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Maldives Private Sector 
Development Project 
Loan No. 2427

Key Points

Development Aims and Impacts: 
•	 The project aims to enhance access to finance by micro and small and medium-

sized enterprises (MSMEs) by providing a line of credit facility to pilot schemes 
in designated regions, as well as enhance access to markets, technology and 
information, and improve the business capacity of MSMEs by establishing business 
development services centers. The project will also support infrastructure through 
public–private partnerships in the designated regions.

•	 Women entrepreneurs should be able to benefit from both access to credit and 
market information and technologies if their specific constraints are addressed by 
the project.

ADB Process:
•	 No targets for women’s participation have been established, but the implementing 

agency in consultation with ADB is committed to addressing women’s concerns 
as the project work plans are put in place. The Government of the Maldives has 
existing policies to promote women’s economic opportunities, and these will be 
applied to the project.

Project Basic Facts

Loan Number: 2427 
Financing: $7.5 million Asian Development Fund
Approved: June 2008
Effective: April 2009
Closing: August 2011
Executing Agency: Ministry of Finance and Treasury
Implementing Agencies: Ministry of Economic Development, Maldives Monetary 

Authority, and Bank of Maldives
Sector: Industry and Trade 
Gender Classification: None
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What are the main project aims and approaches?

To ameliorate domestic regional inequalities in the Maldives, the government 
identified regional economic growth and diversification as key objectives of 
economic development in both the 6th and 7th National Development Plans. 
Infrastructure is to be developed in outlying atolls fostering regional centers 
designed to have airports, ports, and other facilities. This is expected to foster 
employment and income generation opportunities in the micro and small and 
medium enterprise (MSME) subsector.  

In support of this private sector development strategy, ADB identified asymmetries 
in access to finance, market information, and business-related expertise among 
MSMEs as major constraints in the MSME subsector. The lack of infrastructure 
to support inter-island trade and to generate cheaper power as constraints on 
the MSME subsector further limit economic growth in the northern and southern 
regions—the target areas for this project. The intended impact of this project 
therefore is to address some of these constraints through the following outcomes: 

•	 Enhanced access to finance by MSMEs by providing the Bank of Maldives 
with a line of credit facility to pilot credit assistance for MSMEs in designated 
regions, and the creation of a central movable assets registry to facilitate the 
use of collateral for business financing;

•	 Enhanced access to markets, technology, and information, and strengthened 
capacity of MSMEs through the establishment of business development 
service centers (BDSCs) and a cost-sharing facility designed to meet their 
special needs, with additional capacity development of related government 
support agencies and chambers of commerce; and

•	 Improved support infrastructure for economic development through public–
private partnerships (PPPs).

What are the key gender issues in the sector?

Despite high education levels and relatively high status, especially when compared 
to women elsewhere in South Asia, women in the Maldives still appear to have 
been disadvantaged by development. Women’s participation in the labor force, for 
example, has fallen from 63% in 1977 to 37% in 2002.1 Women face several types 
of constraints in starting up MSMEs that are not necessarily experienced by men.  

Access to credit: Lack of collateral limits women’s access to credit. Women do 
not own land or assets such as boats that are most commonly used for financing 
collateral. Some microfinance programs have been implemented through the 
former Ministry of Gender and Family (some with support from international 
donors). These programs are now shifting to other ministries or being discontinued 
as the mandate of the Ministry of Gender and Family has changed, and there is 
little evidence of many women moving up the supply chain in productive areas 
that have been promoted. The Ministry of Economic Development (MED) is now 

1 United Nations. 2002. Development Assistance Framework for Republic of Maldives 2003–2007. 
Malé. Cited in ADB 2005, Report and Recommendation of the Regional Development Project, 
Phase II – Environmental Infrastructure and Management. Manila. p. 34.
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tasked with ensuring that women can increase their contribution to the MSME 
subsector and hence are aware of the need to identify specific programs for 
women entrepreneurs. The new architecture for gender mainstreaming in the 
decentralized structures has yet to be established, but will play a role in promoting 
economic growth for women.

