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Maldivian women are
considered amongst the most emancipat-
ed in South Asia.' The Maldives also ranks
the second-highest on the United Nations
Gender-related Development Index (GDI)
in the South Asia region.? Despite the
apparent progress made in the advance-
ment of women, gender discrimination
exists in the realm of public service and
politics, and platforms for women to par-
ticipate in the decision-making processes
at both the national level and community
level are limited. The very few platforms
that do exist to promote women'’s partici-
pation, such as Women'’s Development
Committees (WDC), are constrained by

a general lack of understanding of the
institutional support that is required for
such Committees to operate to their full
potential.

Transparency Maldives (TM) implement-
ed a program, under its Civic Participa-
tion Project (CPP), fo increase women'’s
participation at the local level focusing
on Women'’s Development Committees

1. Maldives: Gender and Development Assessment,
Asian Development Bank (2007), p. 1

2. Gender-related Development Index, UNDP (2013),
The Gender Development Index (GDI) measures gender
inequalities in achievement in three basic dimensions of
human development: health, measured by female and
male life expectancy at birth; education, measured by
female and male expected years of schooling for chil-
dren and female and male mean years of schooling for
adults ages 25 and older; and command over economic
resources, measured by female and male estimated
earned income.

INTRODUCTION

(WDCs). Despite the fact that WDCs have
existed as a platform for women going
back as far as 1982, there is still limited
understanding of how and why WDCs op-
erate. Existing literature on WDCs provide
limited information on the aspirations and
motivations of WDC members, the barri-
ers they face, public perception of WDCs,
and their relationship with Island Councils.
This study was conceived on the notion
that interventions designed to strengthen
WDCs should be based on the experience
and realities of WDCs that operate in the
field. Based on this premise, TM set out
to undertake an assessment of WDCs in
order to gain insight into them, iden-

tify challenges and capacity issues and
propose recommendations for capacity
building of WDCs.

This assessment report is divided into five
sections: Section two explains the meth-
odology used while section three provides
an overview of the historical develop-
ment of WDCs as well the participation of
women in decision-making in Maldivian
society. Section four provides details of
the findings of the survey and focus group
discussions. Based on the findings of the
assessment, the final section provides
recommendations for various stakeholder
groups.



Studies on WDCs in the
Maldives are limited, often based on
anecdotal information. This study aims
to contribute to this information gap by
undertaking a national assessment of how
WDCs operate in the Maldives, using a
mix of both qualitative and quantitative
methods. The findings of this study are

® 6 ¢ ¢ 6 o6 o o o o o
Desk Review

This study utilized both primary and sec-
ondary sources of available information.
Background information on WDCs and
the regulatory framework which guides
WDCs were reviewed as part of the desk
review. Literature on decentralisation and
women’s role in community development
were reviewed for background informa-
tion. National policies and the legislative
framework within which WDCs operate
including the 2010 Decentralisation Act,
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Focus Groups

TM travelled to 16 atolls during the Parlia-
mentary elections between February and
March 2014, and during these trips focus
group discussions were arranged with

10 WDCs from 10 different islands. These
discussions were conducted with 5-6 WDC
members, with each discussion lasting 1-2
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based on the content analysis of the desk
review, focus group interviews, and a
telephone survey undertaken by TM. The
use of mixed method research framework
was put in place to crosscheck the find-
ings and provide in-depth analysis of the
key issues.

circulars and regulations published by the
Local Government Authority, Ministry of
Gender and Law were reviewed fo un-
derstand the legal foundations of WDCs.
The regulatory framework was reviewed
to compare theory against practice, and
to identify gaps between the regulatory
framework and practice. The literature
review guided the survey questionnaire
development and the focus group inter-
views.

hours. The purpose of these discussions
was to gain in-depth understanding of
daily realities, challenges and experiences
WDCs face as they operate in their islands.
The focus group discussions also allowed
us to probe further into specific issues.



