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14. Making Women More Participatory in the Process of Economic
Development

14.1 Introduction
As demographic changes and an ageing population
slows down the number of entrants into the labour
market in Sri Lanka, the role of women in the labour
force will become a key driver of sustained high eco-
nomic growth. At present, the female labour force
participation rate remains low at 29.9 per cent, rela-
tive to 66.8 per cent for men as per 2012 data.1  With
high levels of education achievements, unemploy-
ment amongst women is high at 6.2 per cent, com-
pared to a rate of 2.8 per cent for men. As Sri Lanka
attempts the transition to an upper middle income
economy, ensuring the active economic participation
of women in the labour market will require search-
ing questions on gender differences in the country's
labour force __ why Sri Lanka's young and educated
females are choosing not to enter the labour force,
and once they do enter, why they find it more diffi-
cult to find suitable employment relative to their male
peers.

It is widely argued that gender is not so much about
biological differences between men and women, but
it is "the social differentiation of women and men
through processes which are learned, change over
time, and vary within and between cultures. At the
economic level, gender appears as a sexual division
of labour in which some types of work are strongly
associated with women, and some types with men.
The costs and benefits of the sexual division of labour
are unequally shared between men and women to
the disadvantage of the latter."2  Gender, as a concep-
tual tool, is used to highlight various structural rela-
tionships of inequality between men and women as
manifested in the households, in labour markets, in

‘
‘

1 DCS, (2012), “Sri Lanka  Labour Force Survey, Annual Bulletin 2012”   http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Annual%
20Bulletin_2012-f.pdf  accessed 23rd July 2013

2 Elson, D., (1993), “Gender-aware Analysis and Development Economics,” Journal of International Development, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 237-
247.
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personal relationships, in ideologies, and in
socio-political structures. Traditional percep-
tions and beliefs of gender, segregate pro-
ductive, reproductive, and community roles
between men and women, and allocate re-
sponsibilities accordingly. This gender based
division of labour places the problem of a
'triple burden' (created by productive respon-
sibilities, reproductive responsibilities, and
social responsibilities) on females.

14.2 Why Are Women Important to the
Development Process?
There are efficiency reasons, as well as eq-
uity reasons, for ensuring that a country's
economic development process is gender
sensitive. The efficiency reasons are rooted
in the fact that gender inequality is an ob-
stacle to achieving many development goals.
There are many circumstances in which gen-
der inequality is an obstacle to increasing
productivity, exports, and national income.
For instance, research on gender inequality
in the labour market has shown that elimi-
nating gender discrimination in job oppor-
tunities and pay could increase not only
women's income, but also national income.3

The Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) estimates that by giving women equal
access to resources as men, they would
achieve the same yield levels, increasing to-
tal agricultural output in developing coun-
tries by 2.5 - 4 per cent, and this extra yield
could reduce the number of under-nourished
people in the world by 12-17 per cent.4  It
has been estimated that raising female em-
ployment levels to that of male levels could

have a direct impact on GDP, for example,
of 5 per cent in the US, 9 per cent in Japan,
12 per cent in the UAE, and 34 per cent in
Egypt.5  In addition, women who are better
educated, healthier, and have greater control
over household financial resources are more
likely to invest time in their children's health
and education __ i.e., an investment in the
workforce of tomorrow.6

Thus, ensuring gender equality matters in
many ways to the development process of a
country. Gender equality matters in its own
right and has been recognized as 'smart eco-
nomics'.7  Experiences from various countries
confirm that gender equality enhances eco-
nomic efficiency, and improves other devel-
opment outcomes. This has been mainly
achieved in three ways: firstly, greater pro-
ductivity gains by removing barriers that pre-
vent women from having the same access as
men to education, economic opportunities,
and productive inputs; secondly, through
improved development outcomes for women
and for their next generations by enhancing
women's absolute and relative status; and
thirdly, by empowering women as economic,
political, and social actors through the cre-
ation of more opportunities for representa-
tion in decision making.8

However, the latest available data and indi-
cators reflect that gender equality in Sri Lanka
is not as satisfactory as its achievements in
other human development indicators.9  Sri
Lanka is ranked at 74 among 187 countries
in the Gender Inequality Index (GII),10  which

3 Elson, D., et. al., (1997), “Gender Aware Country Economic Reports”, Working Paper Number 1, Graduate School of Social Sciences,
University of Manchester. U.K.

