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[bookmark: _Toc83044362]Introduction
This report is produced by Land Sea Maldives, a non-governmental organisation in the Maldives advocating for food security and healthy living, equitable and sustainable use of natural resources, and economic empowerment of women.
This report is in response to the Sixth Periodic Report of the Maldives, providing comments on selected Articles (11-14), followed by recommendations for issues raised.
[bookmark: _Toc83044363]Article 11 – Employment
1. One of the most critical issues pertaining to gender equality in the Maldives is the low LFPR for women. In 2019, women’s LFPR was 45.6% while men’s LFPR was 77.1%.[footnoteRef:1] The state’s reply to the list of issues notes that female LFPR has seen “a huge gain” compared to 1990 when LPFR was 20%, but it is disingenuous to present the current LFPR as progressive when more recent relevant statistics show only marginal increases in women’s LFPR, which is projected to decrease due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Sustained rates of low female LFPR, coupled with 74% of the potential labour force being women[footnoteRef:2], indicate inadequacy of work done to target women’s increased engagement in the workforce. [1:  National Bureau of Statistics, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019: Employment Indicators (2020), http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Employment-Indicators-Infographics-v3.pdf]  [2:  National Bureau of Statistics, International Women’s Day 2021 (2021) http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/International-Womens-Day-2021-ammended.pdf] 

2. Nearly half (49%) of women who were outside the labour force cited household chores and childcare as their main reason for lack of labour force participation (compared to 3% of men)[footnoteRef:3]. There is a greater burden regarding domestic household and familial responsibilities on women, who spend twice as many hours on household work than men do[footnoteRef:4]; while COVID-19 has increased the burden of unpaid domestic/childcare work for both genders, more women reported an increase than men.[footnoteRef:5] Facilitating childcare services and remote working arrangements would significantly alleviate this ‘double burden’, allowing women to balance their work and personal life more efficiently, and remove barriers to employment. While the State Report refers to development plans for a childcare facility in Malé which will help attain this goal, it is unclear whether there are any plans to provide similar facilities in other regions to ensure equal opportunities to women across the country. [3:  National Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Release III: Employment, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016 (Malé: National Bureau of Statistics, 2018), http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/HIES-Report-2016-Employment-Update-6112018-1.pdf]  [4:  National Bureau of Statistics. Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019: Employment Indicators.]  [5:  National Bureau of Statistics, Gender-Differentiated Consequences of COVID-19 (2020), http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Gender-Differentiated-Consequences-of-COVID-19.pdf] 

3. There has been major progress regarding maternity and paternity leave, as noted in the State Report. In 2019, paid maternity leave was extended to six months and paid paternity leave to one month for public sector employees.[footnoteRef:6] While this policy will impact a majority of the women in the labour force – given that the government is the biggest employer in the country, and some SOEs and private companies have adopted the policy[footnoteRef:7] – it does not apply to the private sector as a whole. The Employment Act only mandates sixty days paid maternity leave and three days paternity leave, with further allowances for one year’s voluntary unpaid leave, and should be amended to ensure equal opportunities across sectors. [6:  President’s Office, “President Solih announces the implementation of 6 months paid maternity leave,” press release, March 7, 2019, https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/20794]  [7:  Fathmath Shaahunaz, “BML extends maternity and paternity leave,” The Edition, March 8, 2020, https://edition.mv/business/15322] 

4. A major issue with regard to low LFPR is lack of job opportunities, which 35% of women cited as their reason for unemployment, while 28% cited inability to get suitable jobs.[footnoteRef:8] Congruently, more women (46%) than men (38%) were dissatisfied with lack of employment and work opportunities.[footnoteRef:9] A majority of women in the workforce are engaged in healthcare, education, and administration, within the public sector. Given that the public sector is unlikely to expand significantly, particularly in consideration of the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects on the state’s budget, the state must look at avenues to create employment opportunities for women in other sectors. [8:  National Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Release: IV Employment, Population & Housing Census 2014 (Malé: National Bureau of Statistics, 2016) http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/StatisticalReleaseIV-Employment.pdf]  [9:  Human Rights Commission of the Maldives, Family Protection Authority, and UNDP Maldives, Reflecting 15 years: The “Rights” Side of Life (Malé: HRCM, FPA, and UNDP Maldives, 2020), https://www.hrcm.org.mv/publications/otherdocuments/2020RSL3Report.pdf ] 

5. The State’s greatest resources for revenue, productivity and, subsequently, job creation outside the public sector are the uninhabited islands in the Maldives, a majority of which are leased out for tourist resort development. Tourism is the largest sector in the Maldives, directly contributing to 21% of GDP in 2019.[footnoteRef:10] It is also heavily male-dominated with only 3% of the sector being Maldivian women.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  National Bureau of Statistics, Employment in Tourist Resorts 2019 (Malé: National Bureau of Statistics, 2020), http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Resort-Employee-Survey-2019-1.pdf]  [11:  Ibid.] 