WDC Survey

In order to ensure that the survey results Ha. Dhidhoo

were representative, purposive sampling HDh. Kulhudhuffushi
was used to select 20 WDCs from 20 atolls
for the telephone survey. There are 61 Sh. Foakaidhoo
registered WDCs with the LGA, making
the sample size almost one third of WDCs
in the country. The purpose of conduct- R. Dhuvaafaru
ing a telephone survey with 20 WDCs was

] : R.Ungoofaaru
to explore attitudes and reactions, and
to gauge opinions, about various issues B. Eydhafushi
relevant to WDCs. Lh. Naifaru
WDCs were selected for the survey based K. Maafushi
upon island population size across the AA. Thoddoo
atolls of the Maldives. The most populated
island in each atoll with an existing WDC ADh. Mahibadhoo
was selected. The President from each V. Keyodhoo

WDC was contacted to participate in the
survey. In the event the President was

unable to participate, the Vice President
of the WDC was contacted instead. In

cases where both the President and Vice
President were not available for the phone Dh. Kudahuvadhoo
interview, an alternative WDC member

F. Magoodhoo

Th. Veymandoo
L. Fonadhoo
Ga. Villingili

provided the input for the survey.

The survey questionnaire was structured
to include a mix of 27 open ended and
closed questions designed to obtain Ga. Dhaandhoo
|nformcm(?n on.WDFI profile and STF!JC— GDh. Thinadoo
ture; relationship with Island Councils;
public support to WDCs; WDC elections;
challenges of WDC; and level of women'’s
participation in communities.

=
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Limitations of the study

There were a number of limitations to this
study. Firstly, the limited existing literature
on WDCs or women'’s role in decision-
making in the Maldives, particularly at
the local level, meant that it was difficult
to obtain secondary sources relevant to
the study. The lack of media coverage

on the topic also added to this limitation.
Secondly, it was difficult o obtain infor-
mation from key stakeholders on existing
WDCs, particularly a comprehensive and
accurate list of WDCs across the country,
elected or unelected. Anecdotal informa-
tion from consultations with communi-
ties suggested that there are women's
committees that operate in communi-
ties but are not necessarily elected. The
lack of primary or secondary sources on
the Maldives is understandable as, in
general, neither policies nor laws in the
Maldives are based on research.? Finally,
the research would have been richer had
the research timeframe and resources
allowed the research team to conduct
further focus groups with relevant stake-
holders in Malé to gain their perspec-
tives, which may have differed from the
perspective of the rest of the country due
to the unique nature of the capital city.

3. Evidence Based Policy in the Maldives, UNDP (2013)
Maldives
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WOMEN'S
DEVELOPMENT
COMMITTEES

WDC's, formerly referred to as Island
Women's Development Committees
(IWDCs), have been active in many islands
since 1982.* By the early 1990’s, Women'’s
Development Committees (WDC) were
established in each inhabited island.®
Traditionally, in the absence of Commu-
nity-based Organisations (CBOs) focused
on women’s empowerment, the WDCs

were the main platform that promoted
women'’s empowerment and collective
action at the community level. WDCs
played an important role in mobiliz-

ing women by providing an avenue for
women to network, fundraise, collaborate
and implement initiatives for community
development.® With the enactment of the
Decentralisation Act in 2010, WDCs today
are a legal entity, with a strong mandate
on promoting women'’s participation at
the local level.

4. Maldives NGO Shadow Reprt to the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Hope for
Women (2012), p. 42

5. Strengthening Decentralised Governance in the
Maldives, Joint Government and UNDP Mission (October
2005), draft report, Page 4.

6. Women in Public Life in the Maldives - situational
analysis, UNDP (2011), p. 23



3.1 History of WDCs

Pre-2010

The mandate of the IWDCs were fairly
broad and gender specific — to attend to
issues of relevance to women. In real-

ity, this often translated into cleaning the
island, conducting fraining on arts and
crafts; and cultural and sports events. The
IWDCs were directed by regulations from
the then Ministry of Gender and were
provided with an allowance from the
Ministry.”

According to a 1999 CEDAW Maldives
States report, IWDCs were heavily in-
volved in the dissemination of information
on women, children and family planning.®
The 2006 NGO Shadow Report to the
CEDAW Committee, recounted a much

7. Study on the Decentralisation Process in the Maldives,

(2013), UNICEF, p. 12

8. Consideration of reports submitted by States parties
under article 18 of the Convention on the Elimination
of All forms of Discrimination against Women, Initial
reports of States parties, Maldives, UN Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (28
January 1999), p. 15

WDCs after 2010

When the landmark Decentralisation Act
was passed, the entire framework of lo-
cal governance was transformed, with a
legal mandate for WDCs introduced for
the first time and their remit significantly
broadened.

The Decentralization Act stipulates that a

WDC should be established in each island
(Article 35a). Operating under an Island

8

bleaker picture of WDCs. The report noted
that “social conditioning and the influ-
ence of island leadership keeps IWDCs

in a stereotypical women'’s niche”. This
report raised concerns that WDCs were
cornered into a specific type of work,
disempowered, and held limited capacity
to progress into a wider scope.