4 FAO (2013), “The Female Face of Farming,” http://www.fao.org/gender/infographic/en/   accessed 1st May 2013.
5 Aguirre, D., et. al., (2012), Empowering the Third Billion; Women and the World of Work in 2012, Booz & Company Inc, New York.
6 World Bank (2011), “World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development,” The World Bank, Washington, D.C.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 IPS/UNDP (2012), “Sri Lanka Human Development Report 2012: Bridging Regional Disparities for Human Development”, United

Nations Development Programme, Sri Lanka.
10 GII is calculated using three dimensions of women’s life: reproductive health, empowerment, and labour market participation.
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measures inequality in achievements be-
tween women and men.11  Health and edu-
cation indicators for Sri Lanka are as good as
countries with 'very high' and 'high' human
development, but indicators for female rep-
resentation in the national Parliament and
female labour force participation, are far be-
low the global average (Table14.1).12

Global indices which assess women's eco-
nomic opportunity, participation, and con-
tribution, show that the potential of Sri
Lankan women are not fully utilized. The
Women's Economic Opportunity Index
(WEO) 2012, which is calculated by the In-
telligence Unit of The Economist magazine,
measures progress in the economic advance-
ment of women by looking beyond gender
disparities to the underlying factors affect-
ing women's access to economic opportu-
nity in the formal economy. According to
their calculations, Sri Lanka is ranked 84 out
of 128 countries, with a score of 47.6.

Table 14.1
Gender Inequality Index and Related Indicators

GII Maternal Adole- Seats in With at Labour
Mortality scent the Least Force
Rate (per Fertility National Secondary Partici-
100,000 Rate Parlia- Education pation
Live Births (2011) ment (% (% Ages Rate (%
2008) Female 25 and Female

2011) Older 2009)
2010)

Very high human development 0.224 16 23.8 21.5 82.0 52.8

High human development 0.409 51 51.6 13.5 61.0 47.8

Medium human development 0.475 135 50.1 17.3 41.2 51.1

Low human development 0.606 532 98.2 18.2 18.7 54.6

World 0.492 176 58.1 17.7 50.8 51.5

Sri Lanka 0.419 39 23.6 5.3 56.0 34.2

Source: UNDP (2011), Human Development Report 2011, “Sustainability & Equity: A Better Future for All.”

11 UNDP (2011), “Human Development Report 2011, Sustainability and Equity: A Better Future for All.” United Nations, NY.
12 Scores range from 0 to 100 where 100=most favourable. Sweden ranked at number one with a score of 90.4 while Sudan ranked at 128

with a score of 19.2.

This in fact, is a 0.1 point decline in the
score for the country, when compared to its
2010 score. The Third Billion Index, which
combines the input factors (women's level
of preparation for joining the workforce; the
country's access-to-work policies; entrepre-
neurial support) and output factors (inclusion
in the workforce; the degree of advancement
in the national economy; equal pay for equal
work in practice) of women's potential for
economic participation, ranks Sri Lanka at
96th place among 128 countries in 2012.13

Further, the Global Gender Gap Report for
2012 indicates that the gender gap for Sri
Lanka has been deteriorating continuously
since 2006 (Figure 14.1).

Removing these barriers to ensure higher gen-
der equality is critically important in the path
to economic development. In this Policy
Brief, a few selected issues faced by Sri Lankan
women (i.e., female labour force participa-
tion, political representation by women, fe-

13   Aguirre et al. (2012).
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male entrepreneurship, and violence against
women) will be highlighted. Addressing these
issues is important if women are to actively
participate in economic activities, which will
be a crucial factor in the path towards achiev-
ing the status of a upper middle income
country.

Figure 14.1
Global Gender Gap Index and Score – Sri Lanka (2006-2012)

Source: World Economic Forum (2012), “Global Gender Gap Report 2012.”

