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Gender equality and women’s economic empowerment 
are important aspects of the work of the European Forest 
Institute (EFI) in support of wood-based micro, small and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) in the Mekong region. Women 
play significant roles and contribute to the sustainable 
management of forests and forest-related businesses at the 
household and community scales. However, their rights to 
derive equitable benefits and participate in decision-making 
processes have been restricted.

Challenges faced by women are multi-layered. The heavy physical workload in forest 
plantations and timber processing, in conjunction with social gender norms, confine 
them to reproductive spaces.¹ On the contrary, enhancing women’s capacity and 
participation in economic activities in the forest sector can boost rural livelihoods, 
increase their agency² and inclusion in sustainable forest resource use, and reduce 
deforestation and forest degradation. Gender equality in the small-scale forest 
sector, therefore, can be pursued through promoting women’s economic rights  
and empowerment.
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The policy and legal framework in 
Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and 
Viet Nam
Gender equality through women’s economic empowerment and participation is enshrined 
in the national regulatory and policy frameworks of the four Mekong countries targeted 
by EFI’s Forest Smallholders Project – Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam.³ 
These national frameworks transpose binding and voluntary commitments enshrined in 
various international standards. They include the provisions under the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action, and the Sustainable Development Goal 5 on Gender Equality. All target 
Mekong countries have adhered to these key internationally recognised women’s rights 
and gender equality standards, which shape how gender is addressed nationally. The table 
in Annex 1 provides an overview of the key policy priorities and legal frameworks that the 
four countries adopted to comply with their international obligations on gender equality 
relevant to the MSME context.

Implementation gaps of national gender 
commitments in the forest sector
The implementation of gender commitments by the four Mekong countries has been 
challenging and the gaps in the MSME context remain large. In Lao PDR, several national 
plans and strategies have been developed to realise gender equality, notably the National 
Strategy for the Advancement of Women (2006), and more recently the Fourth National 
Plan of Action on Gender Equality (2021–2025). Yet, the World Bank Gender Data Portal⁴ 
revealed women’s share of business ownership in Lao PDR was 20%, compared with 80% 
for men in 2018. This aligned with the finding from the Women Owned Business Survey 
conducted in 2016 by the Lao Women’s Business Association, Lao Women’s Union 
and Lao National Chamber of Commerce and Industry, that at least 80% of Lao women 
businesses have not acquired adequate funding to sustain the businesses.⁵ At the national 
level, only 11.1% of all businesses managed by women are in the agricultural sector, which 
includes forestry. 

In Myanmar, the National Strategic Plan for the Advancement of Women (2013–2022) 
aims to promote gender equality and protect the rights of Myanmar women. However, the 
World Bank Gender Data Portal on Myanmar reveals that only 46% of working-age women 
participated in the labour force in 2019, compared with over 75% of men. Women are 
likely to be employed in lower-skilled informal jobs and lower-level posts that receive less 
pay. As a result, cash-flow shortages and reduced access to credit are greater for women-
owned enterprises, particularly when facing COVID-19 restrictions, as shown in the World 
Bank Myanmar COVID-19 Monitoring.⁶
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In Thailand, despite the promulgation of the Gender Equality Act and the establishment 
of the Thai Women Empowerment Funds in 2015, access to financial support to women’s 
economic livelihood development is still restricted. It requires lengthy documentation 
processes that are not in line with the seasonal nature of the forestry and agricultural 
sector.⁷ Although there is no official data on the percentage of women-owned business, 
the World Bank Gender Data Portal on Thailand recorded the female labour force 
participation rate in 2019 was 58.8%, compared with 75.3% among males. It is important 
to note that women in Thailand spend 3.2 times more time on unpaid domestic and 
care work than men. This was exacerbated by lockdowns and work from home orders 
according to the UN WOMEN survey report on gendered effects of COVID-19.⁸

In Viet Nam, a robust Labour Code and national gender equality strategies had some 
effect on the overall gender wage gap. Nonetheless, in the forest product processing 
sector, it is substantially wider than in many other industrial economic sectors. As of 
2018, the overall national non-adjusted gender wage gap stood at 11.5% (women received 
on average 88.5% the wage of men). In the forest product processing sector, the overall 
wage gap was 37.4%. The most extreme wage disparities were in the household business 
and micro-enterprise segment of industry, where the wage gap was 51.4%.⁹ 