Despite the stereotypical gender role
IWDCs were confined to, it must be noted
that IWDCs remained an integral part

of the support structure in communities.
Some IWDCs are noted for being both
productive and active, and as equal
partners with Island Development Com-
mittees, while other IWDCs remained
dysfunctional.® For instance, the IWDC in
Thaa Atoll Hirilandhoo built a women's
cafe or ‘sai hota, and raised funds to build
their own office building.

9. Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Hope
for Women (2012), p. 43

Council, Article 36 of the Act specifies a
host of responsibilities for WDCs including:

(@) Advising Island Council on matters re-
lated to island development and munici-
pal services provided by the Council;

(b) Conducting various activities for
income generation and for the develop-
ment of women;



(c) Working to uphold the rights of women;

(d) Working to increase political participa-
tion of the women.

Since the passing of the Act, only one WDC
election has taken place, in November
2012. According to Article 35(b), the re-
established WDCs were elected through a
vote of all the voting-age women in each
island, with a term of 3 years for the Com-
mittee Members.

The Act also stipulates that the WDCs can
generate income, acquire assets and con-
duct business transactions. The mandate
of WDCs in the Act also show a signifi-
cant change from past IWDCs in that the
new the WDCs are required to conduct
activities and programmes to increase
women's political participation; and are
also envisaged as fulfilling an advisory
role to the Island Councils, and as equal
partners in development matters.

Some of the major policies that have had
an impact on WDCs since the Act include
the withdrawal of funding for WDCs,
which is widely observed as an immense
blow to WDCs with reports suggesting that
at the island level “women’s architecture
is undergoing a systemic dissolution”® In
November 2013, an amendment to the
Decentralized Act was proposed in order
to restructure WDCs to be replaced by
an Advisory Committees for Women's

10. UNDP (2011), p. 27

Development for the Island Council." More
recently, a recommendation was also
made to amend the Decentralisation Act
to reduce the number of Local Councils.?
At the time of writing no decisions have
been made on these proposed amend-
ments and it is unclear what implications
these amendments will have on WDCs.

1. Nazeer, Ahmed, Government proposes abolishing
Women'’s Development Committees, Minivan News
(March 2014)
http://minivannews.com/politics/government-pro-
poses-abolishing-women%E2%80%99s-development-
committees-81252

Accessed on: November 30, 2014.

12. Rasheed, Zaheena, Committee passes budget,
recommends constitutional amendment to reduce inde-
pendent commissions, Minivan News (November 2014)
http://minivannews.com/politics/committee-passes-
budget-recommends-constitutional-amendment-to-
reduce-independent-commissions-91321

Accessed on: November 30, 2014.
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3.2 Women'’s participation in decision-making roles in the

Maldives

The context in which WDCs operate is best
understood by examining the barriers
women face across the country in climb-
ing the socio-political ladder. According to
the 2013 Democracy Survey conducted by
TM, the political knowledge of Maldiv-
ian women is, on average, higher and
women are more politically active at the
community level than men.”® However, this
rarely translates into decision-making or
leadership roles for women, or even equal
participation in political affairs, both at
the local level and national level.

It is noted that the political playing field in
the Maldives is not conducive to women's
participation due to numerous barriers. A
combination of male dominated political
structure, lack of financial resources to
support women candidates, and the ab-
sence of education and training opportu-
nities to build leadership skills discourage
women from aspiring to stand for leader-
ship roles. Socio-cultural and religious
beliefs which confine women to home-
based traditional roles also discourage
women from taking up public office.
Public attitude towards women'’s leader-
ship and gender equality is revealed in the
2013 Democracy Survey, in which 62% of
the population agree that men make bet-
ter leaders than women. '

13. Democracy at the Crossroads - The results of 2013
Maldives Democracy Survey, Transparency Maldives
(2014), p. 45

14. Ibid., p. 26
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The effect of the above-mentioned struc-
tural barriers for women and the general
public attitude towards women'’s role in
decision-making is evident by the low
level of women'’s participation in politics.
The Maldives is currently ranked 129th
place in the Inter-Parliamentary Union'’s
index of parliaments in terms of gender
balance. During the Parliamentary Elec-
tions held in March 2014, out of a total of
302 candidates for 85 seats, only 23 were
female. Of these, only 5 were elected.
Furthermore, during the Local Council
elections held in January 2014, women
comprised 222 candidates from a total of
2754 contestants. Of these, out of the 1118
elected for the local council, only 61 were
female.