14.3  Female Labour Force Participa-
tion in Sri Lanka
Female labour force participation (FLFP) is
important for an economy for many reasons:
it indicates the  utilization  of  female  labour
in  an economy, and possible growth poten-
tial the economy has; relates to income/pov-

Figure 14.2
Factors Driving Participation of Women

Source: Verick, S. (2013), “Female Labour Force Participation in South Asia and Beyond,” presentation
made at the consultative workshop on ‘Improving Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri
Lanka’, organized by the World Bank, May 3rd 2013, Colombo, Sri Lanka.
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erty status; and it acts as a signal of the eco-
nomic empowerment of women (i.e., the
higher labour force participation by women,
the more investment in education and health,
and hence, the inter-generational effect).14

The FLFP, however, is affected by many fac-
tors that appear to have no effect on male
participation (Figure 14.2).

With the introduction of economic liberal-
ization measures in the latter part of the
1970s, female participation in the labour
force increased significantly, especially in the
manufacturing and service sectors. However,
from the latter years of the 1990s onwards,
the FLFP rate has stagnated in the range of

Figure 14.3
Annual Labour Force Participation Rates 2000-2011

Source: DCS (2012), “Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, Annual Report 2011”.

Figure 14.4
Employment by Employment Status 2011

14 Verick, S., (2013), “Female Labour Force Participation in South Asia and Beyond,” presentation made at the consultative workshop on
‘Improving Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka,’ organized by the World Bank, May 3rd 2013, Colombo, Sri Lanka.

Source: DCS (2012), “Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, Annual Report 2011”.
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30 to 36 per cent (Figure 14.3). With a male
labour force participation rate of more than
65 per cent, female labour force participa-
tion in Sri Lanka lags significantly behind __

a characteristic that appears to be persisting
over time.

A recent study by the World Bank points out
three possible explanations for low FLFP in
Sri Lanka: gender norms and household re-
sponsibilities, especially care of young chil-
dren; skill mismatch in the labour market;
and weaker job networks from which they
may face discrimination in the labour mar-
ket.15  Studies done in the developed econo-
mies,16  as well as in the South Asian region,17

affirm that most of these determinants are
common for females in different societies
with respect to their decision to participate
in the labour force.

Often, working mothers face challenges in
the work environment due to family respon-
sibilities that adversely affects women's pro-
ductivity, resulting in career related stress.
Work related costs also tend to rise with
marriage and children, thus adversely affect-
ing the balance of benefits and costs for fe-
male employees forcing them to leave the
labour force. Recent data on female labour
force participation imply that an M-shaped
curve is emerging for Sri Lanka similar to that
already seen in countries such as Japan and
South Korea,18  in relation to the age groups
20 to 24 and 30 to 39 being the two peaks
(Figure 14.5). This suggests that a majority
of women in the age group of 25-29 quit
their jobs due to their familial responsibili-
ties (basically child caring) and re-enter the
labor market when their children have grown
up.

15 World Bank (2013), “Getting In and Staying In: Increasing Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka,” presentation made at the
consultative workshop on ‘Improving Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka, organized by the World Bank , May 3rd 2013,
Colombo, Sri Lanka.

16 Jaumotte, F., (2003), “Female Labour Force Participation: Past Trends and Main Determinants in OECD Countries”, OECD Economics
Department Working Papers, No. 376, OECD, Paris.

17 Sucharita S., (2013), “Factors Affecting Female Labour Force Participation in India”, The Romanian Economic Journal, No. 48, June
2013; Faridi M. Z. et al., (2009), “The Socio-Economic and Demographic Determinants of Women Work Participation in Pakistan:
Evidence from Bahawalpur District”, South Asian Studies, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 353-369.

18 Lee, S., et. al., (2013), “It’s More than an M-shape: The Political Economy of Female Non-Standard Workers in the Republic of Korea”,
Asian Social Work and Policy Review, Vol. 7, pp. 1-17.