Business know-how and experience: Women continue to have limited mobility 
between islands, so they tend to be less ambitious than their male counterparts and 
less aware of outside ideas or how value chains operate in markets associated with 
products from the islands. Limited mobility stems to some extent from traditional 
attitudes and from women’s overwhelming responsibility for family and child care. 
The Gender Analysis and Social Assessment survey prepared for the ADB Regional 
Development Project II in 2010 reported that women possibly spend up to an 
average of 15 hours per day on reproductive activities,2 leaving little or no time to 
take up economically productive activities. Therefore, women tend to be stuck in 
economic activities within their household with low returns on their labor inputs.

Taboos and other traditional attitudes regarding women and girls are breaking 
down. For example, in the past it was a taboo for women to go to markets or work 
in shops. Today, especially in Malé, women can be seen buying and selling goods  
in the markets or running shops, which is improving the scope of income-
generating opportunities available to women. In general, however, women prefer 
and/or need to work close to home, and prefer salary work as opposed to self-
employment with their limited understanding of how they might limit business 
risks. When women have participated in microenterprises, their lack of exposure to 
a range of marketplaces means that they have difficulty identifying potential entry 
points in value chains and accessing new markets.  

If women are to move into new areas with prospects of improving incomes through 
micro and small business operations, special activities may be necessary to increase 
their confidence to take on new activities that include risks they tend to avoid. 
Training by successful businesswomen who can serve as role models can provide 
opportunities to discuss how value chains operate. Travel opportunities for women 
to observe new production techniques or how quality controls can be set up open 
up horizons as well as provide confidence to try out new ideas.

How will the project involve women and address  
gender disparities?

There are no specific gender design features in this project. However, it is clear 
to the MED (the implementing agency) that some project activities will have to 
specifically target women if they are to benefit equitably from the project.  

The project did identify the Women’s Enterprise Council (WEC) as an implementing 
partner for developing BDSCs. The MED is closely collaborating with the WEC 
to recruit WEC experts to conduct capacity building workshops on business 
development services for provincial entrepreneurs under the cost sharing fund 
scheme. ADB and MED are trying to maintain a partnership with this organization 

2 RDPII, Gender Analysis and Social Assessment, page 21.
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despite the change in the structure of the local government since the project was 
designed. The MED is now seeking other partners for the establishment of BDSCs 
at the newly created provincial level on all of the atolls.  

Any business development service needs to be further strengthened to expand 
mentoring or travel for women to discuss how value chains operate and how to 
identify a suitable business entry point. Other successful businesswomen can act 
as role models to encourage women to take risks required to move to the next 
level of enterprise development. A target to reserve a proportion of the credit line 
for women entrepreneurs might also be considered as well as pilot schemes to 
seek ways to address women’s specific constraints on accessing business financing. 
Capacity development should incorporate sessions that raise gender issues and 
provide tools to assess and overcome such constraints.

The MED is strongly committed to address gender disparities and is aware of those 
identified above. In discussions during fieldwork, the MED project team noted that 
the project design is flexible enough to accommodate gender mainstreaming, and 
targets will be set as work plans are established. The government itself has a strong 
policy commitment to ensuring that women improve their contribution to the 
MSME sector and these policies will be applied to the Private Sector Development 
Project. The project staff also noted that they are committed to working with 
youths on the islands and that there is a need to address the growing school 
dropout rate among boys, who then have trouble finding employment. This can 
be seen as an emerging gender issue affecting boys more than girls. The project 
staff will consult with the MED to address this gender disparity issue and to reflect 
proper implementation tools in the MSME project loan to be processed in 2011.



5

Maldives Regional 
Development Project 
(Phase II) Loan No. 2170

Key Points

Development Aims and Impacts:
•	 The project aims to promote regional development through improved environmental 

and land management, and infrastructure.
•	 Women will be actively involved and trained in environmental awareness as tasks 

related to environmental management are divided between male and female 
household members.