In principle, WDCs are platforms for
women leaders at the community level fo
actively engage in improving women'’s so-
cial and economic conditions, and can be
taken as a stepping stone for women to
move up the socio-political ladder. How-
ever, as a result of the larger systemic and
cultural barriers that pose challenges for
women, it is yet to be seen whether WDCs
will translate into increased participation
of women in decision-making roles.



RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.1 Composition of WDCs

18 -24 years @ Of the 20 WDCs sur-
25-34 years @ veyed, the average

membership base
35-44 years @

is 6, with members
45-54 years @ ranging from 3in
55+

years @ some WDCs to 9 in

others. The average
age of a WDC members falls within the
range of 35-44 years old. In ferms of the
overall age distribution, 8% of participants
fall within the 18-24 years age bracket,
28% fall within the 25-34 years age brack-
et, 58% fall within the 35-44 years age
bracket, and 5% falls into the 45-54 years
age bracket. Only 1% of WDCs members
are 55 years or older.

4.2 Operations of WDCs

In order to get an understanding of the
key activities of WDCs, the focus group
discussions and the survey sought to un-
derstand the key activities WDCs engaged
in and the operations of WDCs. Findings
from the survey and the focus group
discussions indicate that the primary
activities WDCs conducted were cleaning
programs, social awareness programs
related to health education and religion,

PPM @ @ Oneofthe

MDP @ @ concerns raised
across all the
P @

focus group
Independant @ discussions was
that political
rivalry between members from differ-
ent political parties sometimes affected
cooperation amongst WDC members. The
survey findings suggest that an average
WDC has a diverse political membership
base. On average, WDCs were composed
of 2 members from Progressive Party of
Maldives (PPM), 2 members from Maldiv-
ian Democratic (MDP), T member from
Jumhooree Party (JP) and 1independent
member.

sports events, fundraising activities, and
sewing and cake courses.

Given that the work WDCs engage in are
largely limited to the above-stated activi-
ties, there is a need to scale up their work
from these traditional roles associated
with women to those that falls within the
mandate of WDCs, such as advising the
council on development matters, uphold-
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ing the rights of women and increasing
women's political participation.

In order to examine the operations of
WDC, the study also looked at how fre-
quently WDCs conducted meetings. One
of the interesting findings of the survey
was that 30% of the WDCs held their
meetings once or twice a month while a

majority (70%) held their general meetings
on a weekly basis. 75% of WDCs reported
that these general meetings were held at
the Island Council office. The frequency of
WDC meetings indicate, contrary to com-
mon perception, that WDCs are organised
and active regardless of the types of
activities they undertake.
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4.3 Relationship with Island Councils

It is imperative that a strong collabora-
tive working relationship is developed
between WDCs and Island Councils for
WDCs to fulfil their responsibilities as
specified in the Decentralization Act (
Article 35).

000C OO

The survey and the focus group discus-
sions probed into different aspects of

the dynamics between WDC'’s and Island
Councils. Of the WDCs that participated in
the survey, 70% agreed that they received
some level of support from their respec-
tive Island Councils. When asked fo rate
the level of Island Council support in the
implementation of their activities, on a
Likert scale of 1to 5, 1 being “not satisfac-
tory” and 5 being “extremely satisfactory’,
WDCs rated the level of council support
with an average score of 3.68. This is
close to a “satisfactory” level of support.

In terms of the nature of support provided

by Island Councils, LV AV [eCRS LI
12

hat they mostly received support from
he Island Councils on administrative

WCHEEM 45% of WDCs surveyed stated
that the councils provided assistance in
securing office space and allows WDCs
to use the Island Councils’ computers, fax
machines and phones.

54% of WDCs noted that they had “excel-
lent” working relations with their respec-
tive Island Councils. While this is encour-
aging, the remaining 46% of WDCs rated
their experience of working with the Island
Council as “poor”. More concerning is that

55% of WDCs report that they are not
onsulted in matters related to island
This is in violation of Article

35(a) of the Decentralisation Act, which
states that Island Councils are mandated
to consult WDCs on matters related to is-
land development and municipal services.
When investigated further, WDCs felt that
the reason for not consulting with them on
such matters was because Island Councils
regard WDCs with little or no respect and
have an attitude of general disregard for
women’s opinion.
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4.4 Knowledge

It is important that WDCs have a good un-
derstanding of the legal framework under
which they operate to ensure that they
fully grasp their roles, responsibilities and
rights. All WDCs that participated in the
survey and the focus group discussions
were asked about their knowledge of the
Decentralization Act, and specifically the
mandate of WDCs. On a Likert scale of 1
to 5, 1 being “not at all” and 5 being “very
well” WDCs rated how much they know
about the (i) Decentralization Act and (i)
the mandate of WDCs.