EFI’s gender analysis of Dong Ky and Van Diem, two ‘wood villages’ in the north of Viet 
Nam specialised in producing furniture and other timber products, confirms such data. 
The analysis also offers additional insights on the situation of women among wood-based 
MSMEs. Direct observations and 29 in-depth interviews with owners and workers of timber 
processing workshops, furniture and timber traders and community-based organisations 
reveal that gender inequalities are pronounced in the two wood villages. There are 
inequalities in the roles performed by men and women in the wood-processing factories, 
in the ownership of production resources, wages and vocational training opportunities, 
among others. A survey of 11 micro timber processors in Thailand and Laos and face-to-face 
interviews with 16 owners of wood-based MSMEs in Myanmar paint a similar picture.
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In short, official data, literature on gender-related issues and field interviews all indicate 
that significant challenges remain in awareness and practice of gender equality by wood-
based MSMEs in the timber processing sector of the four Mekong countries.

Underlying causes of gender inequality 
in wood-based MSMEs
Multiple obstacles have hindered efforts to promote women’s economic empowerment 
and opportunities among wood-based MSMEs. These include, among others:

1)  Labour-intensive production among wood-based MSMEs 
Due to the limited capital to invest in modern machinery and adopt new technologies, 
most wood-based enterprises at the micro and small scale in the Mekong countries 
remain labour intensive. The working conditions demand intense physical activities in 
wood production and processing. This makes it difficult for women to be as competitive 
a workforce as men. In Viet Nam, 85.3% of workers handling machine operations and 
assembly in forest product processing are men.¹⁰ Women consequently appear to be 
more represented in administrative and accounting roles rather than production-oriented 
functions. Marketing and financial management, in which women can partake and 
contribute, are not as valued as the production side of the business. Women thus  
receive less pay and recognition in this sector.

2)  Conventional gender roles and responsibilities
In rural communities and village institutions, patriarchal social norms still strictly and 
conventionally define the roles of men and women, where the women are confined to the 
reproductive and unpaid domestic work. Some of these norms restrict women’s mobility 
and participation in skill development training and business networking opportunities. 
Where women engage or take leadership in managing MSMEs, they face the heavy and 
double burden of fulfilling productive and reproductive functions. While there may be an 
increasing trend of women taking ownership and holding leadership positions in larger 
enterprises, in the small-scale timber processing sector, the proportion of women holding 
such positions is much lower. 

 ‘Women cannot do the raw cutting and preparing component sizes because 
they do not understand enough about wood [...] A few women also know how to 
buy and mix wood, but only for small wood to make some small details. Men still 
have to be in charge of big timber.’

– Interview with male owner of a timber processing workshop, Dong Ky wood village,  
Viet Nam
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 ‘It is hard for me to join events to improve my skills and cooperate with 
businesses outside my village without the consent of my parents and husband. 
My older male workers disregard me as a boss because I am a woman. I have a 
huge workload handling business and housework at the same time.’

—Interview with the owner of a woman-led timber processing workshop, Van Diem wood 
village, Viet Nam

3)  Rural women’s disadvantage in technical vocational  
training and capacity building
Technical trainings offer an avenue for women to increase their productivity and change 
their role and position in wood-based enterprises. However, access to training and 
capacity building for women is still limited in Mekong countries. For example, official 
figures of Labour Force Survey (2020) in Viet Nam indicate that the share of employed 
population with vocational training is 0.7% for females and 8.3% for males.¹¹

In the wood industry, men are encouraged to learn woodworking from childhood to 
develop a career as master craftsmen or timber processing workshop owners. In 
contrast, women are usually expected to take care of housework and are seldom given 
the opportunity to learn core skills in the industry. The lack of training opportunities 
also applies to functions not directly related to timber processing. In Thailand, a survey 
conducted in 2021 by Kenan Foundation Asia indicates that although more women 
participate in business administration and management, there is still a gap in enhancing 
their financial, accounting and business planning skills.¹² In an increasingly digitalised 
world, it is also crucial to address the technical capacity gaps to increase women’s  
access to and use of digital innovation in their wood-based enterprises.
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4)  Limited financing support for women in small-scale  
business operations
Traditional credit and financing facilities, including commercial and state banks, require 
formal procedures and collateral for loans, such as proof of land ownership, business 
registration and operating licences, which women in rural areas seldom possess. In 
Thailand, a majority of female small and medium entrepreneurs identified a lack of 
collateral, including properties, security documents, deposits, among others and the 
complexity of the loan application process as key barriers to access finance.¹³ Lending 
policies that ignore specific obstacles and the circumstance of women entrepreneurs are 
not supportive of women. There is a need to strengthen financing facilities that provide 
lower financing rates, flexible plans and collateral-free applications tailored to the needs  
of women small business entrepreneurs. 

