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Glossary 
 
Jirga Council of elders of a community, appointed by consensus of the community or 

parties in dispute 
Karo-kari honor killing of a man and woman on the basis of illicit relationship 
Panchayat council of elders representing a village or caste 
Purdah segregation of the sexes 
Swara Tribal custom of giving a girl in marriage to a member of rival family as 

compensation for murder perpetrated by the girls‟ family, in NWFP 
Wani The practice of giving a girl in marriage to a member of the rival family in blood 

disputes, in Punjab 
Zina Adultery or fornication 
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A 

 

Political Conditions and 
General Framework 

 

 

 

 

1. Rule of Law  
1.1 The legal system and women 
 
1.1.1 Functioning and integrity 
Pakistan inherited the British legal system at the time of independence which was both secular and liberal. 

However, since then, the system has undergone several changes in an effort to bring it in conformity with the 

prevailing religious, cultural and social norms.
1
 The consequences have been harmful to Pakistani society, in 

general, and women, in particular.  Some of the adjuncts to the legal system which have made it regressive are 

special courts, which include service tribunals, martial law courts, and federal Shariat courts. The federal 

Shariat courts examine laws to ensure conformity with Islamic Law and its decisions are binding on the 

government and the legislature. These systemic intrusions have also given an impetus to the panchayat and 

jirga systems– which work primarily within a rural ambit. In effect, the jirgas, panchayats and the federal 

Shariat courts represent a parallel legal system, fundamentally religious and cultural in nature. Their structure 

and functionality leaves room for subjective interpretation. No where is this more evident than in the 

inordinately biased decrees against women.   

 

Ultimately, systems are conflated with the laws that drive them.  The Hudood Laws, promulgated by President 

Zia-ul-Haq and made part of the Pakistan Penal Code in 1979, have their basis in the Islamic law of Hadd, a 

crime punishable by medieval sentences, such as stoning to death and lashing. Notably, the Hudood laws were 

never presented before the National Assembly.  

 

The most controversial aspects of Hudood Laws relate to women. Probably the most egregious aspect of these 

laws is that they fail to distinguish between adultery and rape, grouping both under Zina, translated as „illicit 

sexual relations‟
2
.  Thus, a report against rape has to be supported with the accounts of four eye-witnesses, 

failing which the victim of rape is deemed an adulteress. According to the Human Rights Commission of 

Pakistan, an estimated 80% of the 6000 women in jails in Pakistan in 2005 were falsely implicated in Zina 

offences, and rape victims were held on charges of adultery and detained on the basis of lack of evidence. 

Confronted with the abuse and maltreatment these women face in jails, and the stigma attached to rape victims 

in the Pakistani society, it is not surprising that women rarely initiate prosecution for gender crimes. 

 

The religious, cultural and political ramifications of modifying or repealing the Hudood Ordinance have 

nullified all attempts to reform the ordinance. Despite debate stretching over 26 years, several elected 

governments have not been able to change the ordinance. A patriarchal culture which drives religious and 

conservative sentiment, tends to overwhelm liberal resistance. Several commissions during the Benazir Bhutto 

                                                 
1  Judicial Structure and Dispensation of Justice, SDPI, 2003 
2  Article 8, The Offence of Zina (Enforcement of Hudood) Ordinance, February 9th 1979 
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and Nawaz Sharif  governments investigated the enactment of the Hudood laws and recommended that the 

laws be repealed. However, no action was taken. The Report of the National Commission on the Status of 

Women (NCSW), released in January, 2006, echoed these recommendations and generated some momentum. 

This was picked up by the PPPP MNA, Sherry Rahman, who presented the Hudood Laws (Repeal) Bill in the 

National Assembly in March 2006.   Several initiatives from the women‟s and human rights groups, as well as 

debates facilitated by the media featuring moderate Muslim leaders and intellectuals have also raised public 

awareness. However, the momentum is likely to stall yet again in the face of stiff opposition from powerful 

Islamic hard-liners, who see the laws as divine.  Women will continue to suffer so long as the vicious nexus of 

authoritarianism, patriarchy and Islamism continue to prevail.  

 

The rulings of Federal Shariat Courts, panchayats and jirgas are often at the centre of gender-related 

controversies. Over the reporting period, cases of panchayat-sanctioned rape and arrangements to carry out 

wani and swara (blood-dispute settlement marriages conducted in the Punjab and NWFP provinces where 

young girls are given in marriage to the enemy to settle disputes)  have occurred in all parts of the country. For 

instance, on the 31
st
 of March 2006, in Pir Mahal in Toba Tek Singh the village panchayat ordered and 

facilitated the rape of a fourteen year old girl by nine men as punishment for her brother‟s misdemeanors. In 

May 2006 a panchayat in Punjab ordered a legally wed couple to be shot on sight and collected funds from the 

villagers for this purpose.  Similarly, in June 2006, a village panchayat near Sukkur ordered the marriage of a 

girl into a rival clan to settle a karo-kari dispute. These informal adjudicators do not appear the least concerned 

about the consequences of their actions. Although these actions have been declared illegal under the Karo Kari 

Bill, 2004, their continuance demonstrates yet again how ineffectual legislation in Pakistan is without the 

political and administrative will to back it.   

 

1.1.2  Access to justice  
A citizen of Pakistan can move any court in principle. However, in practice these avenues of recourse are not 

available to men and women equally. There are several reasons for this, a major one being illiteracy. Women 

lack awareness of their rights, and the lack of any formal mechanism to increase legal literacy are major 

reasons why they do not take legal action against perpetrators of gender crimes.  According to a Social Audit 

on Abuse against Women carried out in 2003 by the NCSW, only 3% of the women interviewed had ever 

contacted the police and only 2% had ever gone to the courts.
3
 The Asian Development Bank has provided the 

Law and Justice Commission of Pakistan (LJCP) with a loan of $ 350 million under its Access to Justice 

Program. Among other things, the program prepares reports under a Public Awareness Scheme and publishes 

them through the print media. The Commission also released a publication titled „Qanun Fehmi’ in 2004. 

However, the program is self-defeating to the extent that it is pitched at an audience with which it can not 

communicate, namely illiterate women who cannot read the articles and reports. Contrastingly, the electronic 

media and private initiatives have achieved much more to raise awareness and legal literacy through an 

informal approach such as talk shows and TV dramas. The „Zara Sochieye’ campaign undertaken by Geo TV 

brought together retired judges, and moderate religious scholars to discuss the Hudood Ordinance and to create 

awareness about it.  Moreover, the media coverage given to high-profile cases of crimes against women such 

as those of Mukhtaran Mai and Sonia Naz have empowered many more women and enabled them to report 

cases of abuse. 

 

Economic inequality is another important factor which limits access to justice. Women‟s‟ labor force 

participation in Pakistan is extremely low. Economic dependence on male members of the family, the high 

cost of litigation, and the inability to pay court related expenses deters women from seeking legal assistance.   