Figure 14.5
Female Labour Force Participation Rates by Age Groups 2006 & 2010

Source: DCS, “Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, Annual Report, various issues”.
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Further, for employers, the costs related to
maternity and child care benefits are regarded
as a cost burden, and in turn could lead to a
gender bias against female employment.19

Employers see the benefits provided under
the Maternity Benefit Acts as a disruption of
the production process and a threat to their
profits. While public sector administrators
share their disapproval of what, in their view
are long periods of troublesome absence,20

women in the private sector and small firms
are at higher risk of discrimination due to
negative employer attitudes to pregnancy and
maternity leave.21

There appears to be little awareness of the
fact that the reproductive role of women is a
national contribution, as well as a social re-
sponsibility to the whole community. In gen-

eral, females are preferred for certain job cat-
egories (e.g., clerical support workers and
elementary occupations) and males are pre-
ferred for certain job categories (e.g., jobs
related to technical work). This segregation
of job types (i.e., 'masculinization' or 'femi-
nization' of specific jobs), is evident from
the job vacancy advertisements appearing in
national newspapers (Table 14.2).

14.4  Female Entrepreneurship
Women entrepreneurs have been designated
'the new engines for growth' and 'the rising
stars of the economies in developing coun-
tries to bring prosperity and welfare,' yet fe-
male entrepreneurship remains an 'untapped
source' of economic growth and develop-
ment.22  Women seek entrepreneurship for
many reasons. While some women start a

Table 14.2
Percentage Distribution of Job Advertisements of Main Occupational Category

(Based on ISCO 88) and Gender – 1st Half 2011
Main Occupation Category               Gender (%)        Total

Male Female     Not    %     No.
Specified

Elementary occupations 52.8 27.2 20.1 100 14,684

Craft & related workers 89.3 2.3 8.4 100 14,331

Technicians & associate professionals 34.8 6.1 59.1 100 13,514

Service workers & shop & market sales workers 57.0 13.8 29.2 100 12,993

Plant and machine operators and assemblers 89.4 4.4 6.2 100 10,236

Clerks 20.6 24.0 55.4 100 8,349

Professionals 8.3 15.2 76.5 100 6,110

Legislators, senior officials and managers 22.3 1.8 75.9 100 3,424

Skilled agricultural & fishery workers 61.1 0.4 38.6 100 280

Armed forces 42.9 0.0 57.1 100 21

Total 53.6 12.3 34.1 100 83,942

19 ILO, (2013), “Decent Work: Protect the Future - Maternity, Paternity and Work” http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgre
ports/ @gender/documents/publication/wcms_106262.pdf accessed 23rd July 2013.

20 Madurawala, D.S.P., (2009), “Labour Force Participation of Women in Child Bearing Ages,” Sri Lanka Journal of Population Studies,
Vol. 11, No. 1.

21 Russell H. and Banks J., (2011), “Pregnancy and Employment: A Literature Review”, HSE Crisis Pregnancy Programme and the Equality
Authority, Dublin.

22 Vossenberg S., (2013), “Women Entrepreneurship Promotion in Developing Countries: What Explains the Gender Gap in Entrepreneurship
and How to Close It?” Working Paper No. 2013/08, Maastricht School of Management, The Netherlands.

Source: Tertiary and Vocation Education Commission, (2011), “Labour Market Information Bulletin,”
Volume 01/11- June, 2011, Colombo

State of the Economy 2013

192

30 to 36 per cent (Figure 14.3). With a male
labour force participation rate of more than
65 per cent, female labour force participa-
tion in Sri Lanka lags significantly behind __

a characteristic that appears to be persisting
over time.

A recent study by the World Bank points out
three possible explanations for low FLFP in
Sri Lanka: gender norms and household re-
sponsibilities, especially care of young chil-
dren; skill mismatch in the labour market;
and weaker job networks from which they
may face discrimination in the labour mar-
ket.15  Studies done in the developed econo-
mies,16  as well as in the South Asian region,17

affirm that most of these determinants are
common for females in different societies
with respect to their decision to participate
in the labour force.

