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Abstract 

This paper seeks to explore the prospects for women’s economic empowerment in the 

Indian Ocean region, bringing a feminist global governance perspective to the priority 

Trade and Investment Facilitation and Tourism areas of the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association’s work. Why would investing in women’s economic empowerment bring 

benefits to one billion women living in the IORA region, and how could such 

investment also benefit twenty IORA economies?  

Part I outlines the links between women’s economic empowerment and overall 

sustainable macroeconomic growth that reduces inequality. Part II sets out some of the 

ideas that have been developed about paths to women’s economic development in other 

governance fora, or through the research of international organisations. Case studies are 

provided of trade in textiles, and tourism as a service industry. Part III notes some of 

the challenges IORA’s leadership may face in pursuing this agenda. 

I argue that this is an area of great opportunity for IORA, and a test of whether the 

organisation is capable of setting governance and regulatory standards expected of 

modern regional organisations.  
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1 The author was a participant at the IORA Dialogue Event held in Kuala Lumpur from 18-20 August 2014. 
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The Future of Women's Economic Empowerment in the Indian Ocean Region: 

Governance Challenges and Opportunities 

 

Introduction 

 

This paper seeks to explore several questions that should be of significance to the leadership 

of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA).  Why would investing in women’s economic 

empowerment bring benefits to one billion women living in the IORA region and how could 

such investment also benefit twenty IORA economies?  What are some of the ideas that have 

been developed about paths to women’s economic development in other governance settings 

or through the research of international organisations?  What are the links between women’s 

economic empowerment and overall sustainable macroeconomic growth that reduces 

inequality?   

The definition of women’s economic empowerment used in this paper has two elements.2 

The first is ‘Women’s Economic Advancement’, meaning economic success and gain for 

individual women and groups of women based on the skills and resources necessary to 

compete in markets, plus fair and equal access to economic institutions; and second 

‘Women’s Power and Agency’, meaning the ability of women to take and act on decisions, 

and control their own resources and profits. 

IORA has made initial steps to consider women’s economic empowerment at the governance 

level. Established in 1997, the IORA Ministers agreed to six priority areas of cooperation in 

2011 (see Figure 1: Map of IORA members). These are: maritime safety and security, trade 

and investment facilitation, fisheries management, disaster risk management, academic and 

science & technology cooperation, and tourism and cultural exchanges. 

The IORA Perth Communiqué 2013 states at paragraph 19:  

The empowerment of women and girls in the region is a high priority for IORA. 

                                                
2 There is no accepted definition of women’s economic empowerment in international law as yet, and there are a 
variety of ways the phrase is used by the UN, the OECD, the World Bank and states. The definition used in this 
paper using the two elements of success and power is based on the report by the International Center for 
Research on Women by Ann Marie Gollo, Anju Malhotra, Priya Nanda and Rekha Mehra, Understanding and 
Measuring Women’s Economic Empowerment: definition, framework and indices (2011, Washington).  They 
state at p. 4: “A woman is economically empowered when she has both the ability to succeed and advance 
economically and the power to make and act on economic decisions.” 
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This was because the empowerment of women and girls in the region was identified as an 

important cross-cutting issue for two reasons cited on the IORA website:  

‘…women have been important contributors to the economic and social development of 

the countries in the region - a fact that needs to be acknowledged and strengthened within 

the Association in the future’. 

‘Empowering women and girls is regarded as an essential part of the solution to some of 

the most serious global challenges of today: food security, poverty reduction and 

sustainable development’ (IORA 2016). 

IORA countries are very diverse, but they have one thing in common. They are seeking 

sustainable macroeconomic growth and further cooperation. Women’s economic 

participation and agency is one source of macroeconomic growth as per the aims of IORA, 

and a source of cultural exchange. I consider these issues in relation to the two IORA 

priorities of trade and investment facilitation; and tourism and cultural exchanges. 

Figure 1: IORA Members 

<insert map> 

Part I outlines the links between women’s economic empowerment and overall sustainable 

macroeconomic growth that reduces inequality. Data snapshots are provided for IORA 

countries in relation to gender equality indicators, trade, tourism and gross national income 

(GNI). Four maps are provided; showing the variance in gender inequality, gross national 

income, female labour participation and female population.  

Part II sets out some of the ideas that have been developed about paths to women’s economic 

development in other governance settings or through the research of international 

organisations. The benefits of and barriers to women’s economic empowerment and agency 

globally are summarised.  Part III notes some of the challenges IORA’s leadership may face 

in pursuing this agenda. As ‘womenomics’ took the world by storm in 2009, IORA looked 

decidedly old-fashioned with its lack of female representation and neglect of gender policy. 

Economic governance should reflect the citizenship of its member states, and it is proven that 

diverse teams make better decisions.3 At the same time, IORA Leaders are looking for new 

pathways to growth, and the headline-stealing economic benefits unlocked by investing in 

women should make for a persuasive case to IORA decision-makers. The ‘size of the prize’ 

                                                
3 See further Galinsky et al 2015; and Lückerath-Rovers 2013. 
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for IORA economies for investing in gender equality in growth terms is very large, as is the 

potential for more sustainable and equal growth. A new McKinsey report puts the figure at 

US$12 trillion extra GDP by 2025 by simply giving more women the same opportunities as 

men (Woetzel et al 2015).  