 

                                                 
3  Access to Justice through Integrated Legal Aid Services, UNDP Project Document, 2004 
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Third, publicizing domestic problems is frowned upon culturally -- to the extent that the police are reluctant to 

register FIRs for cases of domestic violence, treating them as internal family matters. Reporting gender crimes 

tends to garner negative publicity for the family and often leads to harassment. Women face pressure by their 

families to desist from legal action for crimes committed against them. Compounding the problem are the 

cultural limits placed by society on their mobility. Women, particularly in the rural areas, depend upon male 

family members to venture into public spaces, and their movements are controlled by the males, thus severely 

limiting their access to courts.   

 

 

2. Governance 
2.1 Electoral rights 

 

Under the constitution, all citizens of Pakistan have the right to vote and to contest elections.  Historically, 

women‟s participation has remained low despite Pakistan being one of the few countries in the world to have a 

female head of government. In recent years, the situation has improved and, conceivably, increased electoral 

representation could be a vehicle for empowerment. Women‟s seats in the National Assembly increased 

substantially   from 10% seats in 1990 to 21.3% in 2005. In the Senate, 18% of the seats are held by women. 

At the union, district and tehsil level, 33% of the seats have been reserved for women and they hold 5.6% of 

the ministerial slots. 
4
 Similarly, the quota system under the Devolution Plan has opened up the political space 

for women and has provided them with strategic opportunities to set and implement the agendas of local 

governments. 
5
 Such representation presages social change in as much as it signals women‟s equality and their 

right to public as well as political space in a male-dominated society. 

 

However, political freedom for women have been conceded reluctantly. In the local government elections in 

2005, women in more than 30 union councils in 12 districts in the province of NWFP were not allowed to vote 

or contest seats. Women were barred from contesting elections or voting, not only in the remote tribal areas, 

but also in Peshawar, the provincial headquarters of the NWFP. The local leadership of political parties in 

Lower and Upper Dir districts agreed that women would neither vote nor contest any seat. As the media 

covered this issue, the Election Commission threatened to take punitive action if women were excluded from 

the electoral process. Consequently, some women did file nominations from these areas.
6
  

In several municipal constituencies of Karachi (Sindh province) women were forced to withdraw their 

nomination papers. Several union councils in Balochistan barred women from voting. Further, women were 

prevented or discouraged from voting in some union council elections in Balochistan.  

 

2.2  Policy reform initiatives 
 

The increase in the number of women in the assemblies has not contributed to gender empowerment in any 

substantive way. Reports of interviews with female public representatives reveal that women who have 

ventured out into the political sphere face exploitation. Their opinions are not sought and, when offered, they 

are ignored. Male MNAs allegedly pass sexist or derogatory comments directed towards women MNAs in the 

National Assembly
7
, exhibiting a non-serious attitude even at the highest political level. In the same vein, the 

media has shown a tendency to depict female politicians as no more than glamorous faces. 

 

                                                 
4  Human Development Report 2005 
5  Socoro L. Reyes, Quotas for Women for Legislative Seats at the Local Level  
6  Dr Hasan-Askari Rizvi, VIEW: The first round of local government elections , Sunday, August 21, 2005 

7  Gulmina Bilal, , The Politics of Gender, The Herald, March 2006 



Political Conditions and General Framework 

6 

Some gender mainstreaming bills in recent times have been introduced by women in the Parliament, such as 

the Protection and Empowerment of Women Act 2003 and 2004 presented by MNA Sherry Rehman, 

amendments to the Karo Kari Bill proposed by MPs Bhandara and Kashmala Tariq in 2005, and the Hudood 

Laws (Repeal) Bill 2005 presented by MNA Sherry Rehman. However, Sherry Rehman‟s bills were debated 

and subsequently rejected by the Parliament because of the opposition of the MMA, and a far weaker bill on 

Karo Kari was adopted instead of the amendments proposed by the women MPs. 

 

 

3. Human Rights 
3.1 Global conventions 
 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights entitles everyone to equality before the law and to the enjoyment 

of human rights and fundamental freedoms without distinction of any kind. The Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted in 1979 by the UN General 

Assembly, defines discrimination against women as "...any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the 

basis of sex, which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise 

by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of equality of men and women, of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field."
8
 The International 

Bill on Human Rights enjoins signatory countries to ensure that women and men have equal rights which 

include the  rights to life, liberty, security, religion and privacy. Some of the fundamental human rights that 

women are more likely to be denied include the rights to freedom of expression, freedom of movement, 

freedom to marry out of choice, the right to equality before the law, the right to be presumed innocent until 

proven guilty, equal access to public service, and equal pay for equal work, 
9
 

 

3.2  Constitutional provisions 
 

The Constitution of Pakistan includes several provisions that underline the principle of equal rights and the 

equal treatment of all citizens without any distinctions, including distinction on the basis of sex. Gender-

specific articles of the Constitution are designed to protect the interests of women in every sphere of life. For 

instance, Article 25 emphasizes equality of all citizens before the law, stating that there will be no 

discrimination on the basis of sex alone. It stipulates that men and women have equal access to public spaces, 

and equal opportunities and remuneration for employment. The state is directed to ensure maternity benefits 

for women in employment. Women and children are not to be hired to work under conditions which are 

harmful to their health. Women are to have representation in the government at all levels. The Constitution 

prohibits trafficking and prostitution of women. In addition to these measures, it holds the state responsible for 

taking measures to enhance the status of women in the country. 

 

3.3 The Practice: Violence against women 
 

Precepts and practice rarely ever converge. No where is this more evident than in the Pakistani context where 

religious, cultural and societal norms which inhibit women‟s rights and liberties, stand in jarring contrast to 

their constitutional prerogatives.  The de facto denial of their rights makes women vulnerable to every male 

excess. According to Amnesty International, women in Pakistan face compounded abuse; poor girls and 

women are trafficked, forced into marriages, prostitution and/or exploitative work situations. In all of these 

situations they are likely to be mentally, physically and sexually abused.
10

 The HRCP outlines the various 

                                                 
8  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw.htm 
9  Universal Declaration of Human Rights, http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html 
10  Pakistan: Insufficient Protection of Women, Amnesty International, 17th April 2002 
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forms of violence against women. Cases of incest go unreported due to social pressure. Acid throwing to 

disfigure, and physically and mentally torture women who disobey their husbands or families is  commonplace 

tactic.  Burning with kerosene and household stoves is another method used to torture or kill women. Abuse of 

women in official custody is also common. 

 

While the incidence of violence against women has increased over the years, reliable statistics are often not 

available. Although newspaper reports of incidents of violence against women appear more frequently, a great 

number of these incidents are not recorded officially. The statistics on crime provided by the Bureau of Police 

Research and Development at the Ministry of Interior does not segregate crimes by gender in its official 

statistics.  