Often, working mothers face challenges in
the work environment due to family respon-
sibilities that adversely affects women's pro-
ductivity, resulting in career related stress.
Work related costs also tend to rise with
marriage and children, thus adversely affect-
ing the balance of benefits and costs for fe-
male employees forcing them to leave the
labour force. Recent data on female labour
force participation imply that an M-shaped
curve is emerging for Sri Lanka similar to that
already seen in countries such as Japan and
South Korea,18  in relation to the age groups
20 to 24 and 30 to 39 being the two peaks
(Figure 14.5). This suggests that a majority
of women in the age group of 25-29 quit
their jobs due to their familial responsibili-
ties (basically child caring) and re-enter the
labor market when their children have grown
up.

15 World Bank (2013), “Getting In and Staying In: Increasing Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka,” presentation made at the
consultative workshop on ‘Improving Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka, organized by the World Bank , May 3rd 2013,
Colombo, Sri Lanka.

16 Jaumotte, F., (2003), “Female Labour Force Participation: Past Trends and Main Determinants in OECD Countries”, OECD Economics
Department Working Papers, No. 376, OECD, Paris.

17 Sucharita S., (2013), “Factors Affecting Female Labour Force Participation in India”, The Romanian Economic Journal, No. 48, June
2013; Faridi M. Z. et al., (2009), “The Socio-Economic and Demographic Determinants of Women Work Participation in Pakistan:
Evidence from Bahawalpur District”, South Asian Studies, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 353-369.

18 Lee, S., et. al., (2013), “It’s More than an M-shape: The Political Economy of Female Non-Standard Workers in the Republic of Korea”,
Asian Social Work and Policy Review, Vol. 7, pp. 1-17.

Figure 14.5
Female Labour Force Participation Rates by Age Groups 2006 & 2010

Source: DCS, “Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, Annual Report, various issues”.



State of the Economy 2013

194

business because of an idea or innovation,
others do so because of employment experi-
ences that have been unsatisfying, frustrat-
ing, with demanding and inflexible work
environments, failure to break through the
'glass ceiling' to higher-paid managerial po-
sitions, etc. Some others are compelled to
start their own business due to forced unem-
ployment, either from a lay-off, or a lack of
marketable skills.23  Though the rate of new
businesses formed by women has signifi-
cantly outpaced the rate of new businesses
formed by men across the developing world
in recent years, women still manage signifi-
cantly fewer businesses than men.24  Research
on female entrepreneurship in developing
countries have found that access to financial
resources, inadequate training and access to
information, work-family interface, women's
safety and gender based violence, lack of
societal support, and legal barriers and pro-
cedures, are the main hindrances for females
to start up and operate their own business.25

In the case of Sri Lanka, of the total number
of employers in the country, only 10 per cent
are women. The corresponding figure to the
total employed population (as of 2011) is at
around 0.9 per cent.26

14.5  Political Participation by Women
In the last 60 years since independence, fe-
male participation and representation in poli-
tics and political institutions has been low
in Sri Lanka.27  Surprisingly, this is despite
Sri Lanka's favourable performance on hu-

man development indicators and the national
level commitment for equal representation
under various conventions and agendas (e.g.,
Convention for the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women and Mil-
lennium Development Goals). Even though
the majority of the country's population is
female, there are only 13 female parliamen-
tarians in the current Parliament, which con-
stitutes less than 6 per cent of the total 225
seats, of which 3 are from the National List.
This scenario is even worse at the district
level. In 16 of 25 districts, the proportion of
female representation at the national Parlia-
ment is 0.1 per cent.28  The obstacles to
women's equal representation in political
institutions in Sri Lanka basically operates at
three levels __ i.e., at the personal level, at
the level of political parties, and at the level
of the electorate. As noted, this arises be-
cause "at a personal level, where fewer
women than men self-select themselves for
a career in politics due to socio-cultural, eco-
nomic, and psychological barriers; at the
level of political parties, where they are
mostly ignored as candidates for elections;
and at the level of the electorate, when vot-
ers have to vote for candidates."29  It has been
observed that the major political parties of
the country have shown a limited commit-
ment to the improvement of women's po-
litical participation, despite being the
major instruments for bringing people into
the political arena, and mediating their par-
ticipation and involvement in politics.30

23 Winn, J., (2005), “Women Entrepreneurs: Can We Remove the Barriers?,” International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, Vol.
1, No. 3, pp 381-397.

