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Context 
 
1. The adoption of the Charter of the Commonwealth in 2013 by all Commonwealth 

countries reaffirmed members’ commitments to the set of shared values and 
principles, including gender equality, the protection and promotion of human rights, 
and sustainable development.        
 

2.  In 2018, the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM), affirmed that 
gender equality is critical to realising the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(2030 Agenda) and the aspirations of the Commonwealth Charter. This built on the 
2015 CHOGM reaffirmation that gender equality and the empowerment of all women 
and girls should be mainstreamed into sustainable development.  

 
Commonwealth Commitments  

 
3. At the 11th Commonwealth Women’s Affairs Ministers Meeting (11WAMM) held in Apia, 

Samoa in 2016, Ministers agreed to four priority areas for action on gender equality:  
 

 Women in leadership; 

 Women’s economic empowerment; 

 Ending violence against women and girls; and  

 Gender and climate change. 
 
4. The Outcomes of 11WAMM were duly endorsed by the 2018 CHOGM.  The four 

Commonwealth Priorities for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment are built 
upon the commitments of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and provide the 
framework within which the Commonwealth is contributing to the global, regional and 
national agendas to advance gender equality, as the world marks the 25th anniversary 
of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action; the 25th anniversary of the 
International Conference on Population and Development; the 20th anniversary of the 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security; and 
the five-year since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda.   
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The facts 
 
5. As part of the endorsement of the four priorities by Ministers, the Commonwealth 

Secretariat was requested to report annually on the status of gender equality and 
women’s empowerment across the Commonwealth. The Secretariat has collated 
available data from member countries on the four priority themes above, which 
document or serve as proxy indicators on how Commonwealth countries are 
progressing on key indicators broadly identified as contributing to the themes.  
 

6. These data are not exhaustive and they are also not all directly comparable among 
countries, given the wide range of statistical data-gathering methods, the differing 
timeframes for such exercises across the Commonwealth, and the absence of data for 
some countries. However, collectively it does provide a snapshot of gender equality 
and women’s empowerment within and across member states, and an opportunity for 
reflection as countries prepare for the 25th anniversary of the United Nations Fourth 
World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995, which will be marked in 2020.  
 

7. This paper sets out a summary of these data. The findings broadly illustrate three key 
points – first, that encouraging progress is being made against some indicators of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. For example, thirteen Commonwealth 
countries have achieved 30% or more of members of parliament are women. The 
number of women in ministerial positions is generally linked to female representation 
in parliament, and ten countries have so far achieved over 30%. As of 2015, the 
Caribbean and Americas Region of the Commonwealth had the highest number of 
women in permanent secretaries in government ministries, with twelve countries 
having women holding 30% or more of such positions.   

 
8. A second key point is that while some of the indicators for progress are being met, 

underlying systemic inequalities continue to be remarkably persistent and widespread. 
For example, the prevalence of violence against women and girls remains high across 
the Commonwealth, and indeed throughout the world despite advances in women’s 
economic status, leadership and agency. At the same time, while gender gaps in 
enrolment and achievement in education have closed to a large extent, this does not 
seem to have translated into the equal sharing of unpaid reproductive work performed 
by women, women’s equal participation in the formal labour force, or the closure of 
the gender pay gap once women are in the work force. Women show lower labour 
force participation rates than men in all Commonwealth countries for which data are 
available, and a higher proportion of women are found in vulnerable employment in 
most countries.  

 
9. It is salutary to note that attainment of key gender indicators in one area is not 

necessarily matched by gains in equality and women’s empowerment in other areas. 
While it is beyond the scope of this summary to interrogate these examples in detail, it 
is important for countries to pay attention to this factor as they take steps to 
accelerate sustainable development more broadly over the coming years. Gender 
equality is essential to achieving all 17 SDGs. Tracking progress, identifying gaps and 
highlighting challenges in implementation will remain a critical dimension of achieving 
global goals, shaping national action and strengthening accountability. 
 

10. The third key point is that most Commonwealth countries have put in place laws, 
policies, plans and programmes to address gender inequality and women’s 
empowerment for each of the priority areas. While the work of national 
women’s/gender machineries has been vital to the kinds of advances taking place in 
addressing gender inequality, viewed against examples of continuing inequality across 
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the world, it is evident that the achievement of gender equality will only become a 
reality if responsibility for it is mainstreamed across the political sphere, public and 
private sectors, and civil society. As governments and civil society partners evaluate 
progress in the 25 years since the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action, attention must be paid to improving the effectiveness of gender mainstreaming 
in national policy-making, budgeting, planning and service delivery. The Beijing +25 
reviews and associated activities give countries and development partners an 
opportunity to reflect on progress, make necessary adjustments in order to address 
inequality in the ten years to 2030.  

