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Executive Director
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G

ender equality is smart
economics,” as argued by
the World Bank in its Gender
Action Plan 2007-2010, is
accurate in the context of South
Asian countries where women’s
participation in economic
activities, particularly in trade, is
minimal. But, it has the potential
to drive the engine of growth,
employment and revenues.
It is generally presumed that
trade facilitation measures have
an impact on both male and
female entrepreneurs equally.
But in reality, this is not the case,
particularly in the Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal (BBIN) subregion, where infrastructure
hurdles, policy gaps, and maledominated economic system
function differently from the
western economic system.
Therefore, a gendered
perspective should be an
integral part of national trade
and industrial policies. In this
regard, the inclusion of gender
mainstreaming as an action
point in the National Trade
Facilitation Action Plan 2020-23
of India is a welcome step.
Greater coherence is needed
between various agencies and
departments of the respective
national governments, on the

one hand, and international
institutions and trade and
industry chambers, on the other.
Despite a growing number of
women entrepreneurs in the
BBIN sub-region, their
participation in international
trade is limited due to social
expectations, traditional gender
norms, and constraints in
accessing resources. In these
countries, women primarily work
in the informal sector and
ownership of productive assets
is disproportionately in men’s
hands.
In the trade-related literature,
gender-specific constraints and
the importance of gender
sensitivity remain mostly
unexplored. Significant reforms
in policies, foreign trade
agreements, and government
schemes are needed to inculcate
this sensitivity in trade-related
services (for example, customs
and border management,
logistic services, trade and
transport infrastructure, and
trade-related policies). A few
systematic attempts have been
made to identify and address
women entrepreneur’s traderelated challenges in this subregion.
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Executive Summary
Introduction
Gender dimensions of
international trade, and the
related fields of economics,
trade law, and public policy,
have gained increased attention
from researchers, policymakers,
academics, media and civil
society groups over the past few
years. This attention is primarily
driven by the 11th World Trade
Organisation (WTO) Ministerial
Conference (MC11) held at
Buenos Aires, Argentina, in
December 2017. As an output of
this conference, a Joint
Declaration on Trade and
Women’s Economic
Empowerment was released.
This declaration and subsequent
efforts by member countries are
welcome steps. However, there
is no standard framework for
including gender in Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs), foreign
trade policies, or even a trade
negotiation agenda.
The Bangladesh, Bhutan, India
and Nepal (BBIN) sub-region
has a conspicuous lack of
women entrepreneurs in the
export-import (EXIM) business.
Many women engaged in trade
and trade-related activities tend
to be involved in the lowest

levels as labourers or working in
the informal sector. Ownership
of businesses is
disproportionately in the hands
of men.
Social expectations, traditional
patriarchal norms, and
inadequate access to resources
are common challenges
affecting women’s economic
activities. Financial constraints
also discourage women
entrepreneurs from investing in
their business to expand further
and access foreign markets.
Cumbersome and complex
trade procedures encourage
women entrepreneurs to involve
in informal cross-border trade
with neighbouring countries
instead of formal exports and
imports.
In this context, CUTS
International along with its
country partners, Bangladesh
Women Chamber of Commerce
and Industry – Bangladesh,
Bhutan Media and
Communication Institute –
Bhutan, and South Asia Watch
on Trade, Economics and
Environment – Nepal with the
support from the United
Kingdom’s FCDO has
undertaken the project titled
“Gender Dimensions of Trade

16

Mainstreaming Shepreneurs in International Trade: Evidence from the BBIN Sub-region

Facilitation: Evidence from
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and
Nepal” to prepare cases in
favour of gender-inclusive trade
policies to enhance
participation of women from
the sub-region, in trade and
trade-related incomegenerating activities.
With this aim, a survey was
conducted in BBIN countries to
understand the challenges
women entrepreneurs face
regarding socio-economic
factors, access to finance,
knowledge on trade procedures,
and digital technology while
engaging in cross-border trade
and export business. A total of
278 women entrepreneurs in
the BBIN sub-region were
surveyed for study purposes.
This was supplemented with
desk research, key informant
interviews and focus group
discussions with other
stakeholders, including
government officials, academia
and civil society organisations
(CSOs).
The basic descriptive statistics
tool has been used to describe
the key indicators of women
entrepreneurs’ socio-economic
characteristics, market
accessibility constraints, and
various other hurdles women
face to run their business
activities.

Study Findings

Medium-sized Enterprises
(MSMEs). Nevertheless, a study
by the International Finance
Corporation (IFC, 2016) reveals
that only 7.2 per cent of
businesses are owned by women
indicating the disproportionate
ownership of enterprises.
CUTS survey found a high
concentration of women
entrepreneurs in textile and
readymade garments (69.74 per
cent), followed by bag and jute
items (11.84 per cent) of the
total 76 respondents. The
garment industry in Bangladesh
has played a significant role in
economically uplifting many
poor and vulnerable women by
providing employment and
reducing the wage gap. A
majority (84 per cent) of
respondents said their sales are
not equally distributed
throughout the year and that the
peak season coincided with the
festive season (April-June).
It is observed that women
entrepreneurs in Bangladesh
employ more females. More than
65 per cent of female employees
across all categories, the highest
being 68 per cent recorded with
medium enterprises. Women
entrepreneurs’ broad challenges
include access to finance,
developing linkage with buyers
and difficulties in transportation
and taxation. Most of the
surveyed entrepreneurs faced
multiple challenges at the same
time.

Bangladesh
Among the 8 million businesses
in Bangladesh, 99.93 per cent
are cottage or Micro, Small and

Social norms and safety
conscience restrict the
movement of women for buying
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raw materials. Further, market
places, financial institutions,
customs offices are not yet
women-friendly. Women
entrepreneurs do not get a
showroom space easily like their
male counterparts in the market
areas. It was also revealed that
they need to give speed money
(bribe) sometimes to get the
services.
It is noted that any aggrieved
person can file a complaint to
the respective authority. But
suitable results can hardly be
achieved. Moreover, if any
aggrieved party submits a
complaint against any officer or
system, they face more
challenges than better service.
Women, in most cases, do not
have access to resources at their
paternal house or spouse’s
house. Access to institutional
finance was a major obstacle
faced by the respondents as
40.7 per cent of them reported
that they had not taken any loan
for business purposes.
Inadequate knowledge and
submission of inappropriate
documents are the main reason
for the bank’s rejection of loan
applications. A high-interest rate
for loans from microfinance
institutions and other informal
sectors restricts women from
approaching these sources.
The study revealed that the
respondents are very much keen
to expand their business to
international markets. However,
awareness related to trade
procedures was inadequate.
Further, the purpose of custom
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house agents is known only by
half of the respondents in
Bangladesh (53.70 per cent).
They do not have explicit
knowledge of customs and
freight agent’s roles and
responsibilities, custom rules and
duty-free products, certification
of products, and Rules of Origin
(RoO) certification.
Among 76 respondents, 97.37
per cent said that they have a
smartphone and internet access.
Most of them use social media
like Facebook and messaging
apps like WhatsApp and Imo for
marketing.
Major Recommendations
The government should organise
awareness generation campaigns
regularly, targeting women
traders and entrepreneurs to
disseminate necessary
information regarding schemes,
subsidies and networking
opportunities.
Skill development/up gradation
programmes as well as training
on trade procedures, business
expansion and market
development need to be
organised. Government can
engage CSOs and industry
chambers for this purpose.
A grievance redressal mechanism
should be established in the
trade, finance, and other major
institutions that can resolve
women traders’ issues.
Preferably, a woman officer can
be posted in these key ministries
to handle the issues related to
women entrepreneurs.
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Bhutan
Bhutan’s industrial sector is
dominated by Cottage, Small
and Medium Industries (CSMIs).
Women’s ownership or
partnership constitutes only 29
per cent of CSMI; the
enterprises are small, use outdated technology, have a
narrow range of activities.
Of the total 51 entrepreneurs
surveyed in Bhutan 49.02 per
centowned micro-enterprises,
39.22 per cent owned small
enterprises, and 11.76 per cent
owned medium enterprises.
The survey found 22 per cent of
the respondents involved in
food processing, 16 per cent in
agriculture and allied activities
and 8 per cent in wooden
furniture. The rest were
producing incense and candle,
sanitary products, and electronic
item, among others.
To expand the business,
entrepreneurs believed that a
robust buyer-seller network is a
prerequisite. Failure to create a
strong network is the major
hurdle for them. This was
followed by challenges in
transportation. High
transportation cost with third
party transportation was cited
by most of the respondents.
Financial institutions are not
extending the required
assistance as per the
respondents. Insufficient
collateral and the formal
sector’s reluctance to provide
loans to women were the two
significant constraints of having
a loan from formal sources.