24 United Nations University (2013), “Examining the Entrepreneur Gender Gap” (http://unu.edu/publications/articles/examining-entrepreneur-
gender-gap.html#info last accessed on 7th May 2013).

25 Vossenberg (2013).
26 DCS (2012), Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey Annual Report 2011, Department of Census and Statistics.
27 Kodikara, C., (2009), “The Struggle for Equal Political Representation of Women in Sri Lanka,” United Nations Development Programme,

Colombo.
28 IPS/UNDP (2012), “Sri Lanka Human Development Report 2012: Bridging Regional Disparities for Human Development,” United

Nations Development Programme, Sri Lanka.
29 Kodikara, C., (2009), “The Struggle for Equal Political Representation of Women in Sri Lanka”, United Nations Development Programme,

Colombo.
30 Ibid.
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14.6  Violence against Women
Article 1 of the United Nations Declaration
on the Elimination of Violence Against
Women (DEVW), declared by the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in its resolution 48/104 of 20
December 1993, defines the term Violence
Against Women (VAW) as: "any act of gen-
der-based violence that results in, or is likely
to result in, physical, sexual or psychologi-
cal harm or suffering to women, including
threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary
deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in
public or in private life." VAW can come in
the form of physical, emotional, verbal,
sexual, economic, and digital (information
and communication technology) abuse.31

Sri Lanka has ratified four major international
instruments, which have relevance to rape
and other forms of gender based violence [In-
ternational Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (1966), Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All forms of Discrimination Against
Women (1979), Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989), and the Convention on
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or De-
grading Treatment or Punishment (1984)].
Further, Sri Lanka is a signatory to the Vienna
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence
against Women (1993). At the national level,
the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act No.
34 of 2005 was passed, and the Forum
against Gender Based Violence was set up
in 2005. A separate ministry was set up to
work on women's issues in 1983 (the Minis-
try of Women's Affairs __ currently known as

the Ministry of Child Development and
Women's Affairs).

Despite all these commitments and initia-
tives, the prevalence of domestic violence in
Sri Lanka is high.32  According to the Gender
Based Violence Forum in Sri Lanka, rape,
domestic violence, sexual harassment, sexual
violence, forced prostitution, and trafficking,
are the most prevalent types of VAW in Sri
Lanka.

The Economic costs related to VAW can
come in the form of 'direct tangible costs'
(e.g., health care costs), 'indirect tangible
costs' (e.g., lower earnings due to lower pro-
ductivity), 'direct intangible costs' (e.g., pain
and suffering, and the emotional impairment
due to violence), and 'indirect intangible
costs' (e.g., negative psychological effects on
children who witness violence which can-
not be estimated numerically).33  It has been
estimated that in the US, the annual cost
estimation of intimate partner violence
amounts to US$ 5.8 billion.34   The economic
burden of VAW and their children to the
Australian economy was estimated to be
$13.6 billion in 2012.35  As most cases re-
lated to VAW are hidden or untold, the real
economic impact is likely to be much larger.

In Sri Lanka, tea, garments, and remittances,
are the three major sources of foreign income
earnings for the economy and women play a
crucial role in all these sectors. In such a
backdrop, it is rather alarming to observe that

31 Act Now, (2013), ‘What is VAW?’ [http://www.actnowsrilanka.org/en/vaw/whatisva], accessed on 26th February 2013.
32 Madurawala S., (2013), “Broken Promises: The Plight of Women in Sri Lanka and its Economic Costs”, Talking Economics, 8th March 2013

http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2013/03/broken-promises-the-plight-of-women-in-sri-lanka-and-its-economic-costs/ (last accessed on
9th May 2013).

33 Day T., et. al., (2005), “The Economic Costs of Violence Against Women: An Evaluation of the Literature,” United Nations [http://www.un.org/
womenwatch/daw/vaw/expert%20brief%20costs.pdf].