6. The Maldivian tourism model largely produces resort islands isolated from inhabited islands, meaning that local resort workers spend a significant amount of time away from their families and homes and even those who work in resorts located in the vicinity of their home islands find commuting daily a challenge due to weak transport systems. More women commute daily, however, due to domestic and familial responsibilities that prevent them from staying in resorts full-time; this additional burden act as barriers to women from entering tourism.[footnoteRef:12] Although the challenges behind creating a perception change to address social norms are appreciated, given the state’s identification of material challenges to women’s participation in the tourism industry (i.e. mobility), there must be a more urgent effort to address them via structural changes. [12:  Ibid.] 

7. While the sector engages an extremely low number of female employees, leasing islands for tourism development also comes at a high opportunity cost for women. Uninhabited islands are often accessed by women from nearby inhabited islands who are informally employed or self-account workers, to acquire resources such as nuts and fruit (for food processing), and coconut husks and palm leaves (for coir-rope and mat weaving).[footnoteRef:13] Inhabited islands are also leased out for agriculture – a sector that is marginally dominated by women (52.8% of registered farmers)[footnoteRef:14] – but at a significantly lower rate than for tourism. The focus on tourism development via the single-parcel model means fewer resources are allocated for agriculture and other productive activities mainly conducted by women, and private resort developers often block access to leased islands and, subsequently, the natural resources women use for these activities. Women are thus majorly marginalised as their existing and potential livelihoods are disrupted, in addition to facing significant barriers entering the tourism sector. [13:  Information received from HA. Filladhoo WDC, R. Maduvvari WDC, and Vaavu Atoll Council.]  [14:  Data provided to Land Sea Maldives by Ministry of Fisheries, Marine Resources and Agriculture, upon request.] 

8. [bookmark: _Hlk83029183]The state and relevant stakeholders must consider restructuring the sector by moving away from single-parcel island development models, instead integrating tourism and other sectors (e.g. agriculture and manufacturing) that most Maldivian women’s livelihoods already depend on. This can be facilitated by developing guesthouse tourism, leasing islands for multiple purposes such as agriculture and tourism, and developing the cottage industry sector by assisting women to market and supply locally-manufactured products such as souvenirs and cosmetics for resorts as well as fresh produce and value-added products from home gardens or local farms. Additionally, outsourcing laundry and sewing work as well as administrative departments to workers, especially women, in inhabited islands must be considered.
9. While the State Report mentions discussions with stakeholders and proposed measures to increase women’s engagement in the tourism sector, including training development, the most significant strategy mentioned is a gender quota. Given the slow organic rate of women’s increased engagement in the tourism sector. TSMs are the most appropriate mechanisms to bridge the gender gap. Additionally, the precedent set by the women’s quota for local councils should equip the state and relevant stakeholders to mitigate challenges in implementation.
Recommendations
a. Amend the Employment Act to reflect public sector policy on maternity/paternity leave across all sectors of formal employment.
b. Restructure the tourism sector by moving away from single-parcel resort island development model to mixed-use guest house model
c. Allocate more resources (i.e. land, funding, training) to sectors such as agriculture and cottage industry, where women are more active, to facilitate economic diversification and integrate these sectors with tourism.

[bookmark: _Toc83044364]Article 12 – Health
10. While Paragraph 117 of the State Report claims there is “strong regard” for island health facilities despite limited resources, the language used is unclear on how this is conceptualised. A longitudinal assessment conducted by HRCM, FPA, and UNDP Maldives identified that public perception towards healthcare services in the Maldives was unfavourable, with dissatisfaction higher amongst women and those from outer islands.[footnoteRef:15] Dissatisfaction with the overall health services in 2019 was congruent with the 2011 baseline, indicating that people do not believe health services have improved during this period. Both men and women reported that the top areas needing improvement in the healthcare system were better services at hospitals, better services at health centres, and more hospitals in a regional level. Additionally, the assessment identified an increase in the number of people who believe better services in island-level health centres would improve overall healthcare access, suggesting a greater level of support for decentralised services and greater public need for island-level healthcare, which may reflect “strong regard for island health clinics”. [15:  HRCM, FPA, and UNDP Maldives, Reflecting 15 years: The “Rights” Side of Life.] 