Tourism and Trade: Opportunities for Gender Initiatives 

This growth potential is obvious in case studies chosen for this paper, specifically tourism as 

a service industry and trade in textiles. Both sectors make significant contributions to 

economic activity throughout the IORA grouping.  Women are active in both sectors, 

especially as workers, and have the capacity to scale-up their participation.  Tourism is a 

service industry and often a source of foreign currency.  It is a focus for IORA due to the 

common factor of shared access to the Indian Ocean, and the potential for further cooperation 

and growth.  In 2015, tourism contributed 9.8% of world GDP (US$7.2 trillion) and 

accounted for 284 million jobs (WTTC 2015). Over the next ten years this industry is 

expected to grow by an average of 4% annually, taking it to 10% of global GDP. By 2022, it 

is anticipated that travel and tourism will account for 328 million jobs; or 1 in every 10 jobs 

on the planet (WTTC 2012).  Tourism is an industry that has potential to promote the 

production of local textiles, the protection of heritage sites, and other goods and services that 

enhance national identity and the broader ‘creative economy’.  The data presented in Table 1 

relates to rates of international arrivals, but there is also considerable economic contribution 

made by domestic tourism.  

Trade must be a key area of concern for IORA given its geographic and historic trade routes.  

All nations, including Australia, state that they desire an open, predictable, non-

discriminatory, and rule-based multilateral trading system centred on the World Trade 

Organization (WTO). Yet the universal consensus is that the trade system is in deep trouble. 

The nature of trade itself is changing, the contribution of trade to macroeconomic growth is 

changing; and the multilateral system is under challenge in terms of trade governance. IORA 

must work harder to make an impact on the trade agenda, and working harder on ‘behind the 

border’ reforms that benefit women could be a way forward. This means we must think about 

gender issues in relation to a trade agenda which is changing rapidly. 

Trade Governance 

The DNA of trade is changing, with most trade experts urging reforms to the WTO in order 

to adapt to the new world of global value chains, integrated global standards, and 
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transnational investment flows. As Nancy Pelosi, Minority Leader of the United States (US) 

House of Representatives, recently stated when describing the Trans-Pacific Partnership: 

In order to succeed in the global economy, it is necessary to move beyond stale 

arguments of protectionism versus free trade … 

Today, driven by a new technological revolution, national markets are being transformed 

into global networks of finance, production and distribution. Markets — for goods, 

money and even labor — are integrating across borders beyond the reach of national 

legislative bodies. (Pelosi 2015) 

John Ravenhill has found that international trade increasingly represents trade in components 

as part of the production of a product. With global manufacturing, goods are now ‘made in 

the world’ rather than in a single country. Ravenhill points out that one implication of the rise 

in global value chains is that traditional trade statistics, which are measured on a gross basis 

rather than value-added, may be obsolete, and so ‘concern over bilateral trade imbalances is 

clearly misplaced’ (Lowy 2013).  Traditional trade policy is no longer an effective tool to 

assist domestic industries either, according to Austrade Chief Economist, Mark Thirwell 

(Lowy 2013). Trade in services is a crucial area of liberalisation according to almost all 

economists, but as we enter into a service and knowledge-driven economy this area of 

negotiations has proven particularly slow and difficult.  

The fundamentals of trade are changing. Global trade is growing slower than global 

production. Trade growth numbers of 3.1 per cent in 2014 and 4 per cent in 2015 may be 

greater than those of recent years, but they remain significantly lower than long-term average 

growth rates (Dadush 2015).   Trade deals now often deal with regulatory compatibility 

between nations (harmonisation or mutual recognition) rather than tariff preferences. This 

includes areas like product standards that more directly affect consumers.  

The geo-politics of trade are changing. As the WTO reaches its twentieth anniversary, many 

member countries are worried about a clash among blocs such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, 

India, China, South Africa) versus the OECD (Organisation of Economic Cooperation and 

Development) nations. They sometimes face backlash from citizens against some 

globalisation impacts. Important global trade negotiations stall while regional preferential 

trade agreements proliferate, often likened to noodle bowls or spaghetti.i The WTO website 

lists 282 Regional Trade Agreements in force as of 5 March 2013, and the figure is rising 

(WTO 2015).   
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There are some bright spots on the multilateral trade agenda. A historic WTO agreement on 

Trade Facilitation reached in December 2013 in Bali aims to make it easier and cheaper for 

goods to flow through the ports and customs processes of 160 countries. Just before the G20 

Brisbane Summit, the US and India reached a deal that allowed leaders to commit to 

implement all elements of the Bali package and in June 2015, Australia formally accepted the 

Agreement on Trade Facilitation. On full implementation, it is estimated it may increase 

global GDP by US$1 trillion per annum and create 21 million jobs. 

WTO Director-General Robert Azevêdo has opened conversations on the future of the 

‘negotiating pillar’ of the WTO: the rules that govern decision-making in the body (Azevedo 

2014). G20 leaders subsequently agreed to discuss ways to make the multilateral trading 

system work better (G20 Turkey, 2015). APEC’s decision to liberalise trade in environmental 

goods and services has been broadly welcomed.   

Of course, the WTO has the same great power leadership issues that beset the rest of the 

multilateral system.  The ‘emerging economies’ are no longer emerging, but have arrived. 

