportunities that women have to enter public life that 

exist at many different levels.

Political parties as major barriers to entry into 

parliaments and decision-making positions and the 

obstacles to effective engagement of female party 

members at all levels of these parties was also 

addressed. This focused on the significant obstacles 

posed by political parties to women being elected. 

Participants shared their experiences of working within 

male dominated political party structures, competing for 

party nominations within patriarchal party structures 

and when receiving these nominations challenges of 

being candidates in elections in societies built upon 

patronage.

   Once elected to public office challenges within the 

institutions of parliament were highlighted. This 

discussion emphasised the barriers and the need for 

effective participation of women in committees, 

influential policy positions and cross-party work. In this 

context, discussions focused on how participation can 

translate into improving policy making. There was also 

recognition that parliaments have a responsibility as 

workplaces to provide facilities and training initiatives 

for women so they were places that catered for the 

needs of all parliamentarians regardless of their gender.

All of these sessions emphasised the importance of 

taking an holistic approach to identifying the 

persistent and entrenched obstacles to fuller 

participation of women in the decision-making 

process. By approaching the issue from a set of 

different but interlinked spheres it was possible to 

start to engage more fully to seek comprehensive 

and meaningful solutions to the current problem of 

underrepresentation of women.

Global overview and a six-point plan

Key points of discussion were drawn together in a 

presentation on a six-point plan devised by Professor 

Pippa Norris. The plan is based on the identification of 

'drivers of change,' dynamics that were also identified 

across a wide range of examples in the national 

experiences shared. Major drivers of change were 

identified as institutional. Successful examples of 

bringing about institutional change agents were 

supported by a political commitment to change.

This six-point plan brings together a number of 

related spheres in order to adequately identify and 

combat obstacles to the equal representation of 

women in public life.

Action 1: The set of first principles are outlined in the 

constitutional sphere that requires equal rights that 

all other rights and obligations, negative and positive 

freedoms and responsibilities flow. Legislators must 

ensure laws grant equal treatment and opportunity 

and there is no discrimination in law based on 

gender.
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Source: Norris 2011

Action 2: Following the constitutional sphere the plan identifies the importance of the electoral system used 

with some systems providing for greater opportunities, for more plural parliaments over others. Proportional and 

mixed systems were highlighted as ones that have produced more diverse parliaments around the globe 

generally. There are,  however,  exceptions to this as the below table illustrates in the case of Sri Lanka.

Figure 1: Six-point  action plan

Table1: Electoral systems for national parliaments in South Asia 2011

Source: Inter Parliamentary Union, International IDEA 2011

Country Electoral system

Percentage of 
seats held by 

women in lower 
houses

Quotas in 
lower chambers 
of national 
parliaments

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Bhutan

India

Maldives

Nepal

Pakistan

Sri Lanka

Single non transferable vote

First past the post

First past the post

First past the post

First past the post

Mixed system

First past the post

Proportional representation

27.7%

18.6%

8.5%

10.8%

6.5%

33.2%

22.2%

5.8%

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No
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