006

WDC'’s knowledge on the Decentralization
Act was rated with an average score of
2.75, indicating that their level of under-
standing of the Act falls between “very
little” and “somewhat”. We can infer from

very
well

4.5 Public support

WDCs rated the level of public support for
their activities on three aspects: (i) public
attendance and participation in their
activities and events; (ii) involvement in
activity planning and; (iii) involvement in
activity implementation. Rated on a scale
of 1to 5, with 1 being “no support” and 5
being “excellent’, public support for WDC
activities was felt to be high. Participation
and aftendance were both rated highly
with an average score of 4.25 out of a

this finding that WDCs do not feel that
they possess enough information about
the legal framework under which they
operate.

0000

Interestingly, the surveyed WDCs rated
their knowledge and understanding of
the WDC mandate as high. On a scale of
1to 5, WDCs rated their knowledge of the
mandate of WDCs with a score of 4.35,
falling in between “quite a lot” and “very
well” . Although this indicates that WDCs
possess a good overall understanding

of their mandate and the scope of their
work, it must be noted that this is based

very
well

only on self-reporting. Furthermore, it
must be questioned whether this level of
knowledge actually translates into their
operations.

5, indicating that the public does receive
WDC activities positively.

It remains o be seen whether WDC ac
fivifies aimed af increasing the scope of
fheir involvement in the decision-making|
process, and mors closely aligned wifh
fheir mandate as sef outin fhe Decen-
fralisation Act, would be as squally well
Foceived by the public |



4.6 Key challenges

While it is noted that there is a need for
WDCs to scale up their work from tradi-
tional gender roles to those stipulated in
the Decentralization Act, there are many
barriers which limit WDCs from fulfilling
their new mandate.

Some of the commonly cited challenges
from the survey and the focus group
discussions include financial and resource
constraints, poor working relationships
with the Island Councils, political rivalry
of members, a lack of commitment or
low motivation from WDC members, and
negative public perceptions towards
women in public life.

Alack of an allocated budget for WDCs
and challenges in fundraising were the
most commonly stated challenge. The
absence of a budget denied many WDCs
from acquiring the resources required to
successfully conduct and implement their
planned activities. Administrative difficul-
ties, especially with respect to a lack of

a permanent office space for WDCs and
having to rely on the council for all admin-
istrative support, was noted as a key chal-
lenge. Furthermore, many WDCs noted
that the absence of an allocated monthly
salary to WDC members impacted their
motivation to work.

Poor working relationships with the Island
Councils, specifically the lack of coopera-
tion from the Councils in conducting WDC
activities, and the disregard for ideas

14

proposed by WDCs were also noted as a
major challenge for a number of WDCs.

Political rivalry between WDC members
was also stated as a challenge for WDCs,
creating discord amongst the committee
members and affecting their work. One
WDC indicated that half the women in the
island associated with Maldivian Demo-
cratic Party (MDP) refused to participate
in the activities of the WDC because the
WDC members represented a Progressive
Party of Maldives (PPM) majority.

In addition to taking stock of the chal-
lenges under which WDCs operate, the
study asked the WDCs themselves what
they thought can be done to overcome
such challenges. Suggestions proposed
included building better working relation-
ships with the councils, exploring avenues
for fundraising, improving the leadership
of WDCs and challenging negative public
perceptions through educational pro-
grams and awareness campaigns.



4.7 Position of Women

The survey also sought to explore the level
of participation, particularly of women,

in both political and social activities
conducted in the island. On a scale of 1

to 5, 1 being “very low” and 5 being “very
high”, WDCs were asked to rate the level
of women’s participation. The perceived
level of women’s participation in political
activities received an average score of
4.75, while participation in social activities
scored 4.35. The findings indicate that
women’s participation overall is very high
at the island level, as perceived by WDC
members. In addition fo the functions and
operations of WDCs, the study aimed to
explore other factors affecting women in
island communities.

According to 65% of WDCs that participat-
ed in the survey, equal opportunities for
men and women do not exist in their is-
land. What is more striking is that a signifi-
cant majority (80%) of participants believe
that there is no work undertaken by the
community to provide equal opportunities
for women, or to advance equal rights
and opportunities for women.