According to data from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the combined gross domestic 

product (GDP) of the top seven emerging nations is now bigger than those of the 

conventional Group of Seven industrialised nations when measured in terms of purchasing 

power parity. The contours of power are almost unrecognisable from 2001 to the present day.  

In this setting, IORA needs to be creative to make a contribution to trade governance. One 

opportunity is to focus on improving trade governance and access in certain sectors, and a 

key area for IORA could be trade in textiles. The total value of textiles exports (fashion, 

carpets, yarn and wicker-ware) in Indian Ocean Rim economies in 2011–2012 was estimated 

at $5.5 billion (DFAT 2014). 

We can think about textiles in a variety of ways in this context: as the expression of cultural 

and national identity; as part of a production chain that leads to clothing, homewares and 

other value-added goods; as textiles for export as part of international trade in merchandise; 

or for sale at a local village market stall.  Women participate in textiles industries in the 

IORA grouping in a wide spectrum of roles: as artisans and artists, workers in garment 

factories, fashion designers, owners of small to medium enterprises (SMEs), exporters and 

importers, officials and regulators.  In 2011, trade in exports of clothing and textiles 

contributed over $US706 billion to the global economy. Several IORA countries are major 

exporters of textiles and clothing. 
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Finally, IORA is a region that has at least four distinct attributes that make this examination 

of gender equality significant.  

- The region holds over 2 billion people, with over a billion women and girls. 

- It is a region that has been woven together by trade routes and sea-lanes for 

hundreds of years. 

- It is still the centre of world trade — with the Indian Ocean hosting half the 

world’s container ships at any one time. 

- It is a site of immense cultural diversity. 

I argue that this region deserves special attention to gender equality issues at a governance 

level for IORA to become an important regional actor. The IORA grouping could consider 

advocating for the next round of reforms at the World Trade Organisation to focus on 

domestic actions designed to boost women’s participation in trade, particularly services such 

as tourism and trade in textiles. 

Key IORA data  

Data and rankings are provided for IORA countries about the overall conditions of life for 

women in Table 1 (Appendix A). Notably UN Women has created a baseline study to track 

gender data over time (Marston 2015). Female populations in IORA are represented visually 

in Map 2.   

Figure 2: 2013 Percentage of Population and Total Female Populations 

<insert map> 

Gender Inequality Indicators are provided by reference to data from the United Nations 

Development Program Human Development Report. The Gender Inequality Index relies on 

data from major publicly available databases, including 

• the maternal mortality ratio from the United Nations Maternal Mortality Estimation 

Group (MMEIG), the WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA and the World Bank; 

• adolescent fertility rates from the UN Department of Economic and Social Affair’s 

World Population Prospects; 

• educational attainment statistics from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics educational 

attainment tables and the Barro-Lee data sets;  

• parliamentary representation from the International Parliamentary Union; and  
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• labour market participation from the International Labour Organization’s Key 

Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM) 7th Edition.  

The world average score on the GII is 0.463, reflecting a percentage loss in achievement 

across the three dimensions due to gender inequality of 46.3 per cent.   

Figure 3: IORA Gender Equality Index 2012  

<insert map> 

Trade Flows 

Table 1 seeks to represent overall trade flows by IORA countries, based on World Bank data. 

There are some figures for trade in textiles and clothing, but we are looking broadly at 

merchandise trade as a share of GDP (which is the sum of merchandise exports and imports 

divided by the value of GDP in 2012 $USD). 

We cannot yet present data on trade flows in particular goods or services across the IORA 

region, but this is a useful ambition for IORA. 

Tourism Activity 

This data in Table 1 is sourced from the World Bank and looks at international arrivals 

(airports, ports, land borders) in IORA countries in 2010.  There is also domestic and regional 

tourism not captured by this data. 

Gross National Income 

Gross national income is a measure most are more familiar with, but has a gender impact 

because it does not generally include unpaid care work, which is undertaken mainly by 

women all around the globe. The variation between IORA members is stark.  

Figure 4: IORA GDP 2012 

<insert map> 

Female Labour Force Participation Rates 

This is an important area to be concerned with data and evidence, as it is key to arguments 

about economic growth for the nation as a whole, so we have pulled it out of the general 

focus on gender inequality.  Our map is based on data collected by the World Bank (World 

Development Indicators, 2013), and the Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM) 7th 

Edition. 
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Figure 5: Female Labour Participation Map 

<insert map> 

Part II:  Women’s Economic Empowerment: Benefits and Barriers  

The World Bank has identified that the common constraints facing many women in 

participating in the formal economy include lack of mobility, time due to unpaid care work, 

skills, exposure to violence, and the absence of basic legal rights (2012). All economic data 

tells us that tourism is a source of growth, trade, especially in clothing is a source of growth, 

and that investing in women is a source of growth, as well as a fulfilment of human rights and 

social potential. 

Benefits 

Women make up a little over half the world’s population, but their contribution to measured 

economic activity, growth, and well-being is considered by mainstream economic institutions 

to be below its potential. This has led to the inclusion of gender-specific targets and 

indicators in the newly agreed 17 Sustainable Development Goals as part of the 2030 

Development Agenda (Goals 5, 8 and 10 in particular). There is settled research that focusing 

on women in development and poverty-reduction programs had overall benefits for the target 

community.  