 

Most of the gender crime reporting is done by civil society organizations. Pre-eminent among these is the 

HRCP. Despite the fact that honor killings were outlawed in 2004, the HRCP reported over 300 honor killings 

in 2005. An estimated 115 women of the 382 abducted were raped. High profile custodial gang-rapes also 

occurred, where the perpetrators were the police and in one case, were alleged to be army personnel. The 

HRCP also recorded a sharp increase in the rapes of minor girls, most cases originating out of southern 

Punjab
11

. Over 70% of women in Pakistan face domestic violence. One of its worst manifestations is the 

physical mutilation of face and limbs. Trafficking of women for prostitution continues apace, with an 

increasing incidence of women and girls trafficked to the Middle-East.  

 

3.4 Policy and programmatic change 
 

The Government has taken a few steps to address violence against women. For instance, special police stations 

with female staff have been established to prevent women abuse. However, the National Commission on the 

State of the Women (NCSW) reports that these stations do not function properly due to lack of resources and 

as a result, women are still frequently detained in regular jails by mail staff for interrogation.  

 

The sale of acid has been banned in the Punjab in order to curtail the number of acid-throwing cases. However, 

there is no implementation of the law and corrosive substances are easily available in the markets. In 

December 2004 the government passed the Karo-Kari Bill, outlawing honor killings. However, the Bill faced 

widespread criticism on the grounds that it fails to appropriately define what constitutes an „honor killing‟, thus 

leaving room for misinterpretation. The enactment of a flawed bill such as the one on Karo Kari reveals the 

cosmetic nature of some government initiatives, and the Government is often accused of adopting such Bills 

for face-saving rather than a real concern for women‟s issues. 

 

High profile conferences and seminars organized by the Government in order to highlight problems and create 

awareness, have limited impact; as do the bills and legislative changes introduced by the Government, which 

only address the issue at a superficial level. The root cause of the problem, which is the patriarchal mindset of 

the society that believes in the subjugation of women and regards them as inherently inferior to men, can only 

be eradicated through social change, and substantive policies that are directed towards altering social attitudes 

towards women. 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
11  The Daily Times, 13th September, 2005 
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Economic Conditions 

 

 

 

 

1. Production and employment 
1.1. Low labor force participation 

 
Women contribute to the economy in three important ways. The  direct way is through formal, paid work 

which  generates household income and contributes to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  Indirectly, 

women contribute to the economy by undertaking unpaid subsistence work.  Pakistan‟s female labor force 

participation is extremely low in absolute terms as well as relative to men. The Refined Activity Rate 

(RAR) for women stands at 20.2%, while the Crude Activity Rate (CAR) is 14.45%, despite the fact that 

women constitute 48.5% of the country‟s population
12

.  The comparable figures for men are 72.7% and 

50.7%, respectively.  The unemployment rate for women is 12.75% compared to 6.59% for men.  

However, while the figures for female labor force participation are low, they show an upward trend 

(Table 1). 

 
Table 1: Labor force participation rate  

 Crude Activity Rate Refined Activity Rate 

 Total Male Female Total Male Female 

1999-00 28.97 47.63 9.29 42.80 70.39 13.72 

2001-02 29.61 48.04 9.86 43.34 70.32 14.44 

2003-04 30.41 48.74 11.16 43.74 70.61 15.93 

2005-06 (July-December) 32.8 50.7 14.1 46.9 72.7 20.2 
Source:  Labor Force Survey (July-December), 2005-2006, Government of Pakistan 

 
There are two major reasons for the low level of women‟s involvement in the economy. First, a large 

volume of the work carried out by women in agriculture and informal sectors in Pakistan is not 

monetized, and therefore, is not accounted for in calculating the GDP. Second, social and cultural factors 

limit the degree to which women can participate in economic activities by placing restrictions on 

women‟s movements and the professions they can adopt.  

 

1.2 Undocumented participation 
 

The official statistics under-report labor force participation due to a definition of economic activity that 

does not acknowledge women‟s economic activities. Moreover, most of the respondents are men and 

cannot accurately report all the activities being undertaken by women. Some studies estimate that 

                                                 
12  Refined Activity Rate (RAR) is the percentage of the labor force in the population of persons 10 years of age 

and above. Crude Activity Rate (CAR) is the percentage of the labor force in the total population 
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women‟s actual involvement in the economy is as high as 40%
13

. As opposed to this the official sector-

wise contributions   are 11.39% in agriculture, 3.63% in the informal sector and 1.9% in the formal sector. 

The comparable figures for male employment are 31.66%, 17.11% and 39.84%. Primarily, the under-

enumeration reflects the fact that an estimated 66% of the women in Pakistan work as unpaid family 

helpers, both at home and on the land. This non-remunerated contribution to the GDP is neither accounted 

for in official statistics, nor does it result in economic gains for the working women. This statistic is 

especially alarming as it represents an increase over the 1991 figure (57%), indicating that the percentage 

of women working as unpaid family members has increased over time.  

 
Figure 1: Breakdown of female labor force participation, 2005 
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Source: Pakistan labor Force Survey, 2004-2005 

 
Poverty and the  rising cost of living has led to an increase in the number of women seeking work, both 

paid employment and volunteering unpaid work as family helpers, in order to sustain their families. The 

Labor Force 2005 statistics show that women constituted 20.95% of the workforce in 2005, as opposed to 

16.92% in 2004. A factor contributing to this increase is raising literacy among women. However, the 

increase in the number of educated females and the number entering the workforce is not proportionate to 

educational attainments.  Moreover, the occupations witnessing the largest increase in women‟s 

involvement, such as unskilled labor, do not require high levels of literacy. 
 
1.3 Occupational discrimination 
 

Traditionally agriculture, traditionally, has engaged the highest proportion of women. Over time however, 

this has given way to industry and services, reflecting overall trends in the economy. Notwithstanding, 

men continue to dominate the professions.  Women do not enter the work force on equal terms with them, 

since these terms are dictated by social and cultural constraints. There is an inherent gender bias in actual 

and ancillary work spaces. The lack of support infrastructure such as transport and child care place 

women at a disadvantage.   Essentially, work space and public space are regarded as men‟s territory in 

Pakistan, and women‟s attempts to enter them are actively resisted. This resistance takes many forms 

ranging from discrimination at work to harassment both in the working environment and en route to it.  

                                                 
13  Gender and Empowerment, Evidence from Pakistan, Siddiqui et al., 2006, Pakistan Institute of Development 

Economics 
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Women are discouraged from entering male-dominated professions, both by their families and by society 

at large. Traditionally, they remain confined to a secondary category, where employment is low-status, 

low-paid, and casual with no fringe benefits or potential for upward mobility.  