WDCs were further probed about
women's representation at the institutional
level, specific to their island. According

to 85% of WDCs, more men than women
dominate the institutions in the island.
Furthermore it was emphasized that male
dominance was more commonplace in
leadership and decision-making roles.
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4.8 WDC election and aspirations of WDC members

In order gain insight into the motiva-

tions and aspirations of WDC members,
questioned were posed about the reasons
for contesting WDC membership.

empower women and increase women’s

participation in politics.

The study also delved into WDC views on
the framework for WDC elections.

of WDCs that participated in the survey

ere of the opinion that men should be
able to contest for WDC membership.

Focus group discussions indicated that
because men are not allowed to confest
WDCs, this consequently also excluded
WDCs as equal development partners; in-
stead WDCs were thought to be perceived
as Committees fo promote women'’s par-

ticipation only by women.
Ad-

ditionally, focus group interviews stressed
on the importance of men’s input on issues
relevant to women and of men'’s partici-

15



pation in the efforts to uphold women'’s
rights and achieve women'’s development.

To probe further into the motivations and
aspirations of WDC members, survey
respondents were asked whether any one
member of the committee contested or
considered contesting the local council
elections. It was an important consider-
ation in the survey to test WDC members’
political ambitions, specifically to see if
there was an appetite by WDC members
to scale up their work from WDC mem-
bership to local council membership - a
leadership position that would allow for
more direct engagement with citizens.

74% of respondents expressed that
members did not contest for the local
ouncil elections nor consider such a
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4.9 Training needs

Five key capacity needs were identified by
WDC respondents from the survey and the
focus group discussions.

WDCs identified the need for training on
proposal writing, budgeting and fundrais-
ing, as the lack of such skills prevented
them from exploring other potential
avenues for fundraising. Interviewees
noted that such training would help offset
one of their key challenges: budgetary
constraints. The skills to write a success-
ful project proposal budgeted accurately,
and training on methods and strategies
of fundraising will allow WDCs to expand

16

m due to a number reasons. One of
the reasons included women prioritizing
their personal life over public life. As a

lot of WDCs members are mothers with
young children, without having a care-
taker to look after their children, and as a
result they are unable to engage in politics
as a full-time job and prefer to limit their
commitment to WDC membership. Other
reasons included public perceptions

and attitudes towards women in politics.
Women feel that there is a general lack of
respect for women in politics and public
scrutiny geared fowards women, under-
mining their ability as leaders and prevent
them from running for council office.
Furthermore, at the island level, instances
of anti-campaigning against women have
further dissuaded them from running for
office.

their financial resource base by tapping
into other external sources of funding.
Additionally, community mobilization and
facilitation skills were identified as lacking
amongst WDCs members. Effective com-
munication skills and assertiveness were
identified as necessary skills for women

in the political arena to effectively work
with communities in carrying out their
work. Furthermore, WDCs emphasized the
need for training on various strategies and
techniques for community mobilization.



CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

WDCs are not only a traditional women's institution in the Maldives, but an important
platform for women to enter into politics and to participate in the decision-making

process of island development. Despite the fact that WDCs do not operate as mandated
in the Decentralisation Act, it is paramount that WDCs continue to exist and adequate

support mechanisms are developed to steer WDCs to fulfil their mandate. It is hoped that
the findings from this assessment provide further impetus for the relevant authorities to
establish better coordination amongst stakeholders to meet the needs of WDCs and to
implement effective capacity building initiatives.

A number of studies emphasize the need to make concerted effort to increase women'’s

political participation, and one of the crucial steps towards achieving this goal is to bet-
ter harness existing platforms available for women such as WDCs.

The following is a list of recommendations based on our research findings. These rec-

ommendations intend fo provide a basis for the development of strategic actions that

promote the role, participation and representation of women in public life.

© © © 0 00 0000000000000 0000000000000 000000000000000000O0COC O

Recommendation 1: Island Councils must consult WDCs as stipulated in

the Decentralisation Act.

Findings of the study highlight the need

to develop a stronger working relation-
ship between Island Councils and WDCs.
As stipulated in the 2010 Decentralization
Act, WDCs are mandated to advise the
Island Council on matters related fo island
development and municipal services pro-
vided by the council. It is recommended
that the council makes a conscious effort
to consult and include the representa-
tion of WDCs in decisions regarding such
matters. This in turn will help to develop

a strong, collaborative working relation-
ship between the Island Councils and

WDCs, ensuring that community issues are
addressed in an inclusive manner without
excluding women.
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Recommendation 2: Clarify the role of regulatory bodies and support

structures in relations to WDCs.