There is also international legal commitment through treaty law to the rights and status of 

women. The Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1979 and now has 187 state parties. 

All IORA states have signed except Iran. The Convention contains a broad definition of 

discrimination in Article 1, covering both equality of opportunity (formal equality) and 

equality of outcome (de facto or substantive equality): 

[D]iscrimination against women violates the principles of equality of rights and respect 

for human dignity, is an obstacle to the participation of women, on equal terms with men, 

in the political, social, economic and cultural life of their countries, hampers the growth 

of the prosperity of society and the family and makes more difficult the full development 

of the potentialities of women in the service of their countries and of humanity. 

The Convention requires states to take legal and other measures to ensure the practical 

realisation of the principle of sex equality (Article 2). The Convention covers a broad range 
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of areas where state parties must work to eliminate discrimination.4  Article 4 allows for 

affirmative action, in the form of temporary special measures designed to accelerate de facto 

equality such as quotas in employment, education, financial services and politics to overcome 

historical barriers.  Despite this, the World Bank found recently that in 100 economies, 

women face gender-based job restrictions under the law. Most IORA members have 

significant legal barriers to women’s participation in work and public life (World Bank 

2016). 

The major global economic institutions have been providing evidence since 2006 that when 

women are able to develop their full labour market potential, there can be significant 

macroeconomic gains for the nation (Elborgh-Woytek et al, 2013). Some studies have put the 

figure as high as a 27 percent increase for some regions (Aguirre et al 2012). It is not just the 

quantum of growth that interests economists but the quality of the growth.  

The World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development released by the 

World Bank urged states to close differences in access to economic opportunities and the 

ensuing earnings and productivity gaps between women and men. The Bank advocates 

increasing access to child care and early childhood development, and investing in rural 

women (World Bank 2012). These are social policy recommendations, but driven by an 

economic growth goal.  

These World Bank studies usually focus on the potential of female labour force participation. 

Between 1980 and 2008, 52 million women joined the labour force, which equates to 52 

percent of all workers globally. Men’s participation rates declined from 82 percent in 1980 to 

78 percent in 2008.5 The rise in female labour force participation can be attributed to rising 

education levels, economic development, anti-discrimination measures & declining fertility 

rates.  

‘Womenomics’ is posited to have several overall macro benefits: 

— Some argue that higher female work force participation would also result in a more 

skilled labour force, in view of women’s higher education levels (Steinberg and 

Nakane, 2012). 

                                                
4 These provisions include political and public life (Article 7), international organisations (Article 8), education 
(Article 10), employment (Article 11), health care (Article 12), financial credit (Article 13b), cultural life 
(Article 13c), the rural sector (Article 14), the law (Article 15) and marriage (Article 16). 

5A visual representation can be seen here: http://go.worldbank.org/9V87N19PJ0 
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— Studies have shown that women in developing countries are more likely than men to 

invest a large proportion of their household income in the education of their children. 

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), women’s work, both paid 

and unpaid, may be the single most important poverty-reducing factor in developing 

economies (Heintz, 2006). 

— The benefits can be very large in scale. Detailed studies have modelled that increasing 

the female workforce participation in developed economies such as Australia, using the 

same policy measures that our comparator Canada has successfully implemented (tax, 

welfare reform and affordable childcare), would add $AUD25 billion to Australia’s 

gross domestic product (Grattan 2012: 22).  

There is significant evidence that supports the formal and informal education of women and 

girls as the foundation for women’s participation in the formal economy in the longer term.  

As the Australian Minister for Women Michaelia Cash stated at the United Nations in 2014: 

“Education is the anti-poverty vaccine for women”.6  

Other benefits of women’s economic empowerment for economic governance need more 

research. The employment of women on an equal basis should allow companies to make 

better use of the available talent pool, with potential growth implications (Barsh and Yee, 

2012). There is evidence (contested) of a positive impact of women’s presence on boards and 

in senior management on companies’ performance. Companies employing female managers 

are likely to be better positioned to serve consumer markets dominated by women (OECD 

2012).  

There might also be better corporate governance (OECD 2012) and risk management (Coates 

and Herbert, 2008) from more diversity on boards.  As IMF head Christine Lagarde famously 

said:  “Gender-dominated environments are not good... particularly in the financial sector 

where there are too few women. In gender-dominated environments, men have a tendency 

to... show how hairy chested they are, compared with the man who's sitting next to them. I 

honestly think that there should never be too much testosterone in one room’ (Lagarde 2011). 

Barriers 

Despite these benefits, female labour force participation has remained lower than male 

participation, and in several nations, the rates are in decline. Where women are represented, it 

is not at leadership levels. UN Women found that in ‘most Indian Ocean Rim Member States, 
                                                
6 Remarks at the UN Commission for the Status of Women 58 side event, March 2014. 
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women are significantly underrepresented in management, senior management and leadership 

positions in the private sector, cooperatives and trade unions’ (Marston 2015: 20). 

Barriers to women’s economic empowerment include the following: 

— Women do the majority of unpaid work especially in areas of care and domestic labour. 

— When women are employed in paid work, they are overrepresented in the informal 

sector with temporary or precarious working arrangements. 

— Women also face significant wage differentials vis-à-vis their male colleagues. 