 ‘Women have worked hard to achieve their current status and will need to work 
harder to reach the same level as men. We need opportunities to strengthen 
our education and capacities so that we can more strongly contribute to a 
sustainable society.’

—Interview with a woman-led timber processing workshop, Attapeu Province, Lao PDR

Husband and wife 
displaying their 

products at a trade 
fair, Lao PDR.

Photo: Khamphoui 
Saythalat
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Promoting gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment  
in pilot projects

EFI’s approach to promoting gender equality and women’s economic empowerment 
among MSMEs is to integrate gender into the pilots’ activities by encouraging women’s 
participation in trainings and using technical topics as an entry point for raising 
awareness about gender issues in the workplace. 

EFI actively encouraged women’s engagement in trainings through proactive discussions 
with business owners and by tailoring training activities to women’s needs. This approach 
proved successful as on average, about 40% of participants in trainings were female. EFI 
observed stronger engagement by the trained women in business management among 
the pilots’ MSMEs. EFI also started providing customised coaching and leadership 
development to selected women-led MSMEs in the four Mekong countries. 

Trainings on topics related to financial management, marketing and business development 
attract the highest number of female trainees and have the potential to improve business 
practices. Given the connection between business administration and compliance with 
laws and regulations, offering customised trainings and coaching for women also provides 
an opportunity to build their capacities on timber legality and enhance their agency in 
policy processes. 

Basic accounting 
training, Viet Nam. 
Photo: Pham Duc 
Thieng
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EFI tested the integration of gender into technical trainings related to production 
management, continuous improvement and team building in Viet Nam. Using technical 
trainings as a vehicle and entry point for raising awareness about gender enabled EFI to 
overcome the resistance of business owners who tend to consider the topic as irrelevant 
to their businesses. As part of the trainings, participants were encouraged to reflect upon 
and challenge sociocultural norms about the role of men and women in Viet Nam. This 
approach offers the opportunity to improve the MSMEs’ overall technical capabilities  
while relating gender to the day-to-day realities of business owners and workers.

In addition to integrating gender into technical trainings, EFI is also raising awareness 
about gender directly to build both male and female stakeholders’ understanding of 
women’s economic empowerment, gender equality and women’s rights. For example, 
EFI supported gender workshops for tree growers and timber processors in Thailand, and a 
facilitated dialogue among the women representatives of MSMEs in Attapeu Province, Lao 
PDR, with the local authorities and the provincial women’s union. Similar efforts will be 
made to raise gender awareness and understanding among national and local authorities, 
credit providers, industry associations and universities because the structural and cultural 
challenges that women face cannot be solely addressed through technical trainings. 
Overcoming these challenges requires a holistic approach and joint efforts by all relevant 
stakeholders. Dialogues and collaboration on gender equality will contribute to narrowing the 
implementation gaps of national and international gender commitments and open spaces to 
reflect on how existing regulations can be improved to realise the gender commitments.

Recommendations
Building on EFI’s experience in working to support the wood-based MSMEs and  
exploring solutions to the gender-differentiated challenges faced by women, below 
are core recommendations to advance the realisation of gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment in the forest sector:

1)  Enhancing technical capacities and leadership of  
women-led enterprises 
To enhance women’s technical capacities, efforts should be made to coach women 
entrepreneurs, while increasing gender sensitivity within forestry vocational training 
institutions. The customised design of capacity building and leadership development pathways 
for women-led enterprises must be comprehensive and sequential, rather than focusing solely 
on ad hoc training. Tailored capacity building packages that incorporate technical aspects of 
wood-based production, efficient resource use, resilient business models, and leadership skills 
are of critical importance to the development and sustainability of women-led enterprises. 