 

Low investment in human capital also limits women to a few pre-determined fields, creating a cycle with 

specific inputs and outputs. Vertical and horizontal segregation in every profession is marked.  In industry 

and manufacturing, most women work as casually-employed piece-wage workers; in agriculture and 

fisheries as skilled workers, and in the services sector in teaching, nursing, secretarial work and domestic 

help.  According to the Human Development Report 2005, Pakistani women earned, on average, an 

estimated US dollars (USD) $1050/- per year, as opposed to USD 3082/- per annum earned by Pakistani 

men, highlighting the gender income differential. In the agricultural sector, Pakistani women earn only 

59% of what men earn
14

. In contrast, Bangladeshi women in the agricultural sector earn 71% of the figure 

for men, reflecting Pakistan‟s comparatively poor performance.  

 

Table 2 highlights the marked discrimination across occupational categories, both at a point in time and 

over time. Across categories, female representation is disproportionately low. Over time, their share of 

skilled jobs and high level management positions has increased marginally while professional occupations 

have seen a decline.  In contrast, a greater number of illiterate and unskilled women who work out of 

necessity have entered the workforce. Correspondingly, the agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing 

sectors saw the largest increase in women‟s participation, growing from 11.39% in 2004 to 15.22% in 

2005. 

 
Table 2: Occupational discrimination 

Occupation (Paid work) 2003-2004 2005-2006 

 Both 
sexes* 

Women Both 
sexes 

Women 

Legislators, Senior officials and Managers 11.48 .24 11.42 .03 

Professionals 1.98 .32 1.50 .21 

Technicians and Associate Professionals 4.88 1.47 5.10 1.60 

Clerks 1.64 .04 1.27 .03 

Service Workers, Shop and Market Sales Workers 5.16 .12 4.97 .14 

Skilled Agricultural and Fisheries Workers 34.92 8.19 34.12 9.94 

Craft and related trades workers 15.88 2.42 14.88 2.68 

Plant and machine Operators and Assemblers 3.75 .02 4.23 .03 

Elementary (Unskilled) Occupations 20.32 4.09 22.52 6.03 

 Both sexes: %age of labor force in occupation.   

 Source: Labor Force Survey 2003-2004 and Labor Force Survey 2005-2006 

 
Self-employment has emerged as an alternative for women. One of its manifestations is informal piece-

rate employment in sectors such as the garment industry where women are able to work from home. Over 

the period 1988 to 1994, the percentage of women who were self-employed rose from 5.1% to 15.6
15

. 

Despite this development, the percentage remains well below its potential, reflecting male-imposed 

constraints. For instance, women continue to be barred from interacting with men along the supply and 

production chains.In other words, women still face resistance in negotiating contracts for supplies and 

purchases. Sex-aggregated data for self-employment is presented in Table 3.  

 

                                                 
14  Human Development in South Asia 2002, Agriculture and Rural Development, Human Development Centre 
15  ADB, Country Briefing Paper, undated 
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Table 3: Self employment by type of establishment 

Type of Enterprise Proprietors/Partnerships/
Self Employed 

Men Women 

Households 127338 52295 

Corporate Enterprise 1773 51 

Government 714 79 

Other 2776893 18312 

Total 2906718 70737 
Source:  Pakistan Labor Force Survey, 2005 

 
The gender disproportion in self-employment is marked. Only 0.07% women were owners or self-

employed partners of corporate enterprises.  In the same vein, 74% of self-employed women in Pakistan 

belonged to the households sector, as opposed to 4.3% for men. The households sector includes informal 

economic activities of home-based workers including cottage industries and business enterprises 

operating out of the home. The high involvement of women in the households sector shows women‟s 

strong desire to be engaged in economic activity even if only from within the household. More rural 

women (than urban women) are involved in income-generating household activities, as 80% of the self-

employed household-based women are in the rural areas.  

 

Another 25% of the total number of women in Pakistan who are self-employed work in the sector titled 

„Other‟, covering activities including small-scale business enterprises operating in the market, small-scale 

medical practices, free-lance professional work and other services. Predictably, a greater number of 

women living in urban areas work in the „other‟ sector than rural women tend to do. 

 

1.4 The socio-cultural constraints 
 
A key factor constraining female employment is the forced distinction between production and 

reproduction, which brands women as nurturers only and places them inside the home.  The concept of 

family honor is linked closely with a woman‟s sexuality. Venturing out to work alongside men is 

considered a violation of purdah, and thus, loss of honor in Pakistani society. Moreover, women‟s wage 

work is regarded as a threat to the male ego, and the patriarchal mind-set provides a convenient escape 

route from being exposed to on-the-job competition.   

 

However, attitudes towards educating females have evolved. The government has focused on female 

literacy  and educated women are considered to enhance a family‟s status. Nevertheless, while being an 

educated wife or daughter is considered to be a positive attribute for women, negative social biases mean 

that being a working wife or daughter is not. This conflict in attitudes helps explain why only a small 

proportion of educated women join the labor force.  

 

1.5 Poverty and inequality  
 
Although poverty-related data is not sex-aggregated, the link between gender and poverty is not difficult 

to establish as 70% of the global population living below the poverty line are women
16

. The Human 

Development Report 2005, provides an indirect measure of poverty is provided by the Human 

Development Report 2005; it ranks Pakistan as the worst performer in South Asia with the lowest Gender 

Development Index (GDI) value of .508. Pakistan‟s global GDI ranking is 107 out of 140 countries. 

                                                 
16  
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Women are hit disproportionately hard by the social costs of recessions, inflation, unemployment and 

poverty. An assessment of the Structural Adjustment Program undertaken in the 1990s indicates that these 

programs both laid off women in large numbers, and made it more difficult to absorb the growing 

numbers joining the work force.
17

 In terms of entitlements, a 1995 survey of 1,000 households in rural 

areas of the Punjab showed that only 36 women owned land in their own names and only 9 had the power 

to sell or trade without permission from their male relatives. Despite being legally entitled to do so, in 

nearly two-third of the households, daughters did not inherit land.
18

 

 

1.6  Policy interventions  
 
The Government of Pakistan has taken limited initiatives to mainstream gender. The Gender Reform 

Action Plan aims to bring women‟s numbers in the government up to 10%. Pakistan‟s armed forces have 

started inducting women in combat positions, and four GD Pilots successfully completed their training 

with the Pakistan Air Force -- a first for the women of the country.  A National Action Plan has been 

drawn up with the assistance of the United Nations, spanning several years. Pakistan is a signatory to 

major human rights treaties and conventions pertaining to women including the Convention on the 

Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the ILO Equality Convention 

100. Of note is the government‟s decision to take a gender-responsive approach “in analyzing the federal 

and provincial government budgets to determine the extent to which resources are allocated to address 

gender inequality.” However, at best, these are incipient measures and in their implementation, more 

honored in the breach than in the observance. Similarly, the budget allocation, exhibits both biases and 

underutilization. Illustratively, the Public Sector Development Program (PSDP) for FY05 was Rs. 1.25 

billion, against an outlay of Rs. 320 million.
19

 (I don‟t get what is being said in the sentence; rephrase) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
17  Shahrukh Rafi Khan and Mehnaz Ahmed, Gender and Structural Adjustment in Pakistan, 1996; Gender and 