— In many countries, legal, social and cultural barriers to joining the labour market restrict 

women’s options for paid work. 

— Female representation in public and private sector leadership positions and on boards, 

as well as rates of female entrepreneurship remains low. 

— Women are in occupational segregation with high risk during transition to international 

markets – women are concentrated in sectors, industries, occupations, and jobs with 

lower average productivity. 

— Women often have lower level education and literacy rates. 

— Women often do unpaid work rarely gets recognition at a societal level. 

— Women experience more obstacles in accessing land, financial services, technology, 

information, other productive resources, and markets. 

— Approximately one in three women experience violence in their private and public 

lives. 

The UN Women report found significant evidence of these barriers in IORA member 

countries in its 2015 study. 

Trade barriers  

Evidence shows that international trade tends to increase the availability of formal but mostly 

low-skilled, labour-intensive and low value-added jobs in developing countries, with most of 

these jobs in export-oriented having been filled by women in recent decades. Many women 

are also involved in informal trade. 

The UN states: 

Measures such as access to credit, social safety nets – such as health insurance – 

transport, foreign currency exchange, infrastructure for storage of goods, refrigeration of 



13 

agricultural commodities and transport facilities, as well as access to health care, water 

and sanitation facilities and security services, and training of customs and police officers 

about women's rights, would greatly improve informal traders' activity and enhance their 

contribution to wealth creation and poverty reduction.(UN Womenwatch 2011)  

The UN has found that important structural barriers are preventing women to benefit from 

trade-orientation; these include: women and girls' limited access to education and skills, 

including in cutting-edge educational fields; de jure and de facto discrimination against 

women in the control over economic and financial resources, productive assets and access to 

financial services; and women’s limited access to new technologies for production, training, 

information and marketing.  

Trade policy should thus consider how it can enable women to become key actors in those 

sectors of the economy that benefit most from trade; it should provide development pathways 

for women into more technologically advanced and dynamic sectors of the economy; and 

account for the likely effects of widening or closing the gender wage gap and reducing 

women’s time poverty. 

The UN women report on IORA found that:  

Women entrepreneurs are on the rise in many Indian Ocean Rim countries and could 

make an important contribution to national economies. Countries that have not yet 

created enabling environments to support women entrepreneurs would greatly benefit 

from doing so. While women make important contributions to a range of supply chains 

across Indian Ocean Rim economies, significant efforts are still needed to better integrate 

them into these chains and move them into higher value-added production and decision-

making positions (Marston 2015: 20). 

Tourism barriers 

According to the Global Report on Women in Tourism, tourism is one of the world's largest 

generators of wealth and employment, and provides a wide range of income-generation 

opportunities for women, particularly in developing regions. Women are almost twice as 

likely to be employers in tourism as compared to others sectors. Tourism also offers 

leadership possibilities, with women accounting for one in five tourism ministers worldwide; 

more than in any other branch of government.  
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Nevertheless, women are often concentrated in low-skill, low-paid and precarious jobs, 

typically earn 10% to 15% less than their male counterparts, and tend to perform jobs such as 

cooking, cleaning and hospitality (UN Women 2010) which conform to societal roles for 

many cultures.  

The next section examines what other comparator governance forums are doing to deal with 

similar challenges in their membership. 

Part III Governance solutions to increase women’s economic empowerment and 

macroeconomic growth 

 

This Part outlines the current measures being undertaken by comparator governance 

groupings that have a similar focus on economic growth.  Groupings that have some overlap 

with IORA in terms of diverse groupings include APEC, the G20 and MIKTA. 

 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 

  

APEC Women and the Economy Forum since 1998 and has created a Policy Partnership 

on Women and the Economy. t APEC Ministerial Meeting on Women held in Manila in 

1998, which paved the way for the drafting of the Framework for the Integration of Women 

in the APEC agenda. The Framework has guided all APEC fora in integrating gender equality 

and women’s economic empowerment into APEC processes and activities. It also considers 

progress made by all successive meetings on women and the economy up to 2015, and 

recognizes the five year anniversary of the 2011 San Francisco Declaration at the High Level 

Policy Dialogue on Women and the Economy. There is also a need for good diagnostic data 

to encourage governments to improve outcomes, such as the APEC women and the economy 

dashboard.  The G20 should also showcase good gender practice and the good practices of 

women and men; companies and government programs committed to gender inclusive 

growth. Another APEC example is focused on increasing the numbers and success of female 

entrepreneurs 

The APEC Private-Public Dialogue on Women and the Economy  

 

Mexico, Indonesia, Korea, Turkey, Australia (MIKTA) 

 

https://www.microlinks.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/apec-women-and-the-economy-dashboard-framework.pdf
https://www.microlinks.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/apec-women-and-the-economy-dashboard-framework.pdf
http://www.we-apec.com/
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MIKTA is a relatively new grouping of foreign ministers from five systematically important 

economies, which began in September 2013.  MIKTA sees itself as a ‘cross-regional 

consultative platform’ which aims to be a ‘bona fide enabler in terms of providing global 

public goods’ through global governance reform.7   

 

The MIKTA group releases joint declarations such as  

 

9. We agreed to work together to promote gender equality by advocating in our 

respective regions broader acceptance of the commitment to reduce the gender gap in 

employment by 25 per cent by 2025, taking into account national circumstances. We will 

also encourage gender equality across the spectrum of MIKTA activities. (MIKTA 2015)  