The role of regulatory bodies and support
structures need to be made clear.

Due to changes in government policy,
there is confusion amongst WDCs with
respect to who their oversight body is
and support structures are. As of now it is
unclear who is responsible for providng

trainings for WDCs or promoting WDCs —
whether it is the LGA or the Ministry of Law
and Gender. It is crucial that WDCs are
aware of their regulatory bodies and have
access o such support structures and
relevant sectoral ministries and regulatory
bodies are clear of their role as oversight
and support structures.

Recommendation 3: Build the capacity of WDCs to equip them with

the necessary knowledge and skills.

As findings of the study show, awareness
of WDCs need to be increased on the
decentralisation framework, to ensure
that they have a clear understanding of
their roles, responsibilities and rights. In

addition to this, targeted capacity building

initiatives, based on the needs of WDCs,
need fo be rolled out to ensure that they
are equipped with the required knowl-
edge and skill set, for them to be able to
tackle the new mandate given to them by

the Decentralisation Act.

LGA, Government ministries and CSOs
must take a lead in this effort. LGA can
introduce an induction program for WDCs,
in partnership with relevant government
ministries and CSOs. Additionally, a con-
certed effort needs to be made to develop
targeted capacity building programs for
WDCs, focusing on specific training needs.

Recommendation 4: Island Councils should develop resource sharing

mechanisms to support WDCs.

As findings of the study show, one of the
main challenges facing WDCs is the lack
of resources and facilities available for
them to fulfil their functions. One of the
chief concerns of WDCs is the lack of a
meeting space and access to basic facili-
ties such as phone, infernet and fax. Since
each Island Council have access to such
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resources, sharing these with WDCs can
be explored as a viable and cost-effective
option. It must be noted that some Island
Councils already have such mechanisms
in place, however, this needs to become
the norm instead of the exception. It is
recommended that the oversight body for
WDCs facilitates this process.



Recommendation 5: Provide financial support for WDCs and secure

additional sources of funding.

As the findings show, the lack of financial
resources available for WDCs is a key
challenge. Efforts must be made to un-
freeze WDC bank accounts and allocate a
budget for WDC operations including an

allowance for WDC members in order to
incentivise members to undertake their re-
sponsibilities. It is also recommended that
WDCs explore other sources of funding for
sustainability.

Recommendation 6: Stakeholders should promote the role of women

in public life and decision-making.

As the study findings highlights, the nega-
tive perception and attitudes towards
women in the public arena is a challenge
for WDCs. This can be negated through
public awareness raising programs
highlighting the importance of an inclusive
approach for development and stressing
the significance of women'’s role in public
life and decision-making. Such efforts
also should target school children as at-
titudes towards gender are developed

at a young age. Gender sensitization
programs targeting political parties, MPs
and media need to be conducted as they
have an important role to play to promote
the participation of women in the public
arena. Political parties also need to play
a more active role to promote women in
politics. Ongoing CSO-led gender sensi-
tization efforts need to be supported and
scaled up to ensure these programs reach
a wider audience.

Recommendation 7: Men should be able to contest in and vote for

WDC elections

Promoting women's political participation
and addressing gender issues are often
seen as the sole responsibility of WDCs

or women. This view is further promoted
as WDCs consist only of women and
WDCs are the only party entrusted with
the responsibility of promoting women's
issues at community level. Allowing men
to compete in and vote for WDC elections
could be an option that could be explored
to overcome this gender segregation.

Following further study, a percentage of
seats on WDCs can be allocated for men.
Such a change could increase the owner-
ship and receptivity to WDC activities by
the larger community.
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ANNEX T: SUMMARY OF
KEY FINDINGS

Key activities carried out by WDCs include island cleaning programs,
conducting social awareness programs and sewing and cake courses,
organising sports events and fundraising events.

A strong majority of WDCs (70%) hold their general meetings once
weekly or more, indicating that, unlike common perception, WDCs
are organised and active regardless of the types of activities they
undertake.

75% reported that these general meetings were held at the Island
Council office.

Overall, of the WDCs that participated in the study, 70% agreed that
they received some level of support from their respective Island
Councils.