Empowerment, Siddiqui et al. 2006 
18  Report on the State of Women in the Urban Local Government in Pakistan , UNESCAP 
19  Muhammad Sabir, Unpacking the Federal Budget through the Gender Lens, 2005 
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1. Living conditions 
1.1  Role and recognition of women in society 

 
Women‟s defined role in Pakistani society is that of home-makers and housewives, separating them 

from the breadwinning role attributed to men. Their traditional responsibilities include bearing 

children, rearing them, and running the household. However, the ostensibly simple task of household 

management includes many tedious chores, which support the main economic functions of the male 

members, and directly or indirectly contribute to the household income. This contribution is more 

prominent in the rural areas, where tending to livestock and working in the fields at every stage from  

planting to harvesting crops, walking long distances to fetch water, and carrying out other various 

household chores like washing and cooking are part of a woman‟s daily routine. Women working 

from home for the manufacturing sector also supplement family income while performing their 

primary duties as home-makers. 

 

Despite contributing substantially to the family income, the patriarchal set up renders this 

contribution invisible. In contrast, male activities are overtly economic in the sense that they receive 

payment for selling goods and produce and securing contracts and supplies. Further, the development 

process, which entails both agricultural mechanization and environmental degradation, has 

marginalized women further by bothmaking them both redundant and time inefficient.  In urban 

areas, the lack of appropriate childcare facilities prevents women from seeking gainful employment 

and hinders their entrepreneurial and professional endeavors. 

 

These factors combine to vest economic power in the hands of men who then invoke this power to 

make all the important decisions, thus giving them social control. The religious-cultural nexus serves 

to further strengthen notions of male superiority. It provides men with a basis to confine women and 

limit their activities to within the four walls of the house, effectively denying them access to 

education, paid employment and social interaction. Men demand subservience from women, and use 

force if necessary to ensure it. In poorer households, women are doubly disadvantaged, as economic 

resources are limited to begin with, and lack of education and exposure further limits their ability to 

elevate their status.  

 

1.2 Living conditions 
 

According to the United Nations, 70% of the world‟s women are poor. While sex-aggregated data for 

poverty is not available for Pakistan, the extent of this poverty can be inferred from other statistics.    

 



Social Conditions  

14 

Inflation persisted at 9.3% in 2005.
20

 It is a well-established fact that inflation affects the poor and 

fixed-income groups disproportionately as they cannot hedge themselves against it. Food inflation 

primarily affected essential commodities and it is common knowledge that food-poverty hits poor 

women the hardest the world over, because access is dictated by cultural norms. In Pakistan where 

20% of the population is undernourished, the situation is aggravated by a biased attitude towards the 

girl child, who is chronically malnourished.  

 

About 46% of Pakistan‟s population does not have access to proper sanitation, and this problem is 

most pronounced in the rural areas and squatter settlements of urban areas.
21

 Women who are 

refugees or internally displaced are more likely to be affected adversely, as recourse to fields, open 

spaces or makeshift toilets intrudes upon their privacy and exposes them to sexual abuse.
22

 About 

10% of Pakistan‟s population lives without a sustainable source of water, making water management 

a critical issue. Women play a key role such management, especially in the rural areas where they 

have to deal with water scarcity, both seasonal and perennial. They spend hours each day fetching 

water on foot, for drinking, cooking and washing. In urban areas, poor women residing in squatter 

settlements are forced to spend most of their time at home in dismal living conditions. Garbage 

dumped in and around these areas with unpaved and uneven lanes, combined with open sewerage 

systems make women folk vulnerable to disease. Malaria, tuberculosis, and skin and respiratory 

diseases are common in these areas. The living quarters are often small and cramped with little light 

and ventilation. The sanitation in these settlements is extremely poor.  

 

Sports and recreational facilities in Pakistan are scarce. In 2005, the total recorded number of visitors 

to museums and cultural sites in the entire country was about 1,500,000, or 0.9% of the total 

population
23

. Parks and other public facilities are few in number and those that have been established 

are neglected. The total number of cinemas in the country is 335
24

. Due to social barriers on women‟s 

presence in the public space, women are unable to enjoy even the limited opportunities that are 

available.  

 

Probably, the most damning indictment, which combines the effects of these excesses is the fact that 

women constitute less than half (48.3%) of the total population, a statistic that is only better than five  

countries in the global ranking This isa grim testimony to the high incidence of infanticide in these 

countries.   

 

 

2. Education 
2.1 Gender gaps in education 

 

Investment in human capital in the form of education is the bedrock of growth and development. The 

numbers tell a different story for the country, specifically with regard to women. It has now become 

almost trite to cite how debt servicing and defense overwhelm public sector development programs in 

Pakistan. As a result, Pakistan‟s social indicators lag behind those of other comparable states. 

Pakistan has only been able to achieve 53% adult literacy, as opposed to almost 100% in Sri Lanka 

                                                 
20  Economic Survey, 2006 
21  Human Development Report, 2005 
22  CSE India, Draft Dossier, Health and Environment, 2006 
23  Derived from the Federal Bureau of Statistics 
24  Federal Bureau of Statistics, 2005 
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and Maldives, and 61% in India. The literacy rate among males is 65% and among females  40%. 

Public expenditure on education as percentage of GDP in FY07 is 2.1% 
 
Figure. 1: Sex-aggregated literacy rates 

2003 - 2004

Male Female

 
Source: Labor Force Survey, 2005 

 
Traditionally, educating females has not been a priority in Pakistan. As women were expected, and 

indeed encouraged, to be involved only in household activities for their entire lives, a formal 

education was deemed unnecessary for them.  Only male members of the family were educated and 

female education was regarded as an additional expense with no expected future returns. However, 

greater awareness about the importance of educating females, the advent of technology, and 

increasing male literacy  have led to a change in attitudes towards female education. Courtesy of the 

government‟s efforts to close the gender gap in education, dictated largely byinternational 

commitments, female literacy has slowly but steadily been increasing in Pakistan. However, the large 

gender gaps continue to persist as indicated in the graph above.  

 

According to the World Bank Country Gender Assessment 2005, proximity to the educational 

institution is one of the two main factors influencing female enrolment. While most villages have at 

least one public school for boys, not every village has a girl‟s school, and the reluctance of parents to 

allow their daughters to travel far from home restricts enrolments. The cost of education is also an 

impediment. Research has indicated that for female literacy to improve in rural areas, provision of 

quality education is a prerequisite so that parents of girls are convinced that educating the girl child 

is worthwhile.
25

 The graph below shows the trend, as well as difference between males and females 

for each education level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25  Population Council, Pakistan: Educational Opportunities in Rural Areas, 2004 
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Figure. 2: Breakdown by education level 
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Source: Pakistan Social and Living Measurement Survey, 2004-2005 

 

Gender gaps in literacy have implications for development. There is a demonstrated link between 

education and fertility. Uneducated women are less likely to use contraception and take decisions 

regarding their reproductive rights. This is reflected in the high  fertility rate for Pakistani women (4 

children per woman), and the low contraceptive prevalence rate (24%). The lack of education is also 

detrimental to the personal health and liberty of women. Moreover, illiterate mothers are less likely to 

educate their daughters. Further, low female literacy is one of the factors constraining labor force 

participation.  