  

The Group of 20 

 

The G20 has made incremental progress on gender equality issues as the ‘premier forum for 

macroeconomic cooperation’. The G20 leaders have committed to: 

 

• helping achieve progress on the G20’s commitments to ‘women’s full economic and 

social participation’, which was made in the Los Cabos Leaders’ Declaration in 20128 

• ‘women’s financial inclusion and education’, which was made in the St Petersburg 

Leaders’ Declaration in 20139, and the Women’s Finance Hub. The Global Partnership 

for Financial Inclusion and the G20 Financial Inclusion Indicators initiated in Seoul were 

launched in 2012.10 

                                                
7 Mr. Yun Byung-se, Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Republic of Korea; Mr. José Antonio Meade Kuribreña, 
Secretary of Foreign Affairs of Mexico; Ms. Retno L. P. Marsudi, Foreign Minister of Indonesia; Mr. Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Turkey; and Ms. Julie Bishop, Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
of Australia, 2015. Opinion Editorial: ‘21st Century Global Governance: Rise of the Rest – Cross-regional 
Networks’, 7 January 2015, available at 
http://foreignminister.gov.au/articles/Pages/2015/jb_ar_150107.aspx?ministerid=4 
8 G20, G20 Mexico Leaders’ Declaration, Los Cabos, 18–19 June 2012, available at 
http://g20watch.edu.au/g20-leaders-declaration-los-cabos-2012. 
9 G20, G20 Russia Leaders’ Declaration, St Petersburg, 5 September 2013, available at 
http://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000013493.pdf. 
10 Available at http://www.gpfi.org/about-gpfi 
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• ‘reducing the gap in participation rates between men and women by 25 per cent by 2025’,  

which was agreed on in the Brisbane Leaders’ Declaration in 2014, and which would, if 

implemented, create 100 million new jobs for women.11  

Like APEC, G20 Leaders have established official second track processes to aid their 

deliberations.  Under the 2015 Turkish G20 Presidency, the W20 engagement group was 

officially established to provide policy advice to G20 Leaders.12 It was launched in Ankara 

on 6 September 2015 and the first summit took place on 15–16 October 2015. The Istanbul 

W20 communiqué made recommendations in areas of empowering women through 

strengthening linkages between education, employment and entrepreneurship; increasing the 

number of women in leadership positions; ensuring women’s access to finance; and 

supporting women’s networks and women owned enterprises. 13  The 2015 process was 

influenced by an open poll and delegate submissions, and proposed a monitoring system for 

future W20 Summits.  

China continued Turkey’s investment in the W20 in 2016, chiefly through the W20 Summit 

in Xi’an where the representatives of G20 countries and invited guests agreed a communiqué 

to be presented to the G20 Leaders in the lead-up to the September 2016 Hangzhou Summit. 

China had some experience in this area having held a successful APEC Women in the 

Economy Forum in 2015 with discussions on women and green development, as well as 

women and regional trade. The All-China Women’s Federation hosted the 2016 W20 Summit 

with a keynote speech by China’s Vice President, Li Yuanchao. Li opened the summit in 

Xi’an on 26 May 2016 and his speech demonstrated the increasing legitimacy of the gender 

and growth agenda, which the Chinese term ‘She-Power’: 

“It is all the more important to pool women’s wisdom and strength at a time when the 

global economic recovery remains fragile. As the Chinese economy moves into a 

                                                
11 G20, G20 Australia Leaders’ Communiqué, Brisbane, 15–16 November 2014, 
http://www.g20australia.org/sites/default/files/g20_resources/library/brisbane_g20_leaders_summit_communiq
ue.pdf. 
12 Susan Harris Rimmer, “Why the W20? Reasons to Take the Newest G20 Social Partner Seriously”, 10 
November 2015, http://www.usak.org.tr/en/usak-analysis/comments/why-the-w20-reasons-to-take-the-newest-
g20-social-partner-seriously. 
13 W20, Women’s Summit Communiqué, G20 Turkey, Istanbul, 17 October 2015, 
http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2015/151017-w20.html. 
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New Normal, efforts are made to encourage mass innovation and entrepreneurship, 

and women are essential in this endeavour.”14 

The G20 itself and the engagement groups are supported by the international financial 

institutions.  The IMF and OECD have been exceptionally supportive of the W20, as has UN 

Women (an entity responsible for promoting women’s empowerment and gender equality) 

and the International Labour Organisation. For example, the OECD held a panel in June 2016 

on the G20 labour gap target.15 These organisations are also involved with a new initiative 

called the High Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, led by UN Women, 

funded by Canada and the United Kingdom. The inaugural meeting of the Panel was held on 

15 March 2016 in the UN headquarters in New York. The Panel is expert and not country 

based. 

 

Ideas for IORA 

 

IORA could create a more specific version of this, such as an ‘Expert group on IORA 

Women in Trade’, or an ‘Expert group on Women in Tourism’. Alternatively, each existing 

national trade advisory group or tourism council to nominate a female member to liaise with 

a new IORA network. 

 

 

— IORA countries could consider appointing national champions and special IORA 

envoys for women’s entrepreneurship (based on Sweden).  