11. In Paragraph 173 of its reply to the list of issues, the state claims that women have “easy access” to healthcare and obstetric services from their inhabited islands, which is highly misrepresentative. Per the 2016-2017 Maldives Demographic and Health Survey (MDHS), 72% women reported having at least one problem in accessing healthcare, with 52% citing difficulties in getting an appointment and 31% referring to distance to health facilities.[footnoteRef:16] While there is a basic healthcare facility in every inhabited island and a hospital in each atoll, emergency obstetrics services are only available at secondary hospitals and the services provided by these facilities are often lacking due to limited resources, resulting in patients having to incur costs travelling to Malé. This tiered system leads to significant delays in providing urgent healthcare, due to underdeveloped facilities outside of Malé and logistical difficulties reaching Malé. In the first half of 2020 alone, multiple cases of women who lost their child to foetal[footnoteRef:17][footnoteRef:18] or neonatal[footnoteRef:19] death due to inaccessibility of emergency obstetrics services were reported, highlighting the dysfunctionality of the tiered healthcare system – especially in crises like the COVID-19 pandemic – and the urgent need for decentralisation. [16:  Ministry of Health [Maldives] and ICF, Maldives Demographic and Health Survey 2016-17 (Malé, Maldives, and Rockville, Maryland, USA: Ministry of Health and ICF, 2018). http://health.gov.mv/Uploads/Downloads//Publications/Publication(56).pdf]  [17:  Zunana Zalif, “Unborn baby dies due to lack of health care in Thoddoo,” Raajje, May 14, 2020, https://raajje.mv/78393]  [18:  Ahmedulla Abdul Hadi, “Unborn baby’s death reported in H.A. Baarah,” Sun, June 11, 2020, https://en.sun.mv/61000]  [19:  Ahmedulla Abdul Hadi, “Aasandha refutes negligence in deaths of 2 infants in Kudahuvadhoo,” Sun, June 7, 2020, https://en.sun.mv/60914] 

12. Decentralisation of healthcare must be facilitated by allocating more resources to island-level services – instead of centralised infrastructure projects in urban Malé – and developing education and employment opportunities outside Malé, as these are the major migratory factors. It is imperative to increase resources outside Malé (including facilitating food security to increase access to nutrition) and reduce urbanisation and congestion, which is linked to deteriorating well-being and increased risk of lifestyle diseases, due to pollution and stressors.
13. There is a general lack of nation-wide data on health and well-being, especially sex-disaggregated data. For example, although the MDHS notes that self-reported prevalence for both diabetes and hypertension was twice as high for women[footnoteRef:20], there is no research on underlying issues that may disproportionately affect women. The state must work to enrich data on key issues and create an integrated system – using local councils to collect regional data –  so that targeted interventions can be developed. [20:  Ministry of Health, Maldives Demographic and Health Survey 2016-17] 

Recommendations
a. Decentralise healthcare by developing essential island-level facilities and reducing urbanisation.
b. Conduct more periodic nation-wide research on well-being to identify areas for targeted intervention, using an integrated data system.


[bookmark: _Toc83044365]Article 13 – Economic and Social Benefits
14. While, as the State Report notes, the NSPA provides multiple welfare schemes and conditional allowances open to both genders, this report will focus on the Single Parent Allowance (SPA), as most beneficiaries (97.2%) are women (see Table 1 below). Consultations with recipients indicated that a monthly allowance of MVR1,000 (approximately US$65) per child is insufficient, given the high cost of living in the Maldives. Over a quarter of SPA recipients are located in Malé, where rent is the highest expenditure.[footnoteRef:21] The State Report notes that social protection schemes are limited by budgetary constraints, which is further expected to worsen due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the state must seek other avenues to alleviate the burden on single parents. One key mechanism the state could establish is rent control, which will significantly lower expenses for single parents, especially in Malé. [21:  National Bureau of Statistics. Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019: Household Expenditure (Malé: National Bureau of Statistics, 2021), http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/HIES2019-Expenditure.pdf ] 

Table 1: SPA beneficiaries, by gender and locality (as of July 2021)
	Locality
	Women
	Men

	Malé
	829
	11

	Other regions
	2139
	50

	Total
	2,979
	61


Source: NSPA[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Data provided to Land Sea Maldives by National Social Protection Agency, upon request.] 