34 WHO (2013), “Violence and Injury Prevention: 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence” [http://www. who.int/
violence_injury_prevention/violence/global_campaign/16_days/en/index6.html] Last accessed on 26th February 2013.

35 Australian Government, Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, (2013), “Economic Cost of Violence
Against Women and their Children” [http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/women/publications-articles/reducing-violence/
national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children/economic-cost-of-violence-against-women-and-their-
children?HTML#1]Last accessed on 26th February 2013.
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83 per cent of females in the estate sector
are victims of gender based violence; 57 per
cent of female garment workers experience
sexual harassment at the work place; 11 per
cent of returnee migrant women were sexu-
ally abused; and 62 per cent of female em-
ployees in the industrial sector have experi-
enced unwanted and unwelcome sexual ad-
vances at the workplace at some point in
their lives.36  Exposure to VAW at the work
place hinders the productivity of the worker,
while also resulting in the discontinuation
of the job and eventual withdrawal from the
labour force.

14.7  The Way Forward
Sri Lanka has already missed the most attrac-
tive period of the demographic dividend (i.e.,
from 2006 to 2011 when the country had
the lowest proportion of dependents).37  If
Sri Lanka is to have a demographic dividend
now, it can do so by ensuring that more fe-
males participate in the labour force. At
present, they remain an untapped reservoir
of manpower. This can be done if an en-
abling policy environment is created.

When compared with most other countries,
Sri Lankan women are well equipped with
the potential to contribute to the economic
growth of the country. They are literate, com-
paratively more educated, and healthy. De-
spite this, available data implies that
women's economic participation levels and
their contributions to the country's growth
is not on par with their potential. Removing
the barriers that prevent women's economic
participation is pivotal in addressing this di-
lemma, and in the Sri Lankan context, it is a

matter of creating an 'enabling environment'
for women so that they could participate
more in economic activities.

The stagnant FLFP rate suggests that given
the current socio-economic and institutional
environment and growth levels in the
economy, a point of saturation in FLFP seems
to have been reached. As pointed out earlier
in this discussion, most of the time, females
are constrained from labour market activi-
ties due to their child care responsibilities.
More efficient interventions by the govern-
ment in this regard, by regulating and moni-
toring existing day care centers and crèches,
is a practical step that should be taken im-
mediately. A more formalized regulatory
framework would also encourage the private
sector to make more investments on day care
centers and crèches, thus closing the gap in
supply. Research on female labour market
issues also suggests that the provision of an
allowance to working mothers in order to
cover child care costs (for example, Child
Care Benefit (CCB) payment in Australia and
Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB) in
Canada) would be beneficial to employees
as well as to the economy as a whole, as it
would bring down the work related costs of
working mothers and thus, encourage them
to remain in employment.38

Issues like poor political participation and
violence against women may mainly be so-
cial issues, but they have economic implica-
tions too. Though there have been several
initiatives, including lobbying and advocacy
by various parties to address these issues, the
progress is rather slow. Community mobili-

36 Perera, J., Gunawardane, N. and Jayasuriya, V. (eds.), (2011), Review of Research Evidence on Gender Based Violence (GBV) in Sri Lanka,
Second Edition, Sri Lanka Medical Association Colombo[ http://whosrilanka.healthrepository. org/bitstream/123456789/434/1/GBV.pdf]
Last  accessed on 26th February 2013.

37 De Silva I., (2012), “The Age Structure Transition and the Demographic Dividend: An Opportunity for Rapid Economic Take-off in  Sri
Lanka”, Sri Lanka Journal of Advanced Social Studies, Vol. 2, No.1, pp. 3-46.

38 Madurawala, D.S.P., (2009), "Labour Force Participation of Women in Child Bearing Ages," Sri Lanka Journal of Population Studies, Vol.
11, No. 1.
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zation along with government interventions
(e.g., steps taken such as passing the new
Local Authorities Election Amendment Bill,
by which 25 per cent of nominations are al-
located to women and youth, and setting up

the Forum against Gender Based Violence in
2005) is critical in making women more par-
ticipatory in the process of economic devel-
opment.