— Australia could consider a special envoy for women’s entrepreneurship, with initial 

Indo-Pacific focus to assist the Ambassador for Women & Girls.  

— The IORA Grouping could create new awards: 

 IORA awards for Women in Business – Tourism and Trade categories 

 IORA Creative Economy Awards 

 Awards for government agencies in IORA who show most initiative in 

encouraging women to navigate the regulatory environment 

                                                
14 “Full text of Vice-President Li Yuanchao’s Remarks at Opening Ceremony of W20 Meeting in Xi’an”, China 
Daily, 25 May 2016 (updated 26 May 2016), http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-
05/26/content_25474918.htm. 
15 OECD Forum, “Closing the Gender Gap: 25 by 2025”, 
http://webcastcdn.viewontv.com/client/oecd/forum2016/video_33304388ad3a42c49a38e79179ffe46e.html 
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— The IORA Grouping could support advocacy platforms of women informal traders for 

promoting an enabling environment for their business and access to better services. 

 

Part III Challenges to IORA’s leadership 

 

The IORA Council of Ministers’ meeting in Perth, Australia in October 2014 struggled to 

follow up its commitment to gender issues from the 2013 Communique. The diversity of the 

membership is an obvious challenge, but other groupings like MIKTA, APEC and the G20 

have the same issues with diversity.  IORA members could acknowledge in future official 

documents that there is broader foundation for women’s economic empowerment, and that 

overall IORA countries could strive to improve the employment conditions, access and 

quality of jobs including in the informal economy and promote family-friendly policies and 

workplace practices to ensure that both women and men are able to maximize their 

productivity, and have access to social protection benefits.  

IORA leaders should also be sending a clear signal that investing in over a billion women in 

the IORA region could lead to sustainable growth. The IORA website sets the policy 

parameters leaders can consider: 

IORA may consider the development of a framework for integrating gender 

perspectives in its programmes and activities and supporting gender analysis and 

equality in view of scaling up its efforts to close gender gaps, enhance economic 

growth and strengthen the sustainability of development initiatives undertaken 

within the region. It is envisaged that within all future project proposals along the 

six priority areas of the Association, empowerment of women should receive 

consideration as an important contributor to reducing unemployment and for the 

subsequent alleviation of poverty in the region.  

Education is emphasised as key to women's empowerment. It expands women's 

opportunities, enhances their capacity to develop their full potential and contributes 

to more equal gender relationships. IORA should support initiatives and efforts in 

the education sector that serve to promote women's education in the fields of science 

and technology and arrangements for training programmes for the empowerment 

and capacity-building of women in the region should receive attention within each 

priority area indicated above. There is also a need to strengthen women's economic 
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capacity through education and training in business and entrepreneurship. Policy 

reforms aiming at removing barriers to women's ownership and leadership should 

be promoted.  

Gender-sensitive databases and systems may also be developed to consolidate 

women's knowledge and experience in sustainable resource use and management.  

IORA may collaborate with other regional and international organisations working 

in the area of gender which could provide constructive strategies, insights and 

experiences and also allow the harmonisation of policies, approaches, and 

analytical tools for gender mainstreaming with these institutions. Collaboration with 

these institutions would enable the development of mechanisms for sharing 

information. In this regard, IORA may create a platform for sharing of experiences 

and strategies on gender mainstreaming and also for capturing fully the resources 

and efforts directed at gender mainstreaming and women's empowerment. 

Stakeholder participation and policy dialogue are important to enhance the 

integration of gender in the works of the Association. 

Data/Research 

— The IORA Grouping could support countries in collecting and analysing sex-

disaggregated data, including those related to informal traders, and on designing 

appropriate questionnaires and evaluating the information gathered. 

— The IORA Grouping could support the development of research from the private or 

public sector on gender diversity in public and private sector leadership positions in the 

IORA region. 

— The IORA Grouping could strengthen public-private collaboration, including through 

the exchange and dissemination of best practices domestically and with other IORA 

economies to share knowledge on effective strategies, to encourage positive action, 

which promote women’s participation in decision-making and leadership roles. 

— The IORA Grouping could promote the development of mechanisms which encourage 

transparency and disclosure of gender diversity in the public and private sectors in 

IORA countries 
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— The IORA Grouping could establish a baseline for data on women in formal trade 

and/or tourism in IORA countries – using a participatory methodology to explore what 

women themselves identify as hurdles to their participation in the formal economy. 

Conclusion 
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Appendix A 

Table 1: IORA by the numbers 

 
GDP per 

capita 2012 

Tourism — 
International 
Arrivals 2010 

Trade in 
Merchandise 
WTO 2012 

Gender 
Inequality 
Index 2012 

Australia 34,548 5,885,000 33.8 0.115/rank 2 

Bangladesh 1,568 303,000 51.1 0.518/rank 146 

Comoros 980 15,000 54.5 Rank 169 

India 3, 203 5,776,000 42.1 0.61/rank 136 

Indonesia 4, 094 7,003,000 43.2 0.494/rank 121 

Iran 10.462 2,938,000 30.2 0.496/rank 76 

Kenya 1,507 1,470,000 55.7 0.608/rank 145 

Madagascar 853 196,000 46 Rank 151 

Malaysia 13,672 24,577,000 139 0.256/rank 64 

Mauritius 12,737 935,000  68.6 0.377/rank 80 

Mozambique 861 1,718,000  75.8 0.582/rank 185 

Oman 25,330 1,048,000  103.5 0.34/rank 84 

Seychelles 23,172 175,000 125.6 Rank 46 

Singapore 53,591 9,161,000 274.7 0.101/rank 18 

South Africa 9.678 8,074,000  54.9 0.462/rank 121 

Sri Lanka 4,929 654,000 48.1 0.402/rank 92 

Tanzania 1.334 754,000 58.8 0.566/rank 152 

Thailand 7.633 15,936,000 130.4 0.36/rank 103 

United Arab 
Emirates 

42,293 -  135.5 0.241/rank 41 

Yemen 2,060 1,025,000 64.1 0.747/ rank 
160 
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Appendix B 