 

2.2  Policy interventions 
 

The government has identified investment in human capital as the third pillar of its Poverty Reduction 

Strategy Paper, 2003. In absolute terms, public expenditure on female education increased from Rs. 75.9 

billion in 2000-2001, to Rs.132.9 billion in 2004-2005, although in relative terms this is still abysmally 

low. The increase in expenditure has been coupled with targeted policy reforms that aim to achieve the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDG) in the areas of universal primary education. Gender-specific 

efforts in the Education Sector Reform (ESR) program include hiring female staff with a view to 

attracting and retaining female students. In the rural areas, special financial and nutritional incentives 

have been offered to female students to encourage retention. Despite the improvements shown, Pakistan 

has still not managed to achieve the targets set under the MDGs. Gender disparity continues to persist, 

most notably in the rural areas. More focused efforts, such as social awareness campaigns highlighting the 

importance and benefits of female literacy need to be undertaken. 
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3. Health 
3.1 Health indicators 
 

Health expenditures, in general, continue to be dismally low. At a mere Rs.40 billion, public expenditure 

for health for FY07 represents only 0.51% of the GDP.
26

 Per capita expenditure on health was USD$5 in 

2002, and approximately 45% of the country‟s population did not have access to health care.
27

  Life 

expectancy at birth for Pakistani males is 63 years and for females is 65 years. Pakistan is graded as a 

„high risk low prevalence‟ country with regards to HIV AIDS, due to widespread drug abuse, low use of 

contraception, and lack of awareness. 

 

Even with these poor indicators, there is still a marked gender disparity. The low importance accorded to 

formal healthcare of women is evident in the widespread use of indigenous forms of treatment, such as 

resort to hakeems and pirs. Among the poorest 20% of the population, only 4.6% of the deliveries are 

attended by skilled health personnel. As a result, Pakistan has a high maternal mortality rate, at 500 deaths 

per 100,000 live births.
28

 As many as 50% of Pakistani women do not hold consultations with doctors at 

the prenatal stage, and postnatal care is non-existent. 

 

The infant mortality rate is 70.45, and despite the fact that it is higher for boys (70.84) than for girls 

(70.04) at the time of birth, more girls between the ages 1 and 4 die than boys, reflecting the female-

oriented trend of malnutrition in Pakistani society. Nearly 6% of the diseases in Pakistan are nutrition-

related. Male children and men of the household are offered better food as they are considered to be 

superior, and their work outside the household is perceived to be more important. Malnutrition among 

females has far-reaching consequences, as female malnutrition erodes human capital by reducing the 

learning capabilities of girls and making them physically weaker. Iron deficiency is known to impair 

cognitive development and lower school achievement.
29

 Further, a vast majority of the deaths of girls are 

due to easily preventable ailments such as diarrhea and malnutrition, showing that families are reluctant to 

expend time, effort and resources on seeking medical help for females. 

 

The low level of women‟s labor force activity also compounds the problem. There is a shortage of female 

doctors and medical personnel, and social norms do not allow women to approach male doctors with their 

intimate health problems, particularly when reproductive health problems constitute 12% of all health 

problems in Pakistan.
30

 

 

3.2 Other health issues 
 

3.2.1 Women and mental health 
The mean prevalence rate of mental illness in Pakistan is 34%. However, while 10%-33% of males suffer 

from mental illness, the incidence in women is much higher, ranging between 29% and 66%.
31

 

 

The confinement and dependency experienced by housewives, financial difficulties and poverty, 

emotional deprivation, personal tragedy and low self-esteem are all factors that contribute to women‟s 

mental health problems. Post-natal depression in mothers who give birth to daughters instead of sons is 

                                                 
26  Economic Survey of Pakistan, 2006 
27  World Health Report 2005 
28  Human Development Report 2005 
29  United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition, March 2004 
30  Economic Survey 2006 
31 Mirza and Jenkins,  Risk factors, prevalence, and treatment of anxiety and depressive disorders in Pakistan: 

Systematic review, 2004 
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also high. Sexual, physical and mental abuse suffered by women, both communally and interpersonally, 

also makes them feel insecure and emotionally unstable. While men can engage in aggressive behavior or 

turn to substance abuse to externalize their depression, women are unable to do so due to social 

constraints, and internalize emotional trauma. Substance abuse among women, particularly refugees, is on 

the rise.
32

 

 

Mentally ill people are held in contempt and ostracized by society, resulting in people‟s reluctance in 

acknowledging mental problems, and seeking help for them. The first step to address mental illness is 

usually through religious healers.
33

 Only when traditional and alternative healing techniques have failed 

or the problem has deteriorated to a great extent, are the mainstream health-care facilities accessed. 

Islamization has further worsened the situation, as it discourages discussing mental illness in public or 

with strangers
34

.  

 

3.2.2 Occupational hazards 
A vast majority of women are unaware of the labor laws governing occupational health and safety. As a 

result, they continue to keep working under inhuman conditions in the informal sector, and in agriculture 

and fisheries. Working in confined and polluted spaces in brick kilns leads to lung infection, 

damageseyesight, and causes skin problems and depression. In the industrial sector, factories lack proper 

hygiene and expose workers to risk without proper exhaust facilities, fire exits, waste disposal and 

emergency medical aid. In agriculture, women are exposed to the harmful effects of pesticides which lead 

to respiratory problems, skin diseases, tuberculosis, gastrointestinal infections and increased risk of 

cancer.
35

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32  United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2004 
33  Gilani et al., Psychiatric Health laws in Pakistan: From Lunacy to mental health, 2005 
34  Mary-Jo Dell Vacchio, Women and Mental Health 
35  Tariq Awan, Pakistan Institute of Labour Education and Research (PILER), 2001 
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1. Police 
1.1 The police force 

 
Pakistan inherited its police system from the British. The system, designed in 1861, was primarily an 

instrument for coercion to control the public by intimidation, rather than as a public-friendly organization, 

with a mandate to prevent and detect crime through just and impartial law enforcement.  Compounding 

the problem is the severe under resourcing of law and order. The salary of a constable is PKR 5,431 only, 

and this poor incentive system has further fueled corruption in the police force
36

. Mismanagement  has 

resulted in arbitrary recruitments and promotions to the complete disregard of merit. Public perception of 

the police force is extremely negative. They are widely regarded as negligent, incompetent, unhelpful and 

corrupt and used more for political purposes than for maintaining law and order.  