In terms of the type of support, 68% stated that they received support
from the Island Councils on administrative matters mostly. 45% of
participants surveyed stated that the Council provides assistance in
securing office spaces and allows WDCs to use the Island Council
office’s computers, fax machines and phones.

In terms of the level of Island Council’s support in the implementation
of their activities, partficipants stated that they were “satisfied” with
the support extended by the Island Council.
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54% of WDCs that participated in the survey indicated “excellent”
working relationship with their Island Council while the remaining 46%
of WDCs rated their experience with working with the Island Council
as “poor.”

However, 55% of WDCs that participated in the survey report that they
were not consulted in island development matters.

WDCs knowledge of the 2010 Decentralization Act is low while their
understanding of the mandate of WDCs is high.

Level of women'’s participation in both social and political activities at
the local level is very high.

Challenges and limitations commonly affecting WDCs include
financial and resource constraints, poor working relationship with
the Island Council, political divisions between WDC members, lack
of commitment or low motivation from WDC members, and negative
public perceptions towards women in public life.

Suggestions proposed by WDCs to address the limitations and
challenges faced include building better working relationships
with the councils, exploring avenues for fundraising, improving the
leadership of WDCs, and challenging negative public perceptions
through educational programs and awareness campaigns.

According to 65% of WDCs, equal opportunities for men and women
do not exist in their island.
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A significant majority (80%) of WDCs believe that there is no work
undertaken by the community to provide equal opportunities for
women, or to advance equal rights and opportunities for women.

According to 85% of WDCs, more men than women dominate the
institutions in the island. Furthermore it was emphasized that male
dominance was more commonplace in leadership and decision-
making roles.

Amongst reasons for contesting for WDC membership, 75% of
interviewees expressed that their motivation was to work for the
development of the island, while 70% indicated that their main
reasons for running for WDC membership was to empower women
and increase women’s participation in politics.

70% of WDCs that participated in the study were of the opinion that
men should be able to contest elections for WDC membership.

89% of participants suggest that men should be able to vote for the
WDC election to ensure inclusivity.

A significant majority (74%) of WDCs identified that their members did
not contest for the local council elections nor considers running for
the local councils. Reasons stated are: to prioritize personal life over
public life; due to negative public perceptions and attitudes towards
women in politics; and anti-campaigning against women.

Five key areas were identified for capacity building include project
proposal writing, budgeting, facilitation skills, fundraising strategies
and community mobilization.

23



NOTES







e ) TRANSPARENCY
R,l(ﬁalri[c)i LYF()§ Integrity

Transparency Maldives, the National Contact of Transpar-
ency International (Tl), is a non-partisan organisation

that promotes collaboration, awareness raising and other
initiatives to improve governance and eliminate corruption
from the daily lives of people. Transparency Maldives (TM)
views corruption as a systemic issue and advocates for in-
stitutional changes that will punish and prevent corruption.

This publication may be re-produced in whole or in part
in any form for educational or non-profit use, without per-
mission from the holder of copyright, provided acknowl-
edgement of the source is made. Transparency Maldives
would appreciate receiving a copy of any publication
which uses this book as a source.

No use of this publication may be made for resale or other
commercial purposes without the prior permission of
Transparency Maldives.

This report is produced by Transparency Maldives as part
of the Civic Participation Project (CPP) supported by the
International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) with
funding from the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID). Any opinions expressed in this
document do not necessarily represent the views of IFES or
the United States Government.

NN F0,
5 o
USAID
L
FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE kN g/cg?'

<&

Published by: Transparency Maldives

Authored by: Mohamed Thoriq Hamid, Ali Shareef and
Mariyam Shiuna

Design and layout by: Dhahau Naseem + @monochromist

MF Building, 7" floor, Chandhanee Magu, Malé, Maldives.
T +960 330 4017 F +960 300 60 62
office@transparencymaldives.org

li /TransparencyMV ’ @TransparencyMV www. transparency.mv






K1/ Transparencymv Y @TransparencyMV  www.transparency.mv



	ABBREVIATIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	METHODOLOGY
	WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEES 
	3.1 History of WDCs
	3.2 Women’s participation in decision making roles in the Maldives

	RESEARCH FINDINGS
	4.1 Composition of WDCs
	4.2 Operations of WDCs
	4.3 Relationship with Island Councils
	4.4 Knowledge
	4.5 Public support
	4.6 Key challenges
	4.7 Position of Women
	4.8 WDC election and aspirations of WDC members
	4.9 Training needs

	CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	References
	Annex 1: Summary of Key Findings