Proposals for IORA Gender Reform 
— IORA countries could prioritise employment opportunities for women, especially 

building women’s livelihoods through vocational education and skills in the areas of 
trade and tourism 

— IORA countries could focus on ensuring women’s access to cross borders safely and 
access markets in safety 

— IORA countries could support changes to legislation that encourage women’s role in 
their economies through decent work, in line with CEDAW 

— IORA countries could assist women business leaders to lead change in their countries 
— IORA countries could integrate gender-specific perspectives at the design stage of 

policy and programming, especially in relation to trade and tourism 
— IORA countries could consider reforms which provide more equitable access for 

women to assets and services – land, water, technology, innovation and credit, banking 
and financial services 

— IORA countries could consider the growth potential of their creative economies, 
including textile production 

— Infrastructure programmes in IORA nations could be designed to maximise poor 
women’s and men’s access to the benefits of roads, transportation services, 
telecommunications, energy and water, to allow them to participate in the formal 
economy 

— IORA countries could help enhance the capacities of women entrepreneurs to sell 
goods and services in new markets (domestic and international) and expand sales in 
existing markets; including through state-sponsored IORA festivals, showcases and 
trade fairs, encouraging them to export, participate in local and global supply chains, 
and take advantage of government procurement programs where feasible 

— IORA countries could commit to deliver functional adult literacy relevant to trade 
delivered at workplaces, coupled with more childcare facilities. 

— IORA countries could consider a structured program of policy development and 
gender-aware capacity building for cultural and creative industries, with a focus on 
tourism and textiles, as part of their ‘creative economy’ plan 

— IORA countries could provide incentives for women to navigate regulatory and legal 
environment relevant to trade and tourism in their system. For example, IORA 
countries could set a voluntary target for women accessing institutional regulatory 
regimes for trade and tourism — such as 20% increase in women getting relevant 
permits, or access to grants, or access to ports, or gender targets in procurement 
policies, or 20% more women accessing STEM training. 

— IORA countries could support women’s associations and collective action in the areas 
of trade and tourism. 
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— IORA countries could develop Gender-Sensitive Trade Policy, based on UNCTAD 
precedents, for example: 
 Incorporating gender components in Aid-for-Trade and other development 

assistance mechanisms 
 Gender analysis in the configuration of trade agreements 
 Assessing gender-related impacts of a trade agreement before adoption 

— IORA countries could develop Gender-Aware Tourism Development Strategies, as part 
of their ‘creative economy’ plan. 

— IORA countries could consider a pilot scheme to help informal women traders move 
into the formal economy.  

— IORA countries could support female entrepreneurship and set specific programs to 
help women overcome business start-up obstacles and expand their businesses, 
including, inter alia, improving their access to credit and other means of production, 
providing training on business strategy, management, operation, marketing, etc. making 
information on trade policies, market opportunities and regulatory environments in 
IORA economies available to women, and offering relevant support services and 
facilities. 

— The IORA Grouping could develop a workshop of this nature that could travel the 
region.  

— IORA countries could volunteer to develop a pilot of a Safe Market/Safe Port Access 
program. 

— IORA countries could help to enhance capacities of women entrepreneurs to sell goods 
and services in new markets and expand sales in existing markets, including by state-
sponsored IORA showcases and trade fairs, encouraging them to export, participate in 
local and global supply chains and take advantage of government procurement 
programs, where feasible. 

— IORA countries could support the development of e-commerce, encourage and train 
women to make use of ICT for self-employment and to start and grow their businesses, 
and to engage in regional trade cooperation. 

— IORA countries could encourage women to set up and participate in various business 
networks to form new business partnerships with both men and women, including 
business mentor-protégé relationships. 

— IORA countries could support the launch of an IORA regional women’s 
entrepreneurship network or networks to assist women entrepreneurs in all IORA 
economies in better connecting to each other, and expanding their channels and 
opportunities to engage in regional trade and economic cooperation.  

— IORA countries could consider developing vocational education programs on 
entrepreneurship.  

— IORA countries could support broad-based effective participation of women and 
women’s groups in trade consultations and negotiations as well as in trade policy-
making and related implementation. 
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— The IORA Grouping could facilitate the exchange of views and experiences among 
women engaged in trade negotiations and policy formulation and implementation. 

— The IORA Grouping could facilitate contacts, coaching and sharing of experiences 
among women entrepreneurs. 

— The IORA Grouping could facilitate the linkages between women-owned/managed 
micro and small enterprises and larger national or multinational firms. It could link 
women engaged in boutique tourism to international tourism operators. 
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