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Politburo of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPPR) there has been slow progress and not all countries have
having around 15% of women since the 11th Party experienced positive results, particularly when looking at
Congress in 202F. senior management positions.

However, across all levels of the Lao government, only By 2025, advancing women’s equality in the Asia Pacific
5% of government decision-making positions are held by countries might add $4.5 trillion to the region’s total
women. Similarly, only ten, or less than 8%, of the 143  yearly GDP* Over the last few decades, Southeast
district governors of the Lao PDR are women. Women als@sian countries’ rapid and uneven economic expansion
make up only 228, or 2.64 percent, of the country’s 8,608 has created new and difficult imbalances between
village leaders.Yet while there has been some progress  socioeconomic groups, as well as between men and
there still remains platforms and opportunities for women women, all of which has been further exacerbated by

to participate and be involved in higher level positions  COVID.

across the economic spectrum. ) )
In most of these countries, particularly Lao PDR and

Women are still underrepresented within the workforce  other Mekong countries women have traditionally been
within the ASEAN countries and are more focused on  engaged in agricultural and household work in rural
unpaid care, domestic work, social norms, and wage regions. Women have engaged in crop production, animal
disparity® While gender wage gaps exist across countries production, horticulture, post-harvesting activities, agro-
worldwide, in ASEAN countries the earnings for women social forestry, and fishing, and it is vital to consider their
remains below that of mehlIn 2017, employed women  numerous roles as mothers, wives, farmers, entrepreneurs,
earned $9 for every $10 men earned and there are and agents? Women'’s tasks are frequently focused
unequal pay levels for equal types of work as well as job on household maintenance, with major domestic and
segregation and glass ceilings. One way to close the pay reproductive responsibilities. Women play an important
gaps is to promote career paths for women into leadershipole in agriculture, yet it is often overlooked. Similarly,

and decision-making and opening doors to a new women'’s role in formal MSME ownership is important
generation of women leaders in ASEAN countries. including, accommodation, and food; transport and

e . . ... storage; and manufacturing.
Overall, there are difficulties in the effective participation g g

of women at all levels of decision making in areas of Overall while there has been a shift with regards to
political, economic, and public life within the Mekong gender inclusion within ASEAN countries, particularly
region. Apart from the governments themselves, donors the Mekong countries, more work needs to be done to

like Australia have been actively working to promote ensure women have a voice within leadership and policies
gender equality and women'’s leadership in these countriethat affect them and their growth.

Understanding the Mekong countries context is important

when considering recommendations and way forwards.
Ways forward:

Leadership for gender inclusion in = e
» Recognising the implications of RCEP for gender

ASEAN inclusion in different sectors.

o » Ensuring that AS&EN policies contribute to reducing
ASEAN has been at the forefront of economic integration socioeconomic classes through gender equality

in Asia, the world’s fastest-growing region and was also policies instead of further enhancing inequalities.

central in negotiating RCEP, where the objective was

to achieve a modern, comprehensive, high-quality, and * Engaging men and making thencaantable
mutually beneficial economic partnership agreement champions on gender equality.

among ASEAN member states and free trade agreement
(FTA) partners. Recently in October 2022 at the ASEAN
Women leaders’ Summit, an ASEAN policy action brief Wﬁarriers limiting women's
issued with the focus on advancing gender and business ) g _

reporting to implement women’s economic principles as  Opportunity for economic

part of the pandemic economic recovery within ASEAN  am powerment

countries. Gender mainstreaming strategy has been a

topic of discussion since the early 2000 with policymakers™

and leaders requiring new skills and perspectif@ver  ASEAN has been at the forefront of economic integration
two decades later, these discussions have become more jy one of the world’s fastest-growing regions. However,
prominent with many organisations, introducing special  gyer the last few decades, Southeast Asian countries’
programs and training for women and staff. ASEAN has  rapid and uneven economic expansion has created new
shown a strong commitment to gender inclusion by and difficult imbalances between socioeconomic classes,

establishing many special units working on gender issuesgg well as between men and women, even further
and gender equality has become an accepted norm. Yet,



exacerbated by COVID-19. The labour force participation
rate for women has generally been lower in Asia with
women on average being 70% less likely than men to

be in the workforce and some countries in Central and
East Asia have experienced a small deéfikevariety of
systemic barriers exist in Laos and the broader Mekong
region that prohibit women from ascending to positions
of leadership, including income disparity between men
and women; lack of female decision makers and role
models; sexual harassment at the workplace; and violence
against women; and unequal access to and control of
resources. Sexual harassment in the workplace is now
recognized as a workplace hazard, a human rights
violation that jeopardizes women’s equality of opportunity
and treatment in Asia and the Paciffc.

Research suggests that increasing the presence of
women in the workforce can have significant benefits

for economic growth and welfare. An analysis conducted
by McKinsey in 2019 found that companies in the top
guartile for gender diversity on executive teams were 25
percent more likely to have above-average profitabifity.
Yet neither economic growth nor increasing education
appears sufficient to pull women into the labour force.
Within the Mekong region, women have played a
significant role in the agriculture, fisheries, and farming,
yet they are often under-represented or excluded in

the decision making around the area. Oxfam’s study
found that when women are more involved in decisions _
regarding the use of resources and development it is mo
likely to be stronger, equally shared, and sustain&ble.