Strategies should be developed for on-the-job coaching and mentoring specifically crafted and 
delivered to addressing differentiated capacity needs and barriers faced by female managers. 
Documenting and sharing lessons learnt from coaching women-led enterprises, in particular 
the dissemination of examples of successful women-led businesses in the forest industry, 
can become a source of inspiration and knowledge for other women entrepreneurs. These 
examples can also drive sustainability, efficient resource use and best business practices 
among the MSMEs. In parallel, collaborations with the vocational training institutions should 
be pursued to incorporate gender into their technical sessions and modules. This will facilitate 
gender-aware learning atmosphere and supportive values for young women’s interests to excel 
in the wood industry.
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Female tree grower 
recording data about 
her tree, Thailand.
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2)  Supporting networks and business connections among 
women in wood-based MSMEs
Women play significant roles throughout the supply chains of wood-based products in 
which MSMEs engage. Supporting the creation and the expansion of their networks 
are not only fundamental to strengthening knowledge and experience sharing among 
them, but also to fostering opportunities for market linkages, resource mobilisation, and 
business relationships at the local and national levels. Strategic interventions that bring 
together women actors can increase visibility to their issues and influence decision-
making processes at policy level. To the extent possible, the formation and participation 
of women’s networks in the forest sector should be connected to the cross-sectoral 
collaboration of women entrepreneurs at all levels, including in regional platforms, such 
as the Women Entrepreneurs Network of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN).¹⁴ 
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3)  Increasing awareness on gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment among supporting entities
Organisations and entities that are essential to the realisation of gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment in the wood-based MSME context include associations 
of tree growers and wood industry operators, state and private financial institutions, and 
local and national authorities. The support provided by these entities is indispensable for 
the sustainability and resilience of women entrepreneurs. It is, therefore, highly important 
to influence the functioning of these entities that have been either gender-blind or gender-
neutral. Raising awareness and understanding of how these entities can contribute to 
national and international gender commitments in alignment with their institutional 
mandates can lead to gender transformative and equitable approaches in the provision  
of support to women entrepreneurs in the forest sector. Working in partnership with  
these institutions to support the integration of gender in programmes and policies 
relevant to tree growers and timber processors will have a multiplier effect in increasing 
gender awareness across their members and beneficiaries. In this respect, there is an 
urgent need to raise awareness about the existing legal frameworks on gender equality in 
the four Mekong countries. Women-led organisations should also be empowered to have  
a voice in national reform processes. This would enable such organisations to advocate for 
MSMEs’ interests and concerns from a gender angle, and contribute to strengthen  
the existing legal frameworks and support their implementation.

Gender norms challenged as part of a technical training with wood processors,  
Viet Nam. Photos: Pham Duc Thieng

10
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4)  Facilitating cross-sectoral multistakeholder partnerships  
on gender equality
Facilitating platforms for collaboration among government bodies, especially those with 
mandates on women’s affairs or gender equality, and technical sectoral bodies relevant to 
forests and natural resources, agricultural extension services, MSME promotion agencies, 
labour and social welfare departments, and state financial institutions will advance gender 
mainstreaming and sensitisation. Furthermore, partnerships among government agencies 
and non-government actors through multistakeholder dialogues across local to regional 
levels would improve understanding of the situation and the effects of policies, laws and 
programmes on women in the forest sector. Partnerships would offer collaborative spaces 
to reflect on how gender equality and women’s economic empowerment can be achieved 
in the sector. 

5)  Generating information and knowledge about women  
in wood-based MSMEs
Information and knowledge about women’s roles and functions in MSMEs enable the 
informed understanding and systematic assessment of gender-differentiated challenges 
women experience in managing businesses in the forest sector. Compilation and 
documentation of data and analyses should be disseminated together with lessons 
learnt from testing solutions to women’s challenges. Further policy and action research 
should be conducted to identify constraints and opportunities in resilient business 
development models and financial access for women within the timber processing  
and plantation MSMEs.  

Financial 
management training 
for household 
furniture makers, 
Myanmar. 
Photo: Sagawa
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Country Relevant gender policy and legal framework

Lao PDR Fourth National Plan of Action on Gender Equality (2021–2025)
 - National roadmap for actions to promote gender equality across line 

ministries and provincial authorities

 - Prioritising women’s health, political participation, economic empowerment, 
education, employment and social protection as per international standards 
adhered to

Labour Law on Equal Wages and Employment of Women (2013)
 - Equal employment between men and women

 - Women’s occupational safety, health and maternity benefits, and protection

Law on Social Security (2013)
 - Support the informal labour sector, with special consideration to improving 

women’s economic empowerment, access to employment and education 

 - A set of assistance-based arrangements guaranteed by the National Social 
Security Fund for women’s health care, child delivery or abortion, working 
capacity losses, etc. 