•	 Extra support for women may be required to translate benefits from environmental 
infrastructure into broader development gains as anticipated from this project.

ADB Process:
•	 Gender action plan (GAP) incorporated in project design and elaborated during 

implementation by a dedicated consultant (community development, gender and 
social development specialist)

•	 Commitment to gender incorporation from the implementing nongovernment 
organization (NGO) and other partners (e.g., Environmental Protection Agency) 
associated with community mobilization and awareness-raising activities 

Project Basic Facts

Loan Number: 2170 
Financing: $6 million Asian Development Fund
Approved: April 2005
Effective: April 2006
Closing: March 2011
Executing Agency: Ministry of Finance and Treasury
Implementing Agency: Ministry of Housing and Environment
Sector: Water Supply, Sanitation and Waste Management 
Gender Classification: Effective Gender Mainstreaming 
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What are the main project aims and approaches?

The project seeks to promote regional development on selected islands in the 
Central Region. The National Development Plan highlights regional development 
as key to easing the development pressure on Malé (capital city) as well as solving 
equity problems between islands for accessing social services. The 2004 tsunami 
put additional pressure on island resources, destroying existing infrastructure and 
land resources and affecting the quality of potable water. 

The project objective is to improve environmental and land management through 
a community-centered approach. The project includes a balance of institutional, 
infrastructure, and environmental improvements on the focus islands and their 
region. The project will help safeguard public health and the environment, support 
community and private sector participation in waste management and sanitation, 
and increase public awareness of responsible environmental management practices.  

Project components cover three areas of activity:

•	 improving environmental infrastructure, covering sanitation and sewerage 
improvements, water supply and integrated solid waste management;

•	 strengthening planning and environmental management, including land 
use planning and management; formulation of an economic development 
framework study for the regional growth centers; developing an environmental 
awareness program; and environmental monitoring; and

•	 building management and implementation capacity, covering community 
mobilization facilitation and institutional strengthening for improved project 
management.

The project takes a community-based approach to implementation, with community 
groups receiving training to plan and establish mechanisms for the operation 
and maintenance of environmental infrastructure. These activities are intended 
to instill a sense of ownership for new infrastructure. Community participation 
is consolidated through an environmental awareness program (implemented 
through a national NGO), to introduce sustainable environmental planning and 
practices and the importance of conserving island and marine environments. 
Information and education campaigns also help raise community awareness on 
health, cleanliness, and links to the environment.

What are the key gender issues in the sector?

There is a gender division of responsibilities concerning water and sanitation and 
waste management. The project Gender Analysis and Social Assessment (GASA)1

confirmed this gender division of responsibilities on the project island sites: for 
example, household waste management activities are divided between sweeping, 
and collecting and sorting garbage by women, and garbage disposal tasks divided 
between men and women.2 (Men are responsible for removal of garbage if 

1 Regional Development Project Phase II, 2010. Gender Analysis and Social Assessment Report: 
L. Fonadhoo, LH. Naifaru and ADH. Mahibadhoo. Malé.

2 Ibid., p. 14.
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transport is required.) These roles and responsibilities are changing as men are 
engaging more in family responsibilities. Women interviewed during field visits to 
L. Fonadhoo spoke of the positive impact of these changes. Recent radio and TV 
programs sponsored by the former Ministry of Gender and Family were credited 
by these women for raising awareness among families of balancing responsibilities 
within the home.  

Different gender roles in environmental management make it vital for both women 
and men to be actively involved in community planning and the management 
of infrastructure. An imbalance between women and men participating in 
community-based developments leads to less commitment to sustaining 
investments according to project and government officials.3 An example frequently 
cited, but not part of the ADB-supported project, is a waste management center 
(WMC) built immediately following the tsunami. No consultation was possible 
given the disaster conditions. This WMC is far from the village and, as no suitable 
transportation means is yet available, it is not used by the community. This 
particular location would not have been used had opportunities for consultation 
with the community been possible.