In Lao PDR for example, rural areas are undergoing fast
change. Increased agricultural output and off-farm job
options are helping to lift certain families and communities
out of poverty. However, commercialisation of agriculture
can also raise vulnerability for women in asset-poor
households and communities, such as those who have lost
access to arable land and lack non-farm skills. A substantial
portion of women'’s labour is underestimated and
sometimes goes unnoticed. Women make up 65 percent
of unpaid family workers in Lao PDR, and they spend four
times as much time on housework each day as ndles.

A second challenge is women'’s percentage in all levels
of government as well as in the administration are low,
leading to men being the main drivers of politics and
policy in the country. Men’s traditional status in terms

of gender leadership is that glass ceiling issues have an
impact on women's professional advanceménGlass
ceiling restrictions, combined with gender stereotypes
and prejudices, create discriminatory factors that hinder
women from stepping up. Further, the lack of a critical
mass of senior or outwardly successful female role models
and mentors is another barrier to women in leadership.
Having mentors and role models can actively guide and



In the Central Mekong Delta in Vietnam a project by IOM,
aimed on promotion of gender equality and women’s
empowerment reported positive improvements as a result
of creating income-generation prospects for women, as

disadvantageous to womeh.Changes in institutional
policies thus are critical in changing gender norms that can
address discriminatory power relations and reduce social
and cultural norms that are one of the key systematic

well as raising awareness of HIV/AIDS and human traffickihgurriers for example in Lao PDR and lack of opportunities

risks?* I0M reports 319 out of 322 female participants
who were trained in business development, established
business plans to improve income-generation activities.
Of these, 275 designated further technical training in
aquaculture, animal husbandry, business management,
cultivation, and handicrafts (e.g., rattan-weaving). This
strategic recipe of business development and technical
training interpreted into enhanced access to credit and
higher profits, with average revenue increased by VND
382,600 (US$ 18) and some participants reported 350
per cent increases in inconie.

Gender inclusion is critical for gender-responsive enterpris
creation and promotion, as well as long-term development
Because RCEP incorporates women'’s specific objectives

and needs into appropriate ASEAN and national legislation,

policies, and programs, it is fostering gender-responsive
enterprise development and promotiéh.This can result

in increasing women's access to and use of innovative
technologies in accordance with the e-ASEAN Framework
and SDG 17, which calls for more cooperation and access
to science, technology and innovatiéh.

Leadership requires preparation, programmatic networking,

and ongoing education and mentorship, embedded in
systematic pathways that equip women for professional
and organisational leadership rofé#\ccording to the
Mekong River Commission, between 1995 and 2008 the
Mekong Delta has had an uncurving population growth;
positive cereal production tendency; affluent aquaculture
production trend; rectilinear trend in marine fishery;
curved trend in rice production; poverty reduction leaning;

negative GDP distribution trend across countries of region,

and; positive trend in GDP per capita of Mekong Delta
based on fixed price 1994 With a growing economy that
predominantly depends on agriculture and fishery, salinity
acidification, water availability, erosion, reduction of soil
fertility, flood and drought are major issues associated wit

changes of economy flows. Government and private secto

foster hydropower and renewable energy projects as one
of the main pillars of the Mekong economies. Irrespective
of the sector being backed by government or private
investors, studies indicated that local women and men are
keen on jobs on the plantation and were facing issues suc
as time management in terms of arriving, working for, and
leaving at a certain time in transition of acquiring full time
employment®

The role of men in gender norms and societal change is
also a key aspect. Untangling power relations between
men and women, which can influence the adoption of
new positive norms, thereby facilitating and developing
a new understanding of normative social behaviour.
While inequitable gender norms reflect and perpetuate
inequitable power relations, such norms are more often

h

]

for all highlighting the importance of men as allies to
achieve systematic change in all areas of life independent if
at the family, community, or national lev@IMen’s status in
terms of gender leadership is that glass ceiling issues have
an impact on women's professional advancem#értlass
ceiling restrictions, combined with gender stereotypes and
prejudices, create discriminatory factors that hinder women
from receiving equal pay as men, resulting in a wage
disparity®* Thus the role of men in change is critical.

» Promoting women entrepreneurship as a means
| for women to empower themselves while
also contributing to prosperous, inclusive, and
sustainable development.

Gender inclusive trends facilitate making actionable
organisational policies and procedures that avoid
marginalising women.

Recognising the role of men as agents of change
and for providing voices to diverse range of women
from urban and rural areas is critical to achieve
change in the Mekong region.

Persistent representation of gender inclusivity in
leadership is a recommended prosody to highlight
potential inconsistencies to decision-makers for
taking proactive actions.

C

onclusion

Although women'’s participation in education and leadership
is increasing worldwide, there is still a limited number of
women in the Asia-Pacific region that occupy higher posts
In their career pathways. There is discrimination regarding
the effective participation of women at all levels of decision
making in areas of political, economic, and public life. Apart
from Lao and other Mekong countries government’s,
donors like Australia have been actively working to promote
gender equality and women's leadership in the Mekong
region. However, like in other countries, there are still
significant gaps in gender equality and systemic barriers
for women in obtaining leadership roles, including existing
social and cultural norms, lack of working opportunities, and
existing policy frameworks.

Key opportunities include emphasising the power of role
models and female leaders across all levels of government
and sectors, advancing opportunities for women’s
entrepreneurship, and using the role of men as agents for
change. These changes could add to improving women’s
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