 
The figures 

 
11. The adoption of the four Commonwealth priorities for gender equality coincided with 

the launch of the 2030 Agenda. In recognition of the reporting required of states for 
the SDGs and other international commitments relating to gender and social inclusion, 
our methodology in collecting data has been so far as possible, to draw upon existing 
sources as far as possible. As agreed at 11WAMM, member countries were to share with 
the Secretariat their voluntary national reports in order to harmonise and reduce the 
amount of additional reporting by countries.  The data provided in this paper were 
drawn from a wide range of some of the existing country reports, national statistics, 
international datasets, field studies and grey literature. In addition, the Secretariat 
circulated a short questionnaire to national women’s machineries (NWMs) in early 
2019, with a request for information on current policies and programmes to support 
gender equality and women’s empowerment.  
 

12. The key challenge for an exercise such as this is the availability of data. The data 
sources for this type of exercise are not updated annually. National statistics 
exercises, such as population censuses, demographic and health surveys, and 
household income and expenditure surveys are not conducted on an annual basis, nor 
are elections held annually, while field studies and grey literature tend to be 
conducted as and when resources and political will become available. In addition, as is 
evident from the tables throughout the report, many countries have not been 
collecting data in key areas, which reinforces the importance of prioritising data 
collection by relevant government agencies and sector ministries.  

 
 
Main findings 
 
Women in Leadership 
 

13. Data are available on women in leadership and decision-making roles across the 
Commonwealth in five key areas of public life: national parliaments, local government, 
political parties, the public/government sector, and the private/business sector. These 
institutions provide an overview of women’s leadership in the political sphere, and the 
public and private sectors. 

 

14. There have been concerted efforts to advance women’s representation in national 
parliaments across the Commonwealth, however, Rwanda is the only country to have 
achieved gender parity – it joins a tiny global club of three. (See Annex 1 for data on 
national parliaments.)  More promisingly, in a further twelve countries in the Africa, 
Caribbean and Americas, and Pacific regions of the Commonwealth more than 30% of 
members of parliament are women; however in forty Commonwealth countries, fewer 
than 30% of parliamentarians are women. Women’s share of ministerial positions is 
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generally linked to their representation in parliament, with 10 countries having 
achieved over 30% of women government ministers. 

 

15. In local government, eleven countries (from Africa, Caribbean and Americas, and 
Pacific regions of the Commonwealth) have surpassed a critical mass of elected women 
local councillors, and no country has yet achieved gender parity. (See Annex 2 for data 
on women in local government).  

 

16. The Caribbean and Americas region of the Commonwealth has the highest number of 
countries with more than 30% of permanent secretary positions being held by women, 
followed by the Africa and Pacific regions. Women have been appointed as 
directors/heads of department most widely in the Caribbean and Americas region, 
followed by Africa, Pacific, Asia and Europe. (See Annex 3 for data on senior women in 
the civil service). By comparison, the private sector continues to show male bias with 
regard to women’s leadership, with only two countries having achieved over 30% of 
firms with women Chief Executive Officers, and one country having achieved over 30% 
of firms with majority female ownership. (See Annex 4 for data on the estimated 
numbers of senior women in the private sector in selected countries.) 

 

17. The barriers faced by women in achieving leadership positions are multifarious. They 
include domestic, childcare and other family responsibilities, illiteracy, lack of access 
to finance and ‘money networks’, and violence against women. There are also positive 
examples in the Commonwealth of good practices that increase women’s leadership, 
such as national campaigns, quotas, training and mentoring, preventing violence 
against women, addressing financial barriers, providing child care, etc. Importantly, 
there are also examples of the positive impacts of women’s representation in 
parliament. Twenty-four Commonwealth countries have women’s parliamentary 
caucuses: seventeen in the Africa region, four in Asia, two in the Caribbean and 
Americas, and one in Europe. These have been instrumental in promoting gender-
responsive legislation and policies. (A table summarising women’s parliamentary 
caucuses, and the issues they have been engaged in, in the Commonwealth is at 
Annex 5).  

 

Women’s Economic Empowerment 

18. Women’s economic empowerment in the Commonwealth is examined through five key 
indicators: access to education; participation in the formal labour force; access 
to/ownership of land; entrepreneurship; and poverty.  
 