Despite high education levels and relatively high status, especially when compared 
to other women elsewhere in South Asia, women in the Maldives still appear to 
have been relatively disadvantaged by development. Labor force participation rates 
of women have increased steadily over the past decade (59% compared to 79% for 
men4 in 2010) but wage gaps persist. Based on a survey sample, the 2010 World 
Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report notes that women earn 0.65 times 
less of what men earn for similar work.5 The causes of these differentials are varied, 
but some generalization can be considered.  

Mobility of women between islands continues to be limited, so they tend to be 
unaware of outside economic opportunities. Limited mobility stems to some extent 
from traditional attitudes, but also from women’s overwhelming responsibility 
for family and childcare. The GASA project reported that women possibly spend 
up to an average of 15 hours per day on reproductive activities,6 leaving little 
or no time to take up economically productive activities. With lack of collateral, 
women also have limited access to credit to start up microenterprises. With limited 
transportation networks, women find it hard to take up economic opportunities 
in the tourism sector, for example, as it is seldom possible to travel to other islands 
for day jobs and guarantee return by the evening. Education is not a constraint but 
a suitable preparation for girls and women to access the emerging workplace in 
growing sectors of the economy. 

As with the division of roles and responsibilities within the household and 
community, taboos and other traditional attitudes are breaking down regarding 
women and girls. For example, in the past it was taboo for women to go to 
markets or work in shops. Today, especially in Malé, women can be seen buying 
and selling goods in the markets or running shops, which is improving the scope of 

3 From interviews with stakeholders and project partners during field visits in July 2010.
4 World Economic Forum, 2010. The Global Gender Gap Report 2010. Geneva. p. 206.
5 World Economic Forum, 2010. Lack of data led the report to use survey data representing an 

average of those in non-agricultural paid employment. p. 207.
6 See footnote 1, p. 21.
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income-generating opportunities available to women. In general, however, women 
prefer and/or need to work close to home, and prefer salary work as opposed to 
self-employment. When women have participated in microenterprises, their lack 
of exposure to a range of marketplaces means that they have difficulty identifying 
potential entry points in value chains and accessing new markets. The GASA project 
reported that only 32% of women, compared with 68% of men, are engaged in 
economic activity in project regions. Seventy percent of men reported that they 
encourage women to seek employment.7

Local government structures have been developed for women to participate in 
village-level decision making, especially regarding social development. In 2000, 
island women’s development committees (IWDCs) were established as a means 
to mobilize women to contribute to community development and through which 
government programs have been delivered. The structure was in flux in July 2010 
when fieldwork was carried out as new decentralized governance structures had 
not yet been approved and IWDCs had already been disbanded. Government 
officials noted that decentralization legislation under consideration proposed that 
a proportion of the membership of local development councils be reserved for 
women.  

Despite these uncertainties regarding the new government structures, community 
commitment to local-level joint project activities appeared very strong. The 
GASA project found that 45% of women surveyed have been involved in local 
community organizations (compared to 55% of men). In the project site in 
L. Fonadhoo, women reported that all households participated in IWDC (with one 
exception) and had completed several projects such as building and managing a 
preschool. This past experience demonstrates that women are willing and able 
to participate actively in community decision making. However, most women felt 
that it is important to have special measures to continue to ensure their continued 
participation, such as in the former IWDCs.

How does the project involve women and address gender issues?

The project included key gender design features necessary to support gender-
related results, namely, a GAP with concrete targets linked to overall outputs, 
dedicated resources, detailed gender analysis to guide decision making, attention 
to special measures necessary to ensure women’s participation, and experience in 
and commitment to gender mainstreaming from implementing partners.