15. There is also concern about the legal stipulation that SPA beneficiaries cease to receive the allowance upon marriage. The current regulation universally assumes that single parents who marry will receive financial support from their new spouses for childcare, and implicitly encourages women to depend on their husbands, alarmingly perpetuating patriarchal notions. The state must amend the legislature and establish a new procedure where assessments are conducted on a case-by-case basis to identify the level of financial support new spouses provide and whether allowances should be continued or suspended.
16. While 84% of home-based workers are women[footnoteRef:23], many face significant barriers to achieving revenue maximisation, stability, and growth. Paragraph 200 of the State’s reply to the list of issues notes that income received from small-scaled employment or home-based employment, such as vegetable/fruit-processing and rope-weaving, is often not stable and subject to market dynamics and factors such as limited growth opportunities, land, assets, and access to equipment and machinery. A critical way to address these issues is through increased accessibility to financial credit facilities such as loans. Even the lowest facilities require collateral, and many have high interest rates and income thresholds which create barriers to women, especially those in informal employment (44% of all employed women) or outside the labour force (56.4%).[footnoteRef:24] Many of these women do not have sole ownership of assets to provide as collateral and have low or unstable income, leading to financial dependency on spouses, which may make women more vulnerable to domestic violence. It is thus imperative that barriers to financial credit are removed, and TSMs such as removal of collateral requirements, lower interest rates, and lower income threshold for women seeking financial credit will significantly increase accessibility and provide opportunities for women. [23:  FAO, Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and Rural Sector in Maldives (Malé: FAO, 2019), http://www.fao.org/3/ca6071en/ca6071en.pdf ]  [24:  National Bureau of Statistics. Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019: Employment Indicators.] 

17. Despite the state’s recognition of the aforementioned obstacles in Paragraph 200 of the State’s reply to the list of issues, its own decisions and policies have directly and indirectly caused detriment to women who rely on these activities, particularly rural women. Please see the section on Article 14 for further discussion.
Recommendations
a. Establish rent control to reduce expenses and alleviate the burden on single mothers.
b. Amend the Single Parent Allowance Regulation to remove the stipulation that re-marriages lead to suspension of allowance, and establish a case-by-case assessment mechanism.
c. Implement TSMs for women without formal employment and allow access to credit facilities without collateral and with low interest rates and income thresholds.


[bookmark: _Toc83044366]Article 14 – Rural women
18. Paragraphs 114-115 of the State Report imply that difficulties in policy implementation at the rural level are caused by failure of local councils to assume responsibility under the Gender Equality Act (GEA), claiming that despite improved infrastructure, norms perpetuated by island leaders (e.g. local councillors) “hinder the advancement of the policies adopted” by the central government. This observation follows a note about the regulation, oversight, and monitoring of all services (health, education, social services, police, and judiciary) remaining at the central government level. Yet, the state fails to mention procedures central oversight bodies follow to regulate personnel who “hinder” gender equality.
19. It is troubling that while the central government fails to perform its legally mandated regulatory role with regard to GEA, it has simultaneously attempted to supersede local governments to carry out development projects that have disproportionately affected rural women. Although Paragraphs 211-213 of the State’s reply to the list of issues states that land for economic activities are leased through the respective local councils and development projects adhere to councils’ Land Use Plans, this is misrepresentative; the Executive reserves the right to arbitrarily change island jurisdiction or approve development projects, through Presidential decrees or decisions made by the Economic Council, a sub-committee within the Cabinet. Box 1 provides a case study on one such island and how women are disproportionately affected. 
	Box 1 – Case Study (HA. Dhapparu)

	In August 2021, the government removed HA. Dhapparu (an uninhibited island) from the jurisdiction of HA. Filladhoo, an inhabited island geographically linked to Dhapparu. The decision was made via a Presidential decree, without consultations with the HA. Filladhoo community, leading to public outcry.
Subsequently, Spokesperson for the President’s Office stated that the proposed Dhapparu project was for real-estate tourism and lack of consultation with the council was acknowledged[footnoteRef:25], adding that the PO was in communication with the council and the project would not proceed without a mutually agreeable solution.[footnoteRef:26] It is concerning that public consultations are an afterthought for the state and even then, performative consultations are limited to the council and not the broader community, such as women who may be disproportionately affected. Information provided by HA. Filladhoo WDC indicated that losing access to Dhapparu would impact Filladhoo women who have been using natural resources such as fruits, nuts, palm leaves, coconuts and coconut husks both for personal use and income-generating activities. [25:  “Spokesperson: Dhapparu will be developed for real estate tourism,” Sun, September 1, 2021, https://en.sun.mv/68841 ]  [26:  Mabrook Azeez (MvSpokesperson), “President’s Office is in communication with the council. The project will not continue before reaching an agreeable solution,” Twitter, September 1, 2021, https://twitter.com/MvSpokesperson/status/1433071114691891205] 