19. Girls and women’s access to education is a widely acknowledged contributing factor to 
women’s economic empowerment in particular, and to national development more 
generally. While gender parity in primary school enrolments is close to being achieved 
across the Commonwealth, gaps emerge as students transition to secondary and 
tertiary education. Reasons for the poor transition from primary to secondary 
education include: the short duration of compulsory education; the cost of secondary 
education; child employment/labour; child/early marriage; teenage pregnancy; and 
violence against girls. With regard to women’s enrolment in tertiary education, there 
are variations within and across regions. (Data on primary and secondary school 
enrolments in the Commonwealth is available at Annex 6). Continued efforts will be 
needed to strengthen girls’ access to education from primary to tertiary levels. This is 
an acknowledgement that education is fundamental to development, and provides 
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more options to make a living, and contribute to families and the creation of better 
societies 

 
20. Women show lower labour force participation rates than men in all Commonwealth 

countries for which data are available. A higher proportion of women are found in 
vulnerable employment in most countries. The presence of legislation and policies to 
promote gender non-discrimination, and to address sexual harassment also varies 
across the Commonwealth, although most countries do not actively prevent women 
from pursuing the same jobs as men. Further, over half of all Commonwealth countries 
mandate non-discrimination based on gender in employment. (Data on laws in place to 
address gender non-discrimination is at Annex 7).  

 
21. Security of land tenure for women is acknowledged to be critical for women’s 

economic, social and political empowerment – including positively contributing to the 
prosperity of their families and communities. However, there are widespread 
inequalities globally and in the Commonwealth with regard to women’s rights to 
access, own, use and control land. While women have equal land rights by law in 37% 
of the 160 countries globally for which data were collected by the OECD in 2014, in 
more than half of the countries, legal land rights are not followed in practise, as 
customary, traditional and religious practices still prevent access and control by 
women.  It is also important to recognise that legal rights are only one factor in land 
ownership. In some cases, women may have equal rights to inherit, own and manage 
land, but due to various sociocultural and other barriers, they are unable to fully 
realise these rights. 
 

22. Data on women’s land and property rights are available to a limited degree. Where it 
does exist (currently only for Africa and Asia as regions), it indicates for example, that 
more men than women own land independently. Women agricultural holders (who 
exercise management responsibility over agricultural holdings/production) are in the 
minority across Commonwealth countries. In addition, country examples paint a highly 
unequal picture of women’s rights to land under the law or as embedded in customary 
practices. These examples also describe related issues such as women’s unequal access 
to water for their agricultural plots; and that women tend to engage in vegetable and 
livestock production in small holdings, compared to men who produce cash crops and 
large livestock on bigger acreages. (An overview of women’s land rights across the 
Commonwealth is at Annex 8.)  

 

23. Women’s lower participation in the formal labour force is juxtaposed against their high 
presence in the informal sector and small businesses. Governments have been using 
various strategies to support women’s entrepreneurship including: income-generating 
projects as a poverty reduction strategy; support to women’s SMEs to address gender 
biases in mainstream banks and financial institutions (e.g., women’s lack of access to 
credit); and as part of a national strategy to generate wealth, linked to approaches 
such as the World Bank’s ‘gender equality is smart economics.’ 

 

24. Finally, the impacts of gender-responsive budgets in the Commonwealth are also 
explored. It is noteworthy that the Commonwealth Secretariat led the development of 
gender-responsive budgets globally in the post-Beijing decade of 1996–2005, through 
training/capacity-building and technical assistance to member governments, and 
leading-edge publications. Fourteen Commonwealth countries currently implement 
various forms of gender-responsive budgeting. 
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Ending Violence Against Women and Girls 

 

25.  Gender-based violence (GBV), has been one of the most targeted issues for 
intervention by governments, civil society and other stakeholders in the 
Commonwealth. The research provides an overview of whether or not Commonwealth 
countries have laws against various forms of GBV, and examines prevalence data on 
femicide, domestic violence, and female genital mutilation (FGM). The vast body of 
data underlines the fact that gender-based violence continues to be one of the most 
pernicious forms of unequal gender relations. It’s also evident from the data and 
country case studies that GBV is a root cause of women’s unequal participation in 
many spheres of social, economic and political life across the Commonwealth. (Annex 
9 contains an overview of laws against GBV in Commonwealth countries). 
 

26. The compiled research offers examples of the wide range of Commonwealth good 
practices/country initiatives to address gender-based violence that includes, 
awareness-raising campaigns; GBV hotlines; GBV victim support centres; domestic 
violence shelters; medical and counselling services; special courts; police training; 
programmes for perpetrators; eradication of female genital mutilation; eradication of 
discrimination and violence against LGBT persons; and gender and peacebuilding 
initiatives in situations of armed conflict and post-conflict reconstruction.  

 
27. Despite the efforts being made, much more remains to be done by governments. There 

is a huge gap between the scale of GBV demonstrated by the various prevalence data, 

and the initiatives being implemented by countries to address the scale of the 

problem. This continuing disparity raises issues such as: the limited resources available 

to national women’s/gender machineries (NWMs), which tend to be the main agencies 

responsible for preventing and addressing GBV in many countries; the need for co-

ordinated ‘whole of government’ approaches (including NWMs; the police; ministries of 

justice, health, social services, education; collaboration with CSOs, the media, etc.), 

rather than spotty ‘single-issue’ approaches; the need for ongoing awareness-raising to 

change deep-seated cultural beliefs/values/practices about GBV at all levels of the 

society, starting with early childhood education; the need for ongoing 

training/sensitisation of the police, magistrates and judges, with regard to the 

implementation of legislation; and the need for male allies and role models.  

 
28. Prevalence surveys of domestic violence have been conducted for a significant number 

of Commonwealth countries. These show that there is concerted focus on addressing 
domestic violence by national, regional and international agencies. However, the data 
are not directly comparable, because the surveys use a variety of methodologies and 
have been conducted at different times. In Africa, the majority of the prevalence 
studies were Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) conducted by ICF International; 
and surveys conducted by Gender Links, the South African women’s rights organisation 
which operates in ten SADC countries. In Europe, an EU-wide study on Violence Against 
Women generated data for the three countries. In Asia, two of the three studies 
reported on were DHS surveys. In the Caribbean and Americas, only one national 
prevalence study has been conducted, led by the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), while other country studies have been undertaken by other agencies and 
organisations (e.g., Statistics Canada). In the Pacific, the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community (SPC) conducted a number of Family, Health and Safety surveys in the 
Pacific Islands; while the Australian Bureau of Statistics undertook a Personal Safety 
Survey, and the New Zealand Family Violence Clearinghouse analysed data from 
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various government agencies, including the police, Ministry of Health, the courts, and 
women’s refuges for example.   

 

Gender and Climate Change 
 

29. In prioritising the issue on climate change, Commonwealth Women’s Affairs/Gender 
Ministers have opened the door to further research and analysis, as the basis for 
policy-making and programming across the Commonwealth.  The research reveals 
promising opportunities for gender equality policy and programming for women’s 
participation in decision-making on climate change mitigation and adaptation; setting 
targets for male/female participation in project activities based on sex-disaggregated 
research; supporting the provision of tools that build on women’s knowledge of 
measures to adapt to, or mitigate the impacts of climate change; use of technologies 
that are accessible, beneficial, and acceptable to male and female stakeholders; and 
facilitating women’s access to and use of new technologies. 
 

30. The research also explores women’s participation in the ‘green’ and ‘blue’ economies, 
including the current state of ‘green jobs,’ climate finance, and women in climate 
change decision-making in the Commonwealth, which all point to the need for 
increasing opportunities for women and closing the gender gaps. For example, at least 
80% of green jobs globally are expected to be in the secondary sectors, such as 
construction, manufacturing and energy production — industries where women are 
presently under-represented. (A brief overview of women’s participation in the green 
and blue economies in the Commonwealth is at Annex 10).  
 

31. Furthermore, the document offers examples of women-led and gender-responsive 
initiatives in Commonwealth countries to adapt to climate change and build climate 
resilience, in areas including: disaster risk reduction; gender mainstreaming in climate 
policies, strategies and plans; innovative water projects; ‘clean’ energy initiatives; 
new sustainable technologies; re-forestation and coastal regeneration; and building 
organisations for environmental sustainability. These good practices illustrate the 
possibilities that exist for women’s engagement in climate change adaptation, 
mitigation and resilience. 
 

32. In addition, the collated research explores particular vulnerabilities of women to 
climate change. These include: the impact of water and energy shortages on women’s 
family and domestic responsibilities; the effect on food security, as a result of reduced 
agricultural production and crop yields due to factors such as drought or floods; the 
health impacts of climate change caused by reduced water availability, increased 
spread of water- and vector-borne diseases, increased cases of heat stress and 
respiratory illness, and women’s increased responsibilities of caring for the sick.  

 
33. Despite these impacts of climate change have been on the international agenda since 

the UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), the issue 

of gender and climate change has not achieved the recognition of the other priority 

gender equality themes explored in this report (women in leadership, women’s 

economic empowerment, and ending violence against women and girls).  
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Recommendations 
 
As part of the continuing efforts to monitor progress on gender equality and the 
empowerment of women, in pursuit of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda, this paper is 
submitted to Ministers to: 

a) Emphasise the importance of accurate and regular national data collection on 
gender inequality, to underpin evidence based policy making.  

b) Note that important progress has been made by member countries on a range of 
important development indicators for gender equality.  

c) Acknowledge that progress on gender equality and women’s empowerment has 
been positive at various levels; however, strengthened efforts are needed to 
mainstream gender in all aspects of decision making as countries progress towards 
2030.  

d) Recall that at 11WAMM member countries agreed to share national progress reports 
with other development partners including the Commonwealth and the UN, to 
support tracking progress; and to honour this commitment by voluntarily sharing 
reports with the Commonwealth Secretariat.   

e) Call on Heads to prioritise and allocate adequate financial and technical resources 
to address the data and information gaps, and provide tools and capacity building 
at country level to generate the appropriate data in efforts to achieving gender 
equality and the SDGs.  

 