A GAP was prepared and is the major project gender design feature. Main 
components of the GAP include

•	 A target of 50% participation of women in planning and implementation 
activities and conducting separate meetings for women to ensure their voices 
are heard; if differences occur between groups, project facilitators were to 
take an active role in ensuring women’s opinions and decisions are reflected 
in project implementation

•	 30% of participants in training to be women

7 Ibid., p. 22
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•	 30% of participants in government training to be women

•	 25% of managerial positions in project management/implementation units 
to be held by women (covenanted in the report and recommendation of the 
President).

The project included a budget and terms of reference for a community development 
and gender and social development specialist. Responsibilities are set out for 
ensuring that gender issues and those of disadvantaged groups are addressed, and 
progress monitored, especially regarding mobilization of community organization 
action plans. The consultant is also to play a role in training activities to encourage 
gender sensitivity.

A detailed gender analysis—the Gender Analysis and Social Assessment—for 
each project site was prepared. Based on a detailed survey and analysis, the 
findings have provided details of the different needs and interests of women 
which contribute not only to project implementation but also to assist the new 
decentralized government to take these differences into account in economic and 
environmental planning.

GAP targets have been met by the project and in most cases exceeded. In some 
locations, for example, it has been more difficult to encourage men to attend 
planning meetings, as many travel off island for employment or work long hours. 
Separate meetings for women and joint meetings for decision making were held 
to encourage sustained free exchanges of views after the project is closed.

The implementing NGO, Live and Learn, contracted for the community 
mobilization and environmental awareness components is gender-sensitive. 
Activities responded to the need for holding training when it was convenient 
for women; data reported are sex-disaggregated and recommendations in 
the final report stress the importance of taking time to encourage community 
participation if changing awareness of all members of the community on 
environmental concerns is to be sustained. Similar commitment to mainstreaming 
gender concerns were expressed by the Environmental Protection Agency in its 
environmental awareness programs.

Some constraints were apparent regarding gender mainstreaming and gender-
related results:

•	 No allowance was made for training of project implementation unit staff 
prior to conducting the GASA survey, so some data collected were not easy to 
interpret, e.g., difficulty in obtaining data on gender differences in productive 
incomes. Notwithstanding this difficulty, the findings from the GASA survey 
have proved useful to monitoring GAP implementation and other project 
elements.

•	Women in L. Fonadhoo found project training useful, but are still waiting for 
procurement by the project of some infrastructure and transport elements to 
fully utilize outputs.

•	Women in L. Fonadhoo noted that they are very interested in income 
opportunities from preparing and selling compost from sorted garbage. 
However, these women were also uncertain about how to get this initiative 
going. The local government officers interviewed were also interested in this 
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composting idea and committed to support this income-generating activity 
in the future. Such constraints on women consolidating economic gains from 
improved environmental management and infrastructure may also exist on 
other project islands.

Lessons learned for strengthening gender equality results

•	 The GASA findings are an important step toward understanding gender 
dynamics within community land and environmental management and 
economic activities. The analysis highlights to the new local government 
officers the importance of tracking key issues for women and to consider how 
to tackle constraints that women face in taking up economic development 
opportunities.  

•	 Commitment to gender mainstreaming from project partners and core team 
members has contributed to results for women as well as men.

•	Women were able to identify constraints to starting economic activities 
associated with improved environmental management. Future economic 
development activities can build on this experience to ensure that follow-
up support to basic training is provided. For women to benefit from the 
transition of communities from adopting new environmental management 
approaches into broader development opportunities, such as the compost 
preparation and sale, awareness and behavior change initiatives should be 
built-in to the design of programming, targeting local government officials 
and communities with regard to their respective roles and responsibilities in 
advancing improved environmental practices. 

•	 To strengthen gender results, additional indicators may need to be considered 
in the design and monitoring framework to track if women can equitably 
benefit as the gains from mobilization and community awareness regarding 
environmental management are consolidated into economic benefits; for 
example, indicators that track whether women and men were able to sustain 
economic opportunities associated with environmental management. Such 
indicators go beyond participation rates in training to tracking what factors 
influence whether new skills can be applied.
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