20. The vitality of gender-mainstreaming when it comes to island resources is further illustrated by the case of HDh. Kulhudhuffushi (see Box 2).
	Box 2 – Case Study (HDh. Kulhudhuffushi)

	The Kulhudhuffushi mangrove has been as an integral part of local women’s ropemaking process for years, used to soak coconut husks to soften and strengthen the fibres for coir-ropes.[footnoteRef:27] However, they lost access to this resource and had their livelihoods disrupted when the government initiated a project to develop an airport in Kulhudhuffushi, by reclaiming an area of the mangrove; although initially proposed to be 30%, assessments conducted after the project revealed that 70% of the mangrove had been lost/damaged.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  “The Ropemakers of Kulhudhuffushi,” Maldives Independent, November 8, 2017, https://maldivesindependent.com/business/the-ropemakers-of-kulhudhuffushi-134013]  [28:  “Authorities urged to protect Kulhudhuffushi mangrove,” Maldives Independent, September 18, 2018, https://maldivesindependent.com/environment/authorities-urged-to-protect-kulhudhuffushi-mangrove-141281] 

In addition to the irreversible environmental damage, there was an irrevocable loss for 404 families whose livelihoods are connected to the Kulhudhuffushi ropemaking industry, which is approximately a century-old and earned an annual income of MVR8.7 million.[footnoteRef:29] This loss could potentially have been avoided if the state had ensured proper consultation and gender-mainstreaming, and called a public referendum. [29:  Preliminary Site Survey of Kulhudhuffushi Mangroves (Malé: Ministry of Environment, 2019), https://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/wp-content/files/2019/downloads/20190627-dld-preliminary-site-survey-of-kulhudhuffushi-mangroves.pdf ] 



21. It is important to note that multiple local councils have established targeted policies and programs for women, such as prioritising women when providing agricultural plots (Addu City) and the Mariyam-maa nutrition campaign targeted at pregnant and perinatal women (Dh. Rinbudhoo).[footnoteRef:30] In addition to carrying out their aforementioned role as an oversight body, the central government can follow this precedent and endorse progressive initiatives by working with local councils to facilitate nation-wide adoption of these policies. It is also expected that the improved representation of women in local councils and empowerment of WDCs will lead to increased gender mainstreaming in local-level decision-making. [30:  Aishath Razan Asif, “Pres inaugurates Rinbudhoo ‘Cultural Road’, launches ‘Mariyam-Maa’ campaign,” Avas, February 20, 2020, https://avas.mv/en/78449 ] 

22. Paragraph 120 of the State Report responds to a CO regarding rural women’s participation in natural resource management and decision-making. The state notes that women are disproportionately affected by disasters, playing a larger role in community response as men are often away at work, and subsequently there has been an increased effort to engage women in disaster risk management and increase awareness of the importance of their participation. It is interesting that the state’s response focuses entirely on mitigation activities, when failure to include women in every stage of decision-making and disrupting their livelihoods through exclusionary processes (see Box 1 and Box 2) leads to women experiencing a lack of ownership and, subsequently, responsibility regarding natural resource management.
23. It is thus imperative that the state facilitate community ownership, which will particularly benefit rural women. At the time of this report’s writing, a number of cases have been filed at the Office for Transitional Justice by local councils, seeking reparations for islands in their jurisdictions that have been leased by the central government for long periods without their approval or consultation. While these cases pertain to land leased during previous administrations, the current administration’s unfortunate adherence to the precedent of undermining local governments and lack of transparency is concerning. Reviewing the current legislature and the Executive’s power over resources that fall under council jurisdiction must be considered, to strengthen local governance and community ownership.
Recommendations
a. Have a referendum within the atoll when leasing any island within the atoll, and when carrying out projects that would permanently alter the natural environment, ensuring proper public consultations with detailed information are held pre-implementation.
b. Assist local and atoll councils in formation of natural resource management plans and provide financial support to ensure its implementation.
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