Women’s Union Law (2012) 
 - Organisational mechanism for women 

 - Women leadership and management at various levels in different agencies

Law on the Development and Protection of Women (2004)
 - All aspects of women’s development and protection

 - Promotion of women’s knowledge and capability

 - Elimination of all forms of discrimination and promotion of equal rights for 
men and women

Myanmar National Strategic Plan for the Advancement of Women (2013–2022)
 - Reflection of commitments under the Beijing Platform for Ac-tion

 - Integration of gender in long-term national development

 - Women’s healthcare, advancement and 30% target of wom-en’s participation 
in decision making in public bodies

Social Security Law and Rules (2012)
 - Covering more aspects of social security benefits

 - Establishment of the Social Security Board to monitor imple-mentation

No single labour law. Employment regulations based on a variety of 
relevant laws and rules, including: Occupational Safety and Health Law 
(amended 2019), Payment of Wages Act (2016), Leave and Holi-day Act 
(amended 2014), which protect female workers. 

Annex. Overview of the key national 
gender policy priorities and legal 
frameworks
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Country Relevant gender policy and legal framework

Thailand National Action Plan on Women Development Phase I (2020–2022)
 - Contains five key measures: 1) a paradigm shift towards gender equality; 

2) empowerment and participation of women in all spheres; 3) cultivation 
of enabling conditions by aligning policies and laws with international 
standards; 4) formulating protective and corrective measures in terms of 
violence against women and access to justice; and 5) strengthening women-
in-development mechanisms and processes, including parliamentary and 
political avenues. 

Gender Equality Act B.E. 2558 (2015)
 - Committee to Promote Gender Equality (CPGE) to enact the Act’s legal 

policies and mechanisms to advance gender equality

 - Establishment and management of Gender Equality Promotion Fund

Prime Minister Office’s Regulation on the Promotion and Coordination of 
Women’s Affairs B.E. 2551 (2008)

 - Coordination across government agencies through the Chief Gender Equality 
Officer (CGEO) at the Director level and the Gender Focal Point (GFP) at the 
Office/Bureau level mandated in all agencies

 - Implementation of a master plan on promoting, mainstreaming and 
monitoring gender equality in government agencies

 - Supervision and guidance to the Coordination Center on Gender Equality

Labour Protection Act 1998 (B.E. 2541) and revision 2019 (B.E. 2562)
 - Section 3: Prohibiting the termination of employment contract due to 

pregnancy and guaranteeing female workers’ rights to switch positions and 
terms.

Labour Relation Act 1975 (B.E. 2518)
 - Governing employees-employers’ relations and rights to form assembly or 

association

 - Applicable to all industries at any scale

Social Security Act 1990 (B.E. 2533)
 - Insured maternity benefits for employees in accordance with the regulations 
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Country Relevant gender policy and legal framework

Viet Nam National Strategy on Gender Equality (2021–2030)
 - Increase percentage of Vietnamese women in paid employment to 50% by 

2025 and 60% by 2030

 - Increase percentage of women in business leadership and ownership 
positions to at least 27% by 2025 and 30% by 2030

 - Reduce time women spend on unpaid housework to 1.7 times by 2025 and 
1.4 times by 2030 compared to men

Labour Code (amended version, enforced in 2021)
 - Stronger protection for employees and better aligned with international best 

practices

 - Safeguards mechanisms to protect employees from discrimination 
on grounds of ethnicity, gender, marital status, pregnancy and sexual 
harassment at the workplace 

 - Additional break and time off for breastfeeding mothers 

Law on Social Insurance (2014)
 - Rights and responsibilities of employees, employers, agencies, organisations 

and individuals on social insurance

 - Pension and retirement scheme for women and men, addresses labour 
accidents and occupational diseases

Law on Gender Equality (2006)
 - Definition of gender equality principles in all social and family aspects, 

measurement of gender equality, designation of responsible agencies

 - Guidelines for policies and management of gender equality
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supporting wood-based micro, small and medium enterprises 
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