Challenges of running
businesses by women
entrepreneurs are perceived in
managing the business’s
financial aspects in terms of
proper bookkeeping tasks,
owing to a lack of formal
training of the women who own
these businesses. It was
observed that capacity building
in financial management,
bookkeeping, accounting, profit
loss calculations, among others
would help women
entrepreneurs.
Most of the products coming
from the cottage & small
enterprises are targeted towards
the local domestic market.
Bhutan still imports practically
everything from its
neighbouring countries and
import substitution is a top
priority.
Local products continue to face
stiff competition from imported
products in terms of branding,
quality standards, shelf life,
packaging, variety, choices, and
lower prices. A good example is
one woman entrepreneur who
makes homemade pickles and is
doing well. However, she faces
tough competition from
imported pickles, which are
branded, attractive, wellmarketed, and cheap.
Most of the respondents have
smartphones (47 entrepreneurs
out of 51) and know how to
operate computers (39
entrepreneurs). However, only a
few respondents use socialmedia (27 entrepreneurs only)
and e-commerce (14
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entrepreneurs) for business
purposes.
Only five entrepreneurs were
engaged in direct exports in
Bhutan. Those involved in direct
exports are well aware of the
trade process such as
documentation, product
standards, etc. and are also
satisfied with Customs House
Agent (CHA) and Customs’
services.
The local products entered the
markets only in recent years,
with their own set of problems
such as the absence of quality
standards, poor shelf-life,
unknown branding, sub-optimal
packaging, inconsistent supply,
and comparatively higher prices.
The women entrepreneurs
understand that if their
products find sustainable
foreign markets in the future,
their demands will grow,
revenue streams would improve
and enterprises would expand
exponentially.
Major Recommendations
Bhutan has inadequate
institutions and infrastructure,
such as testing laboratories,
warehouses facilities with
modern amenities etc. Thus,
there is a need to establish new
institutions and infrastructures
and upgrade existing
institutions with modern
facilities.
Affordable public transportation
could be promoted for trade
purposes. In the case of thirdparty transportation by trucks,
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charges should be based on a
weight basis as the business
volume is low in most cases.
Focussed training and capacity
building programmes in local
languages need to be organised
for women entrepreneurs on
use of digital technology, digital
platforms, payment gateways,
etc.; quality assurance services,
(certification, branding,
labelling, packaging &
marketing) for business
promotion, financial
management and trade
procedures.
Organising trade fairs, exposure
trips to international trade fairs
and trade-related conferences
for women entrepreneurs to
develop business linkages and
provide subsidies and monetary
incentives to participate in such
events would help women
entrepreneurs to expand
business.

India
Over the past few years, the
Indian government has made
special provisions for women
entrepreneurs under various
policies, including the gender
aspect in the Public
Procurement Policy for Micro
and Small Enterprises (MSEs).
However, Indian foreign trade
policies, programmes, and other
economic schemes are still
gender neutral.
The women entrepreneurs in
the survey (100 respondents)
were involved in the production
and trade of an extensive range
of products. Their product-
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category includes textile and
readymade garments (27.45 per
cent), light engineering
products (23.53 per cent),
handicraft (9.8 per cent). Few
respondents were also engaged
in processed food, agriculture,
pharmaceuticals, and jewellery
and electronics products.
Across each category of
enterprise (micro, small, and
medium), it has been observed
that the proportion of female
salaried employees is higher
than male employees in microenterprises. Small and medium
enterprises employed a
significantly higher proportion
of males than females.
A discussion with women
entrepreneurs revealed that
transportation costs are high
because the volume of orders is
usually small. Another problem
faced by them is related to
packaging and transportation.
For example, sometimes fragile
parcel is not delivered with care.
Women entrepreneurs who
participated in the survey had
inadequate insurance and taxrelated knowledge, which is
necessary to run a business.
Online banking services and
online shopping portals have
become popular and easy to
use in the past few years in
India. As far as transactions are
concerned, the respondents had
enough knowledge to use
online banking for business
transactions.
Formal sector financial
institutions often reject women

entrepreneurs’ loan applications
due to distrust in their repaying
capability. And in other cases,
women were reluctant to seek
loans due to insufficient
collateral.
As compared to other countries
discussed before, fewer
entrepreneurs in India sell their
products directly to consumers.
Also, very few have a direct link
with retailers and wholesalers.
The incidence of the presence of
middlemen in the buyer-seller
network is also high in India.
Women entrepreneurs engaged
in exports often find it
impossible to undertake
business travels and meet
clients outside the town due to
household commitments. This
puts them at a disadvantage
compared to their male
counterparts, as their scope of
building new client networks is
limited.
Only one-fourth of the
respondents were direct
exporters. It was found that
most of them have knowledge
about documentation and other
country standards. However,
they were not satisfied with the
service of CHA. The women
entrepreneurs had insufficient
awareness about various other
trade procedures and laws such
as advance ruling, pre-arrival
processing, electronic payment,
the penalty for breaches of
customs laws, procedures for
appeal and review against the
penalty, single-window
mechanisms, and transit
procedures and formalities.
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The survey found Indian women
entrepreneurs more tech-savvy
than other countries. 99 per
centof respondents said that
they have smartphones, of
which 97.06 per centsaid they
have internet access. 89.89 per
centof respondents used social
media for business promotions,
while more than 60 per cent
also use e-commerce for their
business.
Major Recommendations
Implementation of easy and
accessible financial schemes
and collateral-free special loans
to women entrepreneurs on
discounted interest rates can
boost their morale to engage
themselves in international
trade.
It is also essential to sensitise
officials working in key
government agencies and
departments that directly
impact trade, such as customs,
border security agencies, export
promotion councils, banks, and
insurance enterprises.
Making credit application
processes as simple as possible
and bringing better services at
the community doorstep,
specifically – in the remote
locations of north east India
could be explored.
Organising awareness
generation programmes on
various government schemes
and subsidies, trade fairs, etc;
conducting training programme
on using digital technology,
trade procedures, business
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development strategies etc.
would be beneficial.

Nepal
Women entrepreneurs in Nepal
have not been given adequate
attention while formulating
foreign trade policies and trade
agreements. In the CUTS survey,
women entrepreneurs identified
access to easy and timely
finance and difficulty of getting
regular customers as top
barriers to international trade
growth.
The products produced and
traded by the 50 women
entrepreneurs in the survey are
as follows: processed food (36
per cent), textiles & clothing (22
per cent), and handicrafts
products (20 per cent). The
remaining 22 per cent were
engaged in paper products,
jewellery, and beauty products,
among others.
The significant challenges
concerning women
entrepreneurs were access to
the market, tax and accountingrelated problems (e.g. high
taxes and complex tax
procedures). The respondents
also reported weak linkage with
customers, retailers, and
wholesalers. 64 per cent of
respondents had a direct
connection to customers,
whereas 44 per cent of
entrepreneurs had linkages with
a wholesaler. The incidence of
middlemen in the buyer-seller
network is much higher than in
all other countries.
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During the interviews with
women entrepreneurs, it came
out that loans from financial
institutions, primarily
commercial banks, are not easy.
They have reported that it was
easier to obtain loans once the
enterprise is big and
established.
One of the main reasons for the
difficulty of obtaining loans was
the need to have collateral. In
most cases, women do not own
properties, or even if they own,
they do not have the decisionmaking power to pledge the
properties to be used as
collateral. Even when they can
get loans, entrepreneurs say the
prevailing interest rates are too
high.
Another major hurdle reported
by women entrepreneurs is the
lack of access to opportunities
to promote their products in
international markets through
global trade fairs and
exhibitions. For example, they
said it is difficult for them to
look for markets abroad on their
own. Participation in foreign
trade fairs and exhibitions to
make the business network
stronger is an expensive affair.
The other hurdles are related to
difficulty in accessing financial
schemes of the government.
The incidence of online
marketing is also increasing in
Nepal. The survey found all the

respondents had their
smartphones and knew about
how to operate a computer.
However, women entrepreneurs
are not using an e-commerce
platform for selling their
products.
Major Recommendations
It is vital to maintain a genderdisaggregated database of
women entrepreneurs, which
will assist a greater
understanding of women’s
participation in supply and
value chains and help
policymakers make evidencebased policy decisions.
Establishing a dedicated desk at
the Department of Industry
(DoI) to easily facilitate women
entrepreneurs to navigate
enterprise development and
trade-related procedures and
information networks is also
compulsory.
It will benefit a large number of
women entrepreneurs if they
are given training and
mentorship through trade
authorities under government,
business chambers,
commodities association, CSOs
for building capacity of female
entrepreneur in issues related to
registration of the business,
taxation, accounting, enhancing
credit-worthiness and exportimport rules and procedures.
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Introduction

T

he world is on a path
towards sustainable socioeconomic development, and
inclusive economic growth and
increased participation of
women in economic activities
could significantly contribute in
it. Economically empowered
women lead to reduced gender
inequality and contribute to the
overall development of the
economy.

Women’s rights and
gender equality are
vital to women’s
economic
empowerment

For this study, the term gender
refers to the socially constructed
differences between men and
women. These vary from one
society to another and can
change over time and generally
relate to who influences and
power over what.
Women’s rights and gender
equality are vital to women’s
economic empowerment. The
two concepts of gender equality
and women’s empowerment are
closely related but quite distinct.
Gender equality is about
women’s relative status
compared to men’s status, while
women empowerment bears on
whether women can exercise
control and have choices/
options over strategic and
practical decisions.
Women’s empowerment is a
more dynamic concept. It is

more challenging to measure
than gender equality as it
encompasses various complex
dimensions, such as social
structures, institutions and
norms, which can be highly
context-specific.

Global Efforts for
Gender Equality
The Convention on Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) signed
by various governments in 1979,
entered into force in 1981 and
has 187 signatories. The CEDAW
is the first legally binding
international instrument that
takes a comprehensive approach
to prohibit discrimination
against women in all domains
and is considered a significant
milestone.
About 189 governments signed
the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action (BDPfA) in
1995. The BDPfA is the first
international legal instrument to
incorporate a detailed action
plan that sets out strategies to
ensure equality and full human
rights for women in 12 areas of
concern: poverty, education and
training, health, violence against
women, armed conflict, the
economy, power and decisionmaking, institutional
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mechanisms for the
advancement of women,
human rights, the media, the
environment, and the girl-child.

By 2030, achieving
gender equality goals
require urgent action
to remove the many
root causes of
discrimination that
still curtail women’s
rights in private and
public spheres

During the new millennium in
the 2000s, the United Nations
(UN) charted the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs)
course. MDG3 is the
Millennium Development Goal
that specifically focuses on
gender equality and the
empowerment of women. The
objective of Goal 3 is to
“eliminate gender disparity in
primary and secondary
education, preferably by 2005
and at all levels of education no
later than 2015”.
Similarly, carrying forward
MDGs’ goals, gender equality is
an integral part of the 2030
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) of the United Nations
(UN). Especially, Goal 5 commits
countries to achieve gender
equality and empower all
women and girls.

SDG Goal 5 and
Women
Goal 5 of the SDGs as
envisioned by the UN is to
‘Achieve gender equality and
empower all women and girls’.
The 17 SDGs imbibes women’s
equality and empowerment as
integral to all dimensions of
inclusive and sustainable
development. Determining the
success of all the SDGs in this
regard depend on the
achievement of Goal 5.
By 2030, achieving gender
equality goals require urgent
action to remove the many root
causes of discrimination that
still curtail women’s rights in
private and public spheres.
International trade contributes
to SDG 5 by generating
employment opportunities for
women and increasing women’s
participation in the economy.
When a woman earns, she tends
to improve their standard of
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living and status and bargaining
power in the family increase.
Women spend most of their
incomes (about 90 per cent World Bank1) back in their
families (notably on education
and health) and their
communities.
Therefore, raising their
economic power has a
“snowball effect” on society,
improving living standards for
all and consequently
overcoming poverty. In the long
run, this leads to social attitude
changes and an improvement in
women’s rights.

The WTO members
and observers
endorsed a collective
initiative to increase
women’s
participation in trade
for the first time

Buenos Aires
Declaration on Trade
and Women’s
Economic
Empowerment
Like all economic policies, trade
policies are not gender-neutral
and can affect men and women
differently due to various
gender roles and status in
economies and societies.
Considering this, the WTO
members and observers
endorsed a collective initiative
to increase women’s
participation in trade for the
first time.
119 member countries of the
WTO adopted the Buenos Aires
Declaration on Women and
Trade in December 2017 to
remove barriers limiting
women’s participation in trade
and foster women’s economic
empowerment. The Agreement
includes efforts to collect
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various sets of data related to
women in international trade
and provides a platform for
sharing best practices.
Actions outlined in the
Declaration will eventually boost
economic growth globally and
provide more and better-paid
jobs for women. These actions
will also contribute to UN
Global Development Goals,
including the SDG to achieve
gender equality through women
and girls’ empowerment (SDG
5).

Gender and Trade
The global efforts and
consensus on gender equality,
coupled with widespread
globalisation and efforts for free
trade between national
boundaries, should have ideally
translated to increased
participation of women in trade.
The empirical evidence from
various countries, especially
from the BBIN sub-region,
shows that women-owned and
led businesses are still
underrepresented in
international trade and still
operate in the informal sector.
Women lead only 15 per cent of
exporting enterprises as per the
World Economic Forum (2017).2
These circumstances have led
many to rethink and readvocate that international
trade should be free and fair.
The reasons for less
participation of women in
economic activities, especially
trade, are primarily rooted in
social structures. Women-
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owned micro and small-sized
enterprises (MSEs) tend to be at
a disadvantage compared to
men in terms of having less
bargaining power, limited access
to productive resources, market
information and networks.
Similarly, women entrepreneurs
often tend to have different
goals, responsibilities and
business strategies than their
male counterparts. The social
norms and expectations related
to the well-being and care of
the household demand extra
attention, time and income.

It is also important
to highlight that
trade agreements
directly impact
gender resultants
even if the protocols
are gender-neutral

The openness of global trade
has had a vague implication on
gender dimensions mainly due
to the absence of genderdifferentiated data. Regardless,
certain conclusions can be
deduced from the relationship
of trade liberalisation with
gender. The aspect of gendered
economic roles needs more
attention regarding its effect on
participation and the trade
resultants. The most significant
positive impact of trade
openness is the sharp rise in
women’s employment
opportunities and financial
returns.
This increase has been seen in
cases where the country’s
comparative advantage is due
to female labour-intensive
sectors, such as manufacturing,
textiles and apparel industry.
For example, the readymade
garment industry in Bangladesh
flourished from such initiatives.

However, the situation differs in
countries wherein the
comparative advantage is
technology-based and
industrially forward with a male
labour force’s dominance. In
such instances, trade
liberalisation has had a less
positive impact with a decline in
women’s benefits, which may
worsen gender equality.
Therefore, it becomes vital to
understand what kind of
opportunities are created,
including working conditions.3
As per the joint report by WTO/
World Bank (2015), “even when
trade opportunities have
delivered new jobs for women,
gender biases have sometimes
resulted in greater risks, less
protection and more
unfavourable working
conditions for women”. It was
also estimated in the report that
the women SMEs have a unique
financial need between
US$260bn and US$320bn a
year.4
It is also important to highlight
that trade agreements directly
impact gender resultants even if
the protocols are genderneutral. This is because trade
liberalisation has a
differentiated effect on men and
women due to their
composition dynamics
regarding prices and tax
obligations.
It has been further stated that
trade liberalisation has
rewarded consumers through
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cheaper imports. However, it is
significant to take into
consideration the two aspects of
the gender issue.

•

Firstly, the type of cheaper
import is determined by the
financial benefits accruing from
it, along with a factor of need
and affordability. Secondly, they
possess the ability to hit the
national industries, which
includes female-intensive
sectors. This leads to a loss of
employment and a return to
exporting raw materials in the
developing nations.

•

Hagen (2014), in her study, also
points out that there are certain
gender-related factors
applicable to the trade
negotiations and trade policy:

•

•

•

•
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trade agreements are not
gender-neutral if they do
not distinguish between
men and women, in fact,
they are gender blind;
trade negotiations often
represent and reproduce
existing gendered structures.
Men are thus
overrepresented and women
under-consulted;
gender-differentiated
distributional effects of trade
are not identified if no
gender-relevant impact
assessments are conducted;
trade reforms and policies
will – without knowledge
about gender-related
impacts of trade – not
include any corrective
measures;
trade negotiations need to
take into account gendered
impacts through potentially
expanding/contracting
sectors;
the overall losses in
government revenues
through tariff cuts and
compensatory efforts need
to be analysed, calculated
and designed to not overly
affect women, children and
the poor.

Even though trade liberalisation
provides growth opportunities
to Micro, Small and Mediumsized Enterprises (MSMEs), it
exposes them to international
competition earlier in shielded
markets. A sudden increase in
international competition
pushes them to grow and
expand technologically.5
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This can easily be understood
by the sharp fall in international
trade in 2008-2009. Initially,
women also tend to lose jobs
due to their increased
involvement in part-time, lowskilled and temporary jobs.
Women tend to have lesser
reserves than men to protect
themselves from income loss
repercussions due to
differentiated wage rates
between men and women.

Initially, women also
tend to lose jobs due
to their increased
involvement in parttime, low-skilled and
temporary jobs

The women engaged in the
informal sector in developing
countries faced increased
competition from unemployed
male workers making a shift to
this female-dominated arena
which, when integrated with the
decline in global demand, led to
the destruction of the
vulnerable and informal
women-owned businesses.

The Role of NTFCs in
Gender Mainstreaming
in Trade
As per Article 23.2 of the Trade
Facilitation Agreement (TFA)
entered into force on 22
February 2017, WTO members
must establish a National
Committee on Trade Facilitation
as an institutional body to
facilitate the domestic
coordination and
implementation of the TFA’s
provisions.
National Trade Facilitation
Committees (NTFCs) are
consultative multi-stakeholder
platforms supporting and
implementing trade facilitation
reforms. It is expected that such

reforms which ensure
transparency and ease of doing
business would help formalising
informal trade, sector where
women traders in developing
countries are mostly engaged
with.
A survey was conducted in 2017
by the United Nations
Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD) on
gender perspective in NTFCs
amongst the listed contacts of
UNCTAD’s Repository for
National Trade Facilitation
Committees.
Among 39 countries who
participated in the survey [5
developed, 28 developing and 6
least developed countries
(LDCs)], on average, only 36 per
cent of its members are female
representatives. The percentage
mentioned above falls to 24 in
developed countries that
participated in the survey. The
survey results reveal the gender
imbalances of the Committees
and display how men take over
62 per cent of the NTFCs chair
or co-chair. It was also found
that in LDCs, only 17 per cent of
women hold the position of
chair or co-chair in NTFCs.
Even though there has been
clear evidence of gender
inequality in the composition
and leadership roles of the
NTFCs, there has been a lack of
active measures and decisions
by NTFCs in channelising the
issue into mainstream trade
facilitation. Out of the 39
nations responding to the
survey, only one has asserted
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that the Committee has decided
to mainstream gender in trade
facilitation.
When the same was questioned,
around half (44 per cent) of the
NTFCs stated that it was due to
an absence of awareness on the
idea of gender mainstreaming.
About (31 per cent) of the
Committees opined that gender
mainstreaming was not of much
relevance at this juncture which
meant that NTFCs are not taking
the concept of gender
mainstreaming into
consideration.”6

The concept of
gender is still at the
nascent stage when it
comes to trade
policies in many
countries and that
underpins the
necessity of gender
mainstreaming in
international trade

This is in concurrence with der
Boghossian’s study (2019),
wherein she analysed several
countries’ trade policies during
2014-2018 using trade policy
review mechanisms and found
that only 70 per cent have
incorporated gender-sensitive
trade policy measures. Thus, it is
evident that the concept of
gender is still at the nascent
stage when it comes to trade
policies in many countries and
that underpins the necessity of
gender mainstreaming in
international trade.

Rationale of the
Study
Gender parity has a fundamental
bearing on whether or not
economies and societies grow.
Developing and expanding onehalf of the world’s available
talent has a significant bearing
on the competitiveness, growth,
and future-readiness of
economies and businesses
worldwide.
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In recent times the issue of
gender inequality has climbed
to the top of public debate in
many countries. The focus is
primarily on labour, social, and
other domestic policies as firstorder tools to improve women’s
economic empowerment.
However, there is not enough
attention paid to how trade may
impact gender. This compares
both to the desire for more
inclusive trade, where the
benefits are shared more
extensively, and the potential for
trade to offer “progressive”
policy objectives and social
goals.
The BBIN sub-region have a
conspicuous lack of women
traders in the formal sector.
Research has shown that
women working in trade and
trade-related activities tend to
be at the lowest levels: as
labourers/unskilled workforce or
as informal traders, and
ownership is disproportionately
in men’s hands. Social
expectations and traditions and
lack of access to resources are
common reasons for women
not participating in economic
activities to the extent that men
do.
It is believed that women’s
participation in trade-related
activities can be encouraged by
making gender-inclusive trade
policies. Trade facilitation
measures (TFMs) must be
gender-responsive to encourage
more women’s involvement in
international trade.
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There is a clear need
to assess market
entry barriers to
ensure increased
market access for
women entrepreneurs

Bangladesh, Nepal and India
have ratified the WTO TFA,
while Bhutan has observer
status with WTO. TFA is a
gender-neutral document where
no separate regulations have
been specified for facilitating
trade by women traders.
Implementation of trade
facilitation without carefully
considering their gender
implications may lead to high
entry barriers for women traders
in trade activities.
There exist significant
differences in the real situations
of men and women in this subregion. Indicators of
development such as genderdisaggregated literacy rates, the
global gender gap ranking, and
the World Bank group’s
enterprise survey on female
entrepreneurship show a clear
trend limiting women’s
development in the sub-region.
There is a clear need to assess
market entry barriers to ensure
increased market access for
women entrepreneurs.

In this backdrop, CUTS
International, along with its
country partners, Bangladesh
Women Chamber of Commerce
and Industry – Bangladesh,
Bhutan Media and
Communication Institute –
Bhutan, and South Asia Watch
on Trade, Economics and
Environment – Nepal with the
support from the United
Kingdom’s, Commonwealth &
Development Office (FCDO) has
undertaken the project on
“Gender Dimensions of Trade
Facilitation: Evidence from
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and
Nepal” to prepare cases in
favour of gender-inclusive trade
policies to enhance
participation of women from
the sub-region, in trade and
trade-related incomegenerating activities. The
evidence was collected from
women-led/managed/owned
MSMEs in the BBIN countries.
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Literature Review

W

A recent report by the
International Labour
Organisation (ILO)
based on time-use
data highlighted that
women do four times
more unpaid care
work than men in
South Asia

hen looking at the
published literature
relating to gender and trade,
there are various interpretations
of trade depending on the
purpose of the study. It is
observed that the use of one
method or another may lead to
a very different conclusion. For
all intents and purposes of this
study, the trade mentioned here
adopts the complete sense of
women’s economic activities
through micro, small and
medium enterprises in the BBIN
sub-region.
In the BBIN sub-region, women
are mainly engaged as smallscale producers or householdbased micro-entrepreneurs of
manufactured items such as
handicrafts, garments, textiles,
food products, etc. These
enterprises typically have a low
capital base, low productivity,
are based at home premises
and primarily pool financial
resources from household
savings. That is, women’s
enterprises tend to be mostly
informal and “survival-oriented”
rather than formal and
“accumulation-oriented”
(Kabeer, 2012).
Gender-based constraints in
small-scale production, such as
lack of access to capital,

technical and business training,
marketing skills, education and
heavy care burdens that have to
be managed simultaneously,
mean that enterprises run by
women often tend to grow
more slowly and are generally
less profitable than those run by
men (Kabeer, 2012).
Furthermore, the social
structure in BBIN countries,
being majorly patriarchal,
assigns gender roles to women
and women. One such social
norm is the unpaid care work in
the families, which consumes a
significant share of women’s
productive time.
A report by the International
Labour Organisation (ILO)7
based on time-use data
highlighted that women do four
times more unpaid care work
than men in South Asia. In 2018
women in urban India spent 312
minutes a day on unpaid care
works, whereas men did just 29
minutes. Furthermore, this time
for care work was 291 minutes
for women in rural villages
against 32 minutes for men.
This consequently causes lesser
productive time for women to
focus on their businesses. The
restricted time availability for
women implies that they face
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more significant disadvantages
than their male counterparts in
responding to new challenges.
Women also tend to produce
fewer volumes than men due to
their limited access to
productivity resources like credit,
technical inputs, etc.

Ggender equality is
an integral part of a
developed economy
and is necessary for
inclusive growth.
Women’s
empowerment and
economic
development are
closely related

With regard to credit, women
tend to receive only small loans
since they have limited or no
collateral. Therefore, they often
remain trapped in low-value
activities that may help them
meet their practical needs but do
not widen their opportunities or
favour capital accumulation
(UNDAW, 2009).
Furthermore, women
entrepreneurs also face various
market access constraints related
to phytosanitary standards,
technical barriers to trade, and
product and process regulations
that they find challenging to
meet.

Gender Parity and
Women
Empowerment
Gender equality has been set as
one of the achieving goals under
the UN’s SDG-5. This is based on
the fact that women are
discriminated in most of the
economic processes throughout
the world. This discriminatory
behaviour against women is
inherent and has been
perpetuated through social
norms and customs.
However, gender equality is an
integral part of a developed
economy and is necessary for

inclusive growth. Women’s
empowerment and economic
development are closely
related. Economic development
itself leads to women’s
empowerment. Also,
empowered women can
contribute to the development
of the economy through their
decision-making involvement
(Duflo, 2012).
Moorosi (2012), in his study,
documented that the gender
equality approach of providing
good education and skill
development to women in
South Africa can only alleviate
poverty and entail
development.
Providing education among
women can contribute in
efficient human capital. In many
less developed and developing
countries, women are deprived
of good education and fewer
opportunities to participate in
skill development programmes.
In their study, Mitra et al. (2015)
used the unbalanced panel of
101 countries to verify that
gender equality in economic
opportunities and outcomes
has a significant positive impact
on growth.
With regard to education and
vocational training, girls have
fewer opportunities compared
to boys to develop skills. This is
because boys are more likely to
be sent to a school than girls,
who often stay home to help
within the household. At a later
stage, vocational training,
including skill extension
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services, may not fit a women’s
busy schedule and prevent their
participation in it. Women’s
lower education and knowledge
consequently prevent their
upward mobility for
employment opportunities.
Furthermore, in developing
countries, women’s control over
simple means of transport, such
as bicycles, animals and carts,
may be limited. This imposes an
obstacle on women to reach
markets where their products
can fetch fair prices and
conditions on time.

Various developed
and developing
countries’
governments also
endorsed MSMEs’
significant role in
economic
development and
women
empowerment

In Tamil Nadu, India, a World
Bank project introduced
bicycles in the 1990s to
promote women’s literacy. It
was found that bicycles
empowered women and
changed their lives because
they could get quick access to
schools, hospitals, and markets.
In addition, gender roles
changed as women could
undertake tasks such as
marketing, taking children to
school, and running errands
typically done by men.
Moreover, bicycles allowed
women to complete their tasks
faster and easily, freeing time
for other activities (Starkey, Ellis,
Hine, & Ternell, 2002).
Women tend to dedicate a
more substantial portion of
their income to purchasing
household goods and
necessities for their families
than men. According
to International Trade
Centre (ITC), women are also
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more likely to use increased
income to benefit their children’s
education and health. Thus,
increased participation of women
in trade would help their families
and communities as well.

Role of MSME in
Women Economic
Empowerment
Participation of women through
MSME is one way to integrate
women in economic activities.
Women can establish a unit of
their own or be absorbed in
other units as labourers. Various
developed and developing
countries’ governments also
endorsed MSMEs’ significant
role in economic development
and women empowerment.
Tambunan (2007) documented
that the Indonesian government
has been supporting developing
small and medium enterprises,
not only because it plays a
crucial role in economic
development but also helps
develop women entrepreneurs,
particularly in rural areas. This
study found that the growth of
MSMEs and local economic
development are positively
correlated.
Further, in their study, Fiseha &
Oyelana (2015) confirmed this by
utilising data from 50 SMEs in
the Eastern Cape Province of
Africa. SMEs have contributed to
local economic development by
generating employment, thus
alleviating poverty and
improving poor households’
living standards.
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The same positive relationship
between SMEs’ growth and
economic development has
been found at the macro level.
Beck et al. (2005) tested whether
the increase in the share of
formal employment in SMEs
leads to economic growth,
poverty reduction, and
inequality. The study found a
significant positive impact of an
increase in SMEs’ employment
on economic growth by utilising
cross-country data of 45
countries.

Women
entrepreneurs face
hurdles to access
external finance
while expanding
their existing
ventures and new
ones

Another study by Obi et al.
(2018) in three different states of
transition economy Nigeria
found the significant
contribution of MSMEs in job
creation, poverty alleviation, and
improved living standards.
MSMEs have a substantial
contribution to job creation
even if the economy is stagnant
(Mead & Liedholm, 1998).

Challenges Faced by
Women
Entrepreneurs
Women entrepreneurs face
hurdles to access external
finance while expanding their
existing ventures and new ones.
Existing research conducted in
developed and developing
countries has presented multiple
reasons for women
entrepreneurs’ lack of finance.
Similarly, in their study, Klapper
& Parker (2010) documented
restrictive business regulatory
environments in developing and
transition economies that
restrict women from entering

into high-growth, potential
capital-intensive sectors. They
remain in labour-intensive and
informal sector.
Women entrepreneurs face
difficulties getting a traditional
loan due to financial institutions’
discriminatory behavior, lack of
collateral security, misperception
about women that women are
prone to use loans for household
needs. Restrictive and
cumbersome business
procedures force women to
invest in the informal sector.
On the other hand, a study by
Sena et al. (2012), conducted in
England, inferred that women’s
lack of financial literacy arises
from low educational
qualification, and risk-averse
nature deter them from using
external finance own venture.
In addition, Madill et al. (2012), in
their study found by
investigating the relation
between banking services and
men & women managed SMEs
utilising Surveys of Financing of
Small-Medium-sized Enterprises
Administered across Canada
during the fall of 2001 and 2002
that women-owned enterprises
are less likely to apply for a loan
because they are mainly homebased enterprise, and not
investing in Research and
Development (R&D), and even if
they apply for a loan are likely to
turn down because they have
less ratio of earning to loan size,
less business experience, poor
credit history, insufficient
collateral, and most important
factor is not having good relation
with banking institutes.
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Shah (2013), in her study, shows
the socio-cultural factors as the
main barriers behind women’s
participation in entrepreneurial
activities in India. This includes
challenges in combining work
and family life. Lack of
awareness about financial
instruments is another
challenge restricting women
from becoming entrepreneurs.
Overall, the study recommends
creating a more enabling
environment for women
entrepreneurs in India by
specifying various organisations
and agencies’ roles.

Lack of awareness
about financial
instruments is
another challenge
restricting women
from becoming
entrepreneurs

A recent study, conducted in
four different parts of
Bangladesh by Ghosh et al.
(2017), found collateral issues
and failure to undergo a lengthy
application process as the main
reasons for formal loans’
inaccessibility. Other than that,
commercial banks’ officials
stated that women
entrepreneurs apply for minimal
loans that are not profitable for
their banks. Most of the time,
they use this amount to satisfy
household needs or male
member(s) of their house.

Enabling
Participation of
Women in
International Trade
Women entrepreneurs investing
in a home-based enterprise with
a small size are not able to
participate in international
trade. As discussed above,
financial constraints are integral
to deter them from investing in
R&D activities and expand their
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ventures further to access
foreign markets. In addition,
women entrepreneurs are more
likely to have less knowledge
about trade processes and
procedures. Cumbersome and
complex trade procedures
encouraged women to involve
in informal trade.
These herculean compliance
requirements gradually give way
to the rise of bootleg smuggling
as a measure to overcome the
compliances. “Smuggling may
not be an outcome of taxes but
rather an attempt to circumvent
the cumbersome web of
government regulations and
controls that often make the
trade through formal channels
very difficult” (Taneja, 2001).
Different countries’
governments have taken various
TFMs to ease trade processes
and procedures. WTO members
also concluded negotiations on
TFA at the 2013 Bali Ministerial
Conference. However,
policymakers are unable to
frame gender-mainstreaming
trade facilitation measures.
The gender dimension of trade
is a researchable topic and very
few studies are available on it.
Research on this topic is also
complex due to the
unavailability of disaggregated
gender-specific data. Literature
has focussed mainly on
women’s role as laborers and
ignored other roles such as
consumers and entrepreneurs in
the international trade domain
(Shepherd and Stone, 2017).
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A recent study by Taneja et al.
(2018), conducted in the BBIN
sub-region, investigated current
participation of and hurdles
faced by women traders and
entrepreneurs in three various
channels of trade process: trade
in formal channel through LCSs
of North East Region (NER) of
India and North Bengal with
Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Nepal;

trade through four Border Haats
of India with Bangladesh; and
extra-legal informal trade
through formal channels and
illegal channel as well. This
paper highlighted minuscule
participation of women in the
formal channel of trade and the
absence of gender
mainstreaming trade facilitation
measures in South Asia.
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Position of Women in the
BBIN Sub-region

3

he BBIN countries belong to
one of the world’s fastestgrowing regions, but the
benefits are not reaching to the
society’s critical segments.
South Asian women do not
participate as much as men
when it comes to trade and
trade-related activities.8 They,
therefore, are less likely to
benefit directly from economic
opportunities that arise out of
increased intra-regional trade.

T

obstacles to women’s economic
activity could increase annual
global gross domestic product
(GDP) by US$7.7tn or 8.3
percent. The W-GDP Initiative
focuses on five foundational
areas of legal reforms to provide
women with equal
opportunities to access
institutions, access credit, own
and manage the property, travel
freely, and work in occupations
and jobs of their choosing.

The US Administration launched
in February 2019 a Women’s
Global Development and
Prosperity (W-GDP) Initiative
focused on addressing these
barriers Worldwide. The report
suggested that removing legal
barriers to women’s
participation in the economy
and society has immense
benefits for women and
children and overall economic
development. It also indicates
that removing the legal

The average W-GDP index in
174 countries was calculated to
be 82.27 in 2008, which slightly
improved to 83.31 in 2018.
Further, it was also calculated
for 8 South Asian countries,
including BBIN countries and
others, and the average W-GDP
index was 75.18 in 2008 and
77.60 in 2018.
Table 3.1 shows the W-GDP
indices of BBIN countries. All
four countries have no legal

Table 3.1: W-GDP Indices of BBIN, 20199
Countries

W-GDP
Index

Travel
Index

Property
Index

Employment
Index

Institutions
Index

Credit
Index

Bangladesh

68.0

100.0

40.0

33.3

100.0

66.7

Bhutan

82.7

100.0

80.0

100.0

100.0

33.3

India

82.7

100.0

80.0

66.7

100.0

66.7

Nepal

78.0

100.0

40.0

83.3

100.0

66.7
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constraints on women’s
freedom of movement,
including restrictions on
obtaining passports based on
sex. Further, there are no
restrictions on women’s
authority to sign legal
documents, such as contracts
and court documents, and
addressing unequal access to
courts and administrative
bodies for women, whether
officially or through a lack of
proper enforcement.
Property index indicates lifting
restrictions on women’s
possessing and managing
property, including limitations
on inheritance and the ability to
transfer purchase, or lease
property. Bangladesh and Nepal
property index are only 40,
whereas, for Bhutan and India, it
is 80.
The employment index indicates
eliminating barriers that limit
working hours, occupations, or
tasks based on sex. It is shown
that Bhutan has no employment
barriers for women, whereas
Nepal has some obstacles and
Bangladesh has the lowest
employment index at 33.3 only.

The credit index indicates
women’s accessibility to credit
and capital to start and grow
their businesses and prohibiting
discrimination regarding credit
based on sex or marital status.
Bhutan’s credit index (33.3) is
the lowest among the others,
and the other three countries
credit index is 66.7.
Whether by design or chance,
the exclusion of women is not
just an issue of women’s rights
but also outlines unaffordable
economic losses for the
countries that make up this vast
and populous region.10 Thus, it
is crucial to engage with women
traders and entrepreneurs.
It is evident in Table 3.2 that
rapid urbanisation in India and
Bangladesh has not yet
encouraged more women to
join the labour force.
Bangladesh and India’s female
labour force participation rate
was 36 per cent and 21 per cent
in 2019. BBIN countries rank in
the bottom 50 among 153
countries in Global Gender Gap
Index 2020 rankings on
Economic Participation and
Opportunity.

Table 3.2: Economic Position of Women in the BBIN Sub-region
Country

Female Labour Force
Participation Rate (2019)11

The Global Gender Gap Index 2020 Rankings
on Economic Participation and Opportunity12

Bangladesh

36

141

Bhutan

59

130

India

21

149

Nepal

83

101
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Women’s participation in crossborder trade in the BBIN subregion is minuscule and
stagnates at low levels. Women
entrepreneurs and traders are
deeply necessitated by the vast
information deficit about the
regulations and procedures and
see little incentive in engaging
in cross-border commerce. Their
mobility across borders remains
compromised by infrastructure
deficits, safety-related
challenges and socio-cultural
barriers, all of which combine to
perpetuate an unwelcoming
trading environment.13

Several ministries
issued many policies
in the last ten years
mainstreamed
gender or women’s
concerns into the
policy provisions
addressing their
practical or strategic
needs

This section discusses the
scenario for women in BBIN
based on their participation in
economic activities, financial
inclusion and trade-related
challenges.

Bangladesh
Small and Medium Enterprises
(SMEs) are put in the vanguard
of an economy as they carry out
the connotation of “the engine
of an economy.” Being an
intrinsically challenging sector, it
brings a chunk of unbanked
people under the financial
inclusion net by creating job
opportunities. In Bangladesh,
women, on average, work 6 per
cent longer than men daily.
Women in Bangladesh spend 41
per cent of their total work
hours on unpaid care and
domestic work, whereas the
percentage share for men is
considerably less at 17 per
cent.14

39

Women entrepreneurs have to
rely on other sources to avail
the materials required for their
production given women’s
limited mobility. A small
proportion of these women
relies on middlemen for the
same. Not knowing the
appropriate market prices
results in less profit for MSME
and the overall
disempowerment of women.
Several ministries issued many
policies in the last ten years
mainstreamed gender or
women’s concerns into the
policy provisions addressing
their practical or strategic
needs. They facilitate
employment, access to
productive resources, human
development, bargaining power,
or improve work environment
policies. Some policies have
specific sections considering
women as a distinct target
group, and some policies do
not have particular sections but
declare to address women’s
needs. Some policies
incorporate sections on equity,
including provisions for
supporting different vulnerable
groups, including women.
According to the Bangladesh
Economic Census 2013 (BBS,
2015b), the total number of
entrepreneurs in Bangladesh is
7.8 million of which only 7.1 per
cent is women (5.63 lakh).
Working proprietors are 7.3
million, of which 6.9 million are
male proprietors, and 0.431
million are female (5.87 per
cent).
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Table 3.3: Female’s Participation in Enterprises
S. No. Category

Per cent

1.

Enterprises with female participation in ownership

12.7

2.

Enterprises with a female in top management

4.8

3

Enterprises with a majority of women in ownership

1.7

(Source: World Bank Survey, 2013)

According to the Global Gender
Gap Report 2013, in
Bangladesh, 16 per cent of
enterprises have women’s
participation in ownership, and
35 per cent of women have an
account in a formal financial
institution compared with 44
per cent of men. However, only
1 per cent of enterprises have
women as top managers.
However, the World Bank
Survey (2013) illustrates a
diverse picture depicted in the
Table 3.3.
Women in Bangladesh have
progressed notably in their
participation in the labour force
from 15.8 per cent in 1995-96
to 35.6 per cent in 2016. Among
them, around 12 per cent have
emerged as entrepreneurs.

Table 3.4 illustrates how many
women are entering the
business and spearheading the
establishments. These women
have been noted to have come
into ownership with less formal
education or little businessoriented education and/or work
experience.
Women in Bangladesh illustrate
a unique trait of high-risk
appetite, and resilience drove
entrepreneurship.15 In general,
the expansion of businesses is
correlated to the wealth and
development of an economy.
However, only 7.2 per cent of
businesses in the country are
owned by women (IFC, 2016).
The underlying entrepreneurial
supporting conditions are not

Table 3.4: Number of Women Entering the Business
Percentage
Economic Census, 2001 and 03

Economic Census, 2013

Women as Proprietors-Entrepreneurs

3.1

5.9

Women headed Establishments

2.80

7.21

Female Unpaid Family Workers

17.8

35.9

Female Full-Time Workers

13.5

19.8

Female Part-Time Workers

17.9

18.7

Female Casual-Workers
(Source: https://bids.org.bd/uploads/events/almanac2018/TS-2_P-3.pdf)
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as healthy as that of the
developed and many
developing countries. The
statistics were revealed in The
Master Card Women
Entrepreneurship Index 2017.
Bangladesh is one of the two
countries along with Uganda,
which illustrates one of the
highest percentages of women’s
business ownership.
A similar result is evident in the
Female Entrepreneurship Index
(FEI), where Bangladesh scored
high in innovativeness and
willingness to start a business
but scored low in labour force
parity and access to formal
finance.

Bhutan
Bangladesh is one of
the two countries
along with Uganda,
which illustrates one
of the highest
percentages of
women’s business
ownership

A few large modern capitalintensive industries characterise
Bhutan’s industrial sector, and
the majority is Cottage, Small
and Medium Industries (CSMIs).
Among the different industries,
CSMIs carry out traditional and
straightforward activities with
low productivity while also
being labour-intensive and
serving a small domestic
market. Hence, the contribution
of CSMIs to economic growth is
too low due to limited export
orientation.
As of 2011, hydropower
production and other public
sector manufacturing
contributed far more to
economic growth than CSMIs.
However, the CSMI’s role has
not yet been optimised and can
be a significant player in the
country’s economy.
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The private business sector,
including CSMI, is relevant in a
social context. CSMI’s engender
and strengthen vulnerable
groups such as women and
youth by providing decent work
band opportunities to improve
their socio-economic status
according to the CSMI Strategy
and Action Plan (2012-2014).
However, in Bhutan, women’s
enterprises are small, use
outdated technology, have a
narrower range of activities.
Further, women are underrepresented in female
entrepreneurship programmes
and technical training for female
youth.
For the past few years, Bhutan
has been pursuing the idea of
establishing “Brand Bhutan” as a
strategy to promote Bhutanese
goods and services in the
international market. However,
the ratio of female
entrepreneurs in the export
business has remained low over
the years. This is primarily
attributed to broader socioeconomic inequalities, low
volume of production, lack of
knowledge about export
standards and procedures,
unavailability of financial
resources, inadequate training
and capacity building for
women, etc.
Bhutan’s unemployment rate is
on a declining trend that stood
at 3.4 per cent in 2018,16 with
4.2 per cent female unemployed
against 2.7 per cent male. The
male LFPR is higher in the urban
area (74.1 per cent) as
compared to the rural (68.3 (per
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cent) counterparts, while the
female LFPR is higher in the
rural area (60.5 (per cent) than
in urban (45.1 (per cent) area.

According to NITI
Aayog, there is a
need to increase
women’s
participation in the
Indian workforce to a
global average of 48
per cent in the next
ten years. It will add
another US$700bn to
the GDP growth

Women’s ownership or
partnership constitutes only 29
per cent of CSMI. The
asymmetry in ownership of
CSMI in Bhutan is evident as
women own only 29 per cent of
industries, out of which 24 per
cent and 17 per cent fell under
the ownership of small and
medium enterprises as per the
CSMI strategy and Action Plan
2012-2014. The CSMI strategy
and Action Plan 2012-2014
state that entrepreneurial
opportunities exist for women
in Bhutan and are much better
than those to other countries in
South Asia.
Women are also a relevant
category when it comes to
business ownership. Women
own a substantial number of
licenses. According to the
Bhutan Gender Equality
Diagnostic Study by Asian
Development Bank (ADB)17 of
selected sectors, women hold
40 per cent of retail licenses, 50
per cent of service industry
licenses. They are owners or
major shareholders in 32 per
cent of cottage industries, 24
per cent of small enterprises, 17
per cent of medium enterprises
overall own 29 per cent of
enterprises. Women also owned
22 per cent of large enterprises.
The World Bank Survey
determined that women-owned
one-third of enterprises with
five or more employees.

In recognition of women’s
contributions and potential,
there have been initiatives to
promote women in business.
For instance, the introduction of
suitable award schemes for
female entrepreneurship and
innovation in business,
promotion of higher female
representation in corporate
board rooms, and promotion of
gender parity in technical
training and education are some
other measures that have been
considered. Such incentives
would be available to new CSIs
owned and managed by
women.

India
Women in India are undertaking
a diverse role in administrative
as well as economic activities.
Nowadays, with the
advancement of education and
modernisation, women diversify
their activity portfolio and take
part in income-generating
activities. They are involved in
many such activities ranging
from agriculture to the
manufacturing and services
sector.
Indian government realises that
women have to play a critical
role because 75 million women
are getting into the workforce
by the next decade. According
to NITI Aayog, there is a need to
increase women’s participation
in the Indian workforce to a
global average of 48 per cent in
the next ten years. It will add
another US$700bn to the GDP
growth.18
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The MSMEs are key to longterm employment generation.
Regions and industries in India
that have adopted
entrepreneurship have grown
faster and generated more jobs.
MSMEs generate 29.7 per cent
of GDP and 49.66 per cent of
Indian Exports in 2019.19

Given the
requirement to be
competitive in the
international market,
trade can lead to
higher female
employment

The benefits of trade to MSMEs
and women-owned enterprises
are significant – and so are the
benefits to the broader
economy from more prominent
engagement in international
trade by MSMEs and women.
When provided with equal
access to inputs, women-owned
enterprises produce equally
strong economic outcomes
compared to men’s
enterprises.20
In India, the distribution of
women-owned MSMEs is more
skewed towards males. It is
observed in the Annual Report
2017-2018 of the Ministry of
MSME that males own 95 per
cent of small and medium
enterprises. In contrast, their
percentage is relatively lower in
the case of micro-enterprises.
The share of male-owned
micro-enterprises is 80 percent,
whereas women own 20
percent.
The further state-wise pattern of
women-owned MSMEs depicts
that some states are doing well
relative to other states. As per
the NSS 73rd round of the
survey, only 20 per cent of the
total is women-owned
proprietary MSMEs in India.
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Looking at the skewed
distribution of MSMEs
ownership towards males, there
is a need to develop such
policies, which promote female
participation in entrepreneurial
activities for their social and
economic empowerment.
In India, sectors like food
processing, leather, textiles, and
others employ a sizeable
number of female workers; it
leads to higher employment
and gender disparity reduction
in the workforce. Female
workers are paid less than their
male counterparts having
similar skills. Given the
requirement to be competitive
in the international market,
trade can lead to higher female
employment.

Nepal
MCSI’s or MSME’s play a
significant role in developing a
country’s economy. In the case
of Nepal, these industries
include enterprises with fixed
capital not exceeding NPR
200,000 working at a local level
and utilising resources not
exceeding nine employees and
less than 10KW of electrical
consumption, local human
resources and raw material
based on traditional industries
and small scale industries with
capital not exceeding Rs. 50
million and thus becomes even
more vital for a least developed
country like Nepal. The purpose
of the entrepreneurial
development of women in
improving the state of overall
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economic growth cannot be
overstated.

To understand the
barrier to trade for
women, it is
necessary to
understand the issues
faced by unregistered
enterprises and how
trade facilitation
measures could help
them overcome the
barriers

According to the World Bank’s
Enterprise Survey for Nepal, for
2013, the percentage of women
entrepreneurs who were the
majority owners was 11.7, while
the percentage of enterprises
with female participation in
ownership was 21.8. This data
shows the substantial
participation of women in
entrepreneurial activities. The
unavailability of genderdisaggregated data is one of the
major problems in Nepal.
Several policies have been
formulated to promote and
develop women’s
entrepreneurial activities, like
the Women Entrepreneurship
Development Fund, which
provides a collateral-free loan of
up to NPR 500,000 to micro,
small and medium
entrepreneurs. Although the
loan amount’s adequacy is
arguable, it is nonetheless a
commendable effort by the
government.
Representatives of organisations
like Federation of Women
Entrepreneurs Association of
Nepal, Federation of Handicraft
Association of Nepal, and
Federation of Nepalese Cottage
and Small Industries have
reiterated that most women
entrepreneurs own and operate
micro, small and cottage

enterprises. This implies that the
government’s policies about
micro, small, and cottage
enterprise are essential in
promoting and developing
women’s entrepreneurship.
In Nepal, women majorly export
handicrafts, silver jewellery, felt
products, handmade papers
using natural fibers, fabrics, and
accessories made from
handmade papers, organic tea,
and coffee farming. They also
point out that many women
entrepreneurs are working
informally, that is, they have not
registered their business.
Mostly, home-based industries
without employees or those
employing family members or
neighbors are unregistered.
Such unregistered
entrepreneurs are generally
home-based, and their products
are collected by export or
trading houses that manage
exports. Moreover, the
consultations also revealed that
most of the formally registered
enterprises are operating from
Kathmandu Valley.
However, to understand the
barrier to trade for women, it is
necessary to understand the
issues faced by unregistered
enterprises and how trade
facilitation measures could help
them overcome the barriers.
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Methodology

A

n extensive survey covering
all the four BBIN countries
was conducted to collect the
primary quantitative data and
information. A list of
stakeholders related to the
trade process was the target
sample unit of the survey. The
primary sample unit included
women entrepreneurs who
owned/led/managed MSMEs.
Stakeholder-specific semistructured questionnaires
comprising of close and openended questions to capture
socio-economic factors,
logistical procedures, and
infrastructural issues were
prepared for the survey.
Those questionnaires were
validated through pilot survey/
scoping visits, which were
undertaken in two locations of
each country. The locations
were identified from the
literature review and in
consultation with the Project
Advisory Committee (PAC)
members.
Additionally, one land customs
station each in all the four
countries was visited to
understand the current
infrastructural and country-

specific trade environment for
women traders at and beyond
the borders. Questionnaires
have been modified further
based on experience on ground
realities gathered in the time of
piloting.
A non-probability sampling
technique was used, based on
the researcher’s judgment, to
determine the appropriate
proportion of each type of
stakeholder (types of women
entrepreneurs based on micro,
small, medium enterprises;
other stakeholders involved in
the trade process). Entire data
analysis has done using both
the STATA and SPSS.
A primary descriptive statistics
tool has been used to describe
the key indicators of women
entrepreneurs’ socio-economic
characteristics, market
accessibility constraints, and
various other hurdles they face
to run their business – both the
tabular and graphical
representation of the output are
used in the report.
The study aims to use
qualitative data analysis (QDA)
to analyse the field survey’s
preliminary information. QDA
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Table 4.1: Sample Size
Country

Sample size

Bangladesh

76

Bhutan

51

India

100

Nepal

50

Total

278

provides the results based on
the experiences and views of the
concerned stakeholders.
Country-specific case studies are
also a part of the report to
highlight country-specific
hurdles faced by women

entrepreneurs. These case
studies throw light on the
problems faced from women
entrepreneurs’ perspectives.
The insights from FGDs and
stakeholder consultations are
also a part of the analysis.
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Women Entrepreneurs in
Bangladesh

B

angladesh was ranked 57th
out of 58 economies
globally in the MasterCard
Index of Women Entrepreneurs
(MIWE 2019). In the past
decade, Bangladesh has
experienced a tilt towards
manufactured goods. The
textile, footwear, and leather
industry have witnessed a
boom. Women are heavily
employed in the textile
industry. Still, only a handful of
these garments and textile
factories are owned by women
in Bangladesh.
Among the 8 million businesses
in Bangladesh, 99.93 per cent
are MSMEs. According to a
study by the International
Finance Corporation, only 7.2
per cent of businesses are

owned by women (IFC, 2016).
The study also revealed that
women are perceived as having
very little presence in most
industries, particularly in
wholesale and retail trade
(excluding textiles), even among
women who own a business.21
Little attempt has been made to
purposefully identify and
address women’s needs in trade,
which has serious implications
for women’s empowerment, the
economy’s productivity and
growth potential. This section
discusses the analysis of the
data collected in the survey of
women entrepreneurs in
Bangladesh. 76 women
entrepreneurs were surveyed in
Bangladesh.

Women as Supplier in
Domestic Market of
Bangladesh
Figure 5.1 shows the percentage
share of nature of enterprises
surveyed in Bangladesh. The
majority (75 per cent) of women
entrepreneurs surveyed were
under the category of microenterprises. Out of the
remaining 14.47 per cent were
small enterprises, and 10.53 per
cent were medium enterprises.
The women entrepreneurs in
Bangladesh are mainly engaged
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Figure 5.1: Percentage Share of Nature of
Enterprises in Bangladesh

in textile and readymade
garments, bag and jute
products, women accessories,
handicrafts, processed food
products, etc.
Our survey finds an intense
concentration (69.74 per cent)
of women entrepreneurs in
producing various items of
textile and readymade garments
followed by bag and jute items
producers (11.84 per cent of
total).
The survey reported both the
fixed and variable costs incurred
by the women entrepreneurs.
Here, fixed cost means the cost
of fixed capital formation, i.e.,
the sum of purchasing costs of
factory lands, buildings, and
machinery. It is a one-time

investment done by the
entrepreneurs while setting up
the business. On the other
hand, variable cost is incurred
monthly on running the
enterprise, including the costs
of electricity, labour,
maintenance, and other inputs.
The majority of the enterprises
surveyed (45 out of 54 total
number of enterprises)
belonged to a micro category in
our survey findings. There is
seen a considerable diversity in
both fixed and variable costs.
Fixed costs ranged between
US$235 and US$64,744. The
distribution of this fixed cost
has a very high variance.
Similarly, variable costs incurred
by them ranged between US$41
and US$3119.

Table 5.1: Non-paid Family Employee Structure of Enterprises in Bangladesh
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Family male employees

23

2

1

5

1

Family female employees

23

3

1

8

2

Total family employees

23

5

2

10

3
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Table 5.2: Salaried Employee Structure of Enterprises in Bangladesh
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

38

17

3

70

15

Salaried male employees

38

6

1

38

7

Salaried female employees

38

11

1

68

13

It is observed that women
entrepreneurs in Bangladesh
employ more females; there is
more than 65 per cent of female
employees across all categories.
The highest percentage of
female employees was recorded
with medium enterprises (68 per
cent), small enterprises (67 per
cent) and micro enterprises (64
per cent), respectively. Family
members also work with paid
employees in some of the
women-led enterprises in
Bangladesh. Table 5.1 shows the
structure of family members
employed in 23 surveyed
enterprises.

Of the total surveyed
enterprises, only 38 enterprises
reported their paid employment
structure. It is evident from the
table that they have employed
more female employees on
average compared to males.
Enterprise category-wise paid
employment structure is
presented in Table 5.3.
Bangladesh is among the few
countries in South Asia that
have increased female
employment in the last decade
while significantly cutting the
wage gap between men and
women.22

Table 5.3: Salaried Employee Structure in Bangladesh
Medium Enterprises
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

5

42

12

70

21

Salaried male employees

5

14

2

38

14

Salaried female employees

5

29

6

68

25

Micro Enterprises
Total paid employees

28

11

3

35

7

Salaried male employees

28

4

1

15

3

Salaried female employees

28

7

1

20

5

Small Enterprises
Total paid employees

5

24

7

50

17

Salaried male employees

5

8

2

15

5

Salaried female employees

5

16

4

35

13
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Figure 5.2: Marketing Channels of Women
Entrepreneurs in Bangladesh

The garment industry in
Bangladesh has played a
significant role in economically
uplifting many poor and
vulnerable women in
Bangladesh. As per World Bank
data (2017), 80 per cent of the
garment industry’s workforce
are women.23
Prices of products are mostly
determined based on
production cost, as reported by
90.79 per cent of the
respondents. Also, some
enterprises followed the market
rate in determining prices. Some
respondents also had to
negotiate with buyers and there
were instances where the actual
selling price was lesser than the
pre-determined price.
The data reveals that more than
80 per cent of the women
entrepreneurs have a direct link
to customers. Some of them are
also involved in retail and
wholesale marketing. The
presence of middlemen is
negligible in a buyer-seller link
as per the survey.

Any entrepreneur’s broad
challenges in the domestic
market are developing linkage
with buyers; and challenges
related to transport, tax, and
infrastructure. Most of the
surveyed entrepreneurs faced
multiple challenges at the same
time. Most entrepreneurs have
directly linked with customers,
retailers, and wholesalers.
Hence, as in Table 5.4, very few
entrepreneurs faced difficulties
in connecting with them. High
transport costs and complex tax
regimes are two significant
hurdles faced by entrepreneurs.
The challenges related to the
domestic market concerning
sale and purchase mostly
revolve around the lean period.
During the lean period, as the
transaction takes a nosedive, it
becomes tough for the women
entrepreneur to survive.
During a discussion, another
problem mentioned by the
women entrepreneur was
mobility. Women cannot move
freely to purchase raw materials

51

Mainstreaming Shepreneurs in International Trade: Evidence from the BBIN Sub-region

Table 5.4: Challenges to Access Domestic Market in Bangladesh
Linkage with Buyers
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Not having link with consumer

10

22.22

Not having link with retailer

12

26.67

Not having link with wholesaler

23

51.11

Total observation

45

100

Inefficient transport infrastructure

9

16.36

High transport cost

46

83.64

Total observation

55

100

High tax

21

31.34

Complex tax regime

46

68.66

Total observation

67

100

Plant is very far from market

10

52.63

Lack of warehouse facility

7

36.84

Lack of cold storage facility

2

10.53

Total observation

19

100

Transport-related Challenges

Tax-related Challenges

Infrastructure-related Challenges

according to the need of the
business. Due to social issues,
women cannot move at night.
Out of safety conscience, most
of the women skip unplanned
detour to buy raw materials.
Market places, financial
institutions, customs offices are
not yet women-friendly, as
shared by the respondents.
It is noted that any aggrieved
person can file a complaint to
the respective authority. But
suitable results can hardly be
achieved. It was found in the
FGD that women face many
challenges in every step of their
businesses. For instance,
women entrepreneurs do not
quickly get a showroom space

like her male counterparts in the
market areas.
It was also revealed that they
need to give speed money
sometimes to get the services;
occasionally, they do not receive
payment from the products they
send abroad. They do not feel
comfortable doing business
with the retailers. Moreover, if
any aggrieved party submits a
complaint against any officer or
system, they face more
challenges than better service.
Figure 5.6 shows the
distribution of sales throughout
the year in Bangladesh. It was
recorded that only 16 per cent
of the respondents experienced

52

Mainstreaming Shepreneurs in International Trade: Evidence from the BBIN Sub-region

Figure 5.3: Distribution of Sale
throughout the year in Bangladesh

Figure 5.4: Product-category of Equally
Distributed Products in Bangladesh

Figure 5.5: Product-category of Not-Equally
Distributed Products in Bangladesh

equally distributed sales
throughout the year. Those
respondents are engaged in
textile and clothing, processed
food products, stationery and
bag and jute. The remaining 84
per cent of respondents said
that their sales are not equally
distributed throughout the year.
The peak season coincided with
festival season. The majority of
them are textile and clothing
producers, bag and jute, home
décor, processed food products.
Figure 5.6 throws light on the
mode of financial transactions
done by women entrepreneurs.
It was found that cheques are

the most popular mode for
business transactions as it was
used by 84.21 per cent of the
women, followed by netbanking (52.63 per cent) and
debit/credit card (23.68 per
cent). Physical banking (6.58 per
cent) and demand draft (5.26
per cent) are among the least
used business transition
methods.
Access to finance is a big
challenge for women
entrepreneurs. Women, in most
cases, don’t have ownership of
assets. All the assets are owned
by their parents or spouses. To
start/running a business, they
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Figure 5.6: Mode of Financial Transaction in Bangladesh

have two options (formal and
informal) available for loan. As
per the survey, 31 total
respondents don’t have any
existing loans. They reported
that access to loans