 

1.2 Women and the police 
 

The police force has a much higher proportion of male officers than female officers. The officers at the 

lower levels of the hierarchy have low educational qualifications, and tend to be conservative and 

staunchly patriarchal. These traits have created an institution that is inherently gender-biased. Both the 

treatment meted out to women reporting gender crimes at police stations and the under-reporting of such 

crimes are well known facts. While the police are known for their reluctance to facilitate all citizens, in 

the case of women the personal biases and culturally ingrained stereotypes of women instigate custodial 

crime. Essentially, women are abused at the hands of police in two ways; obstruction of justice at the time 

of reporting, and custodial abuse. 

 

1.2.1 Obstruction of justice 
Victims of gender crimes are discouraged from reporting crimes perpetrated against them. One way of 

doing so is through invasion of the victim‟s privacy, and showing complete disregard for their security. 

Victims‟ poverty is also exploited, particularly if the perpetrators of the crime are influential. In such 

cases, victims are forced to withdraw charges for small sums of money, or are threatened with further 

harassment. 

 

Victims of domestic abuse are often unable to convince the police of the criminal nature of domestic 

violence. Police tend to shrug off complaints against domestic violence as a family‟s internal matter. In 

the same vein, marital rape is not considered to be a crime. Police have also failed to investigate another 

common form of domestic abuse, bride-burning, which is written off as accidental despite the frequency 

of bride burning incidents. 
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Rape in Pakistan has a highly politicized dimension and the police play a critical role in complications 

surrounding the reporting of rape. Pressure from influential parties makes the police reluctant to register 

rape. Such delay often leads to loss of crucial evidence. Moreover, the way reports of rape are encoded at 

the time of registering influence the way in which the entire case is conducted. Most charges under the 

Hudood Ordinance are brought forth due to the absence of the requisite four male witnesses. The police 

conduct investigations only in the most superficial manner. Consequently, evidence goes unreported, the 

perpetrators find opportunities to flee and a case is registered against the victim. 

 

2.1.1 Custodial abuse 
The worst form of custodial abuse is rapes perpetrated by policemen. Several incidents of rapes of women 

detained at police stations have been recorded in the recent past, in addition to cases of rapes of women 

who were abducted or kidnapped by policemen. The Sonia Naz case in early 2005 is a prime example. 

There has been a spate of custodial rapes over the past year, occurring most prominently in Southern 

Punjab. According to Human Rights Watch, up to 70% of the women in police custody are subjected to 

physical and sexual abuse. Police officers are not authorized to detain women in police lock-up or to 

interrogate them in the absence of female staff, and without the formal registration of legal charges 

against them. However, illegal detention of women is common practice, and women are often detained for 

days without formally registering any charges against them. 

 

1.3 Policy interventions with regard to women 
 

Women police stations were established by the government of Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto. These 

police stations are staffed by women with the objective to facilitate victims of gender violence and to 

address women‟s reluctance to approach male-dominated police stations with their complaints. These 

police stations were also assumed to treat the female accused according to the law and to avoid the issues 

arising out of custodial power associated with policemen. The women police stations are ineffectual. They 

are not allowed to register and investigate cases, most of the staff is untrained and some are reportedly 

even illiterate and the police stations often lack telephones and means of transport. In some cases, these 

police stations have actually become examples of female disempowerment; in conservative areas such as 

Peshawar, the policewomen are not allowed to leave the police station without the permission of the 

senior male police officers.
37

 

 

 

2. Military 
2.1 Women in the military 

 

Pakistan‟s armed forces are ranked among the best in the world with state of the art equipment and 

employing about 0.26 of the total workforce.
38

 The army employs a sizeable number of women. In fact, 

Pakistan is the only muslim country with female major generals. Most women in the armed forces are 

recruited in the fields of nursing, education, finance, and administration. The Janbaz Force has recruited a 

small number of women and a few have joined the anti-terrorist contingent in the civilian airlines as  sky 

marshals. The Pakistan Air Force now has four female fighter pilots, and the army and navy have also 

begun recruiting women in combat positions. 

 

Even though the recruitment of women in combat positions is on an experimental basis and the intake of 

women remains extremely low for now, the move to open up conventionally male-dominated positions in 
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the military signifies the willingness of the armed forces to take a first tentative step towards gender 

mainstreaming. On the other hand, women continue to be inducted primarily in the medical and education 

branches. The army offers well-disciplined and safer working environments to females in Pakistan, and 

has emerged as a viable option for doctors, nurses and teachers. However, segregation is still in evidence, 

as in every other sector in Pakistan, and despite recent steps towards opening up the military to women, 

they continue to be limited to a select few, non-technical areas. 

 

2.2 Women as victims of military conflict 
 

All around the world, armed conflict affects women in a multitude of ways. On a psychological level, 

women experience emotional insecurity and anxiety stemming from  the dangers faced by family 

members, particularly the men folk on whom they depend. Women in conflict zones lose access to 

adequate healthcare and education, and in extreme cases, face food insecurity as well. In Pakistan‟s 

patriarchal pressure results in women being confined to their homes even more strictly.  

 

2.1.2 Jammu and Kashmir 

Sexual violence against women has emerged as a military tactic in armed conflict. Women‟s bodies are 

treated as territory to be conquered and rape is used to humiliate men, and the nations to which the 

women belong. In the Kashmir conflict, rape is used systematically by Indian paramilitary personnel as a 

means of instilling fear among non-combatants in insurgency-affected areas.
39

 Although the accurate 

number of rapes perpetrated by Indian forces has not been tabulated, it is rampant. One paramilitary unit, 

the Rashthriya Rifles, carried out sustained sexual assaults on women in 2004. The stigma attached with 

women who are raped mars them for life. The patriarchal Kashmiri mindset shuns these raped women, 

and they remain unmarried and ostracized. Unmarried men in their 30s are now common, as they are 

unable to find women considered fit to be married.  

 

Among the victims of the Kashmir conflict are an estimated 50,000 orphans and 25,000 widows of slain 

militants. Survival for families without male heads is particularly difficult. Neighbors and friends, at 

times even relatives, are reluctant to support them for fear of the troops and police.
40

  

 

2.1.3 North and South Waziristan 
In the tribal areas of NWFP, conflict has erupted between Pakistani Taliban, considered to be a loose 

alliance of Al-Qaeda-backed militants headed by radical clerics, and the government of Pakistan over 

control of parts of the tribal belt, most notably North and South Waziristan. The militants have taken 

virtual control of the towns of Miramshah and Wana, and have established pockets of control in smaller 

towns as well. While the military operation in Waziristan began in 2004, the conflict intensified in 

December 2005, and the army routinely used bombers and gun ships against the militants. As a result of 

this, women in Waziristan do not only have to contend with the threat to their lives and property resulting 

out of the armed conflict, but also have to live under the strict rule of the local Taliban, who have 

fashioned themselves on the model of the Afghan Taliban and enforce an austere lifestyle. Music and 

television are banned and extreme limits have been placed on women‟s mobility. 

 

The military operation against the insurgency has produced a high number of civilian casualties and has 

disrupted normal life in the conflict-ridden area. Exact figures for total casualties and injured are not 

available as journalists are barred from visiting the region. However, the air raid conducted in Bajaur in 

January 2006 is symptomatic of the kind of attacks carried out to flush out militants. In this particular air 
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raid, 18 people were killed, 13 of whom were local villagers.  Reports trickling through often contain 

news of deaths of women and children caught between exchange of fire among the Pakistan army and the 

militants. Landmine use in the area by the militants has also led to losses, and puts women and children at 

additional risk.  

 

2.1.4 Balochistan 
The province of Balochistan has a history of conflict stemming out of unmet economic and political 

demands of the Balochis, and conflict has erupted time and again. In recent years, the increasing military 

presence in the province, and mega development projects which are seen to disadvantage rather than 

benefit the locals have created resentment against the government. Following the rape of a lady doctor in 

Sui which was allegedly perpetrated by an army officer and covered up by the authorities, violence 

became a regular feature of life in Balochistan. The resistance has gathered momentum and conflict has 

intensified. Locals claim that in January 2006 alone, 72 people were killed and 228 were injured, most of 

them women and children.
41

 The conflict has caused great internal displacement of people. Women and 

children have been forced to leave the comfort of their homes and move to uncharted territory, often 

leaving their men folk behind to fight. These tribal women are illiterate and without men to depend on, 

are extremely vulnerable. 
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1. Vulnerability of Women 
 
As more and more women begin working as unpaid family helpers, the burden of the work that males 

do not wish to do themselves falls on the women. Such tasks are often tedious and harsh and demand 

a lot of physical labor. Moreover, since the work assigned to women is often non-technical and close 

to the lowest levels of the production chain, such as harvesting and cleaning raw material, they 

expose women to the harmful effects of environmental pollution. Women bear the brunt of society‟s 

complete disregard for environmentally responsible practices, both in the agriculture and the 

industrial sectors. 

 

1.1 Women and agriculture 

 

Pakistan‟s agri-based economy 

is increasingly being shaped 

by the trade liberalization 

policies of the  International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and 

World Bank (WB), paving the 

way for capitalistic 

agricultural production. The 

resulting land concentration 

and large-scale mechanization 

has made indigenous 

knowledge systems held by 

women redundant. They have 

been relegated to long hours of 

manual labor in the fields, 

where they are exposed to 

chemicals and pesticides. 

Cotton picking is a prime 

example of such vulnerability. 

The task is a thankless one. 

Across the Punjab and Sindh, 

female family members of all ages spend countless hours in the heat of day in the cotton fields.  Skin 

rashes, damaged hands, respiratory diseases as a result of the extensive use of poisonous pesticides, 

and insect bites are among the proven ailments suffered by cotton pickers.  Pregnant women have 

been reported to be working in the cotton fields due to social and economic pressure, even in the 

 
Women picking cotton 
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final days of their pregnancy.  

Clearly, an unhealthy woman‟s 

unborn child suffers as well at the 

hands of these poisonous chemicals, 

which are passed on to the fetus, 

and also to the newborn child 

through the mother‟s milk.     

 

Women and girls are often required 

to walk long distances to procure 

clean water for household use.  For 

other domestic purposes, they are 

forced to use the pesticide-laden 

water coming through the fields and 

falling into the streams.  Washing 

clothes in these streams both 

contributes to the pollution and 

exposes women to it.  

 
 

1.2 Women and industry 
 
Women working in the industrial sector are no better off than their counterparts in agriculture. Narrow, 

dark and poorly ventilated factories expose women and girls to chemicals and effluents, leading to skin 

and respiratory diseases. The maintenance of hygiene in most low-cost, small-scale manufacturing units is 

a low priority and flies and rodents are common. The seafood industry in Karachi showcases the negative 

effects of a polluted environment on women.  The shelling of prawns for example, is done solely by 

women who sit on low stools in small sheds from 3 a.m. till about noon.  These sheds are gloomy and 

damp, and have little or no ventilation, thereby retaining the stench of prawns, waste, and melting ice 

blocks.   

 

1.3 Women and natural disasters 
 
One of the manifestations of climate change is the higher incidence and severity of droughts, storms and 

floods. The 1990s and early 2000s witnessed high flood incidence in the Punjab, Sindh and Balochistan. 

In addition, the coastal areas of Sindh have suffered the effects of cyclones and currently the entire 

country is in the grip of extreme water shortage. 

 

In times of natural disaster, both men and women face severe hardships and the ability of the community 

to help is sorely strained. The most vulnerable group in such situations are widows, women with disabled 

spouses, and the elderly. In addition to losing household and edible items, women have to worry about 

fulfilling their role as food prepares. Normal water sources become contaminated adding a further burden 

on existence. A flooded terrain does not allow women to seek relief as normal practice is to use the fields 

at night. Finally, the burden of starting to rebuild after floods or storms falls primarily on women.
42

 

 

                                                 
42  Azra Talat Sayeed. Evaluation of the flood emergency assistace provided by Oxfam.” Oxfam, 1996. 

 

Woman washing clothes in polluted water 
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Drought conditions lead to parched crops and contribute to food insecurity. Indigenous plants, which are 

used as a source of nourishment, also become scarce. As it is the responsibility of girls to hunt for them, 

their workload increases in times of drought.
43

  

 

In natural disasters such as earthquakes, women and children who are confined to their homes and closed 

living quarters die in greater numbers than males, as was the case in the October 8
th
 2006 earthquake in 

the northern areas of Pakistan. Women in such conditions face the risks of trafficking, being forced into 

marriages or prostitution, abduction and abuse. Households headed by women risk losing property claims, 

and do not have access to services or supplies. Pregnant and lactating women are particularly vulnerable 

to health risks in the form of infection, malnutrition and anemia, as well as risks arising out of lack of 

access to maternal health facilities.
44

 

 
 

2. Policy interventions 
 
Government interventions to protect the women or to improve women‟s conditions lack focus and 

seriousness of purpose. The Ministry of Environment along with local government is engaged in pursuing 

a gender strategy with the objective of integrating gender assessments in planning and implementation of 

policies and programs in natural resource management. The Pakistan Environment Protection Council 

now includes women and the Pakistan Forest Institute has trained women foresters
45

. However, these 

initiatives are not integrated and only skirt the edge of the problem. The National Environment Policy 

2005, fails to outline any concrete measures to protect women from environmental degradation and 

pollution.  

 

                                                 
43  Azra Talat Sayeed.”Drought evaluation situation in Thar desert, Sindh.” Save the Children UK, and Novib, 2001. 

44  Pakistan 2005 Earthquake, Early Recovery Framework, United Nations System, 2005 
45  Gender and Environment , Review of Beijing +10 Process, April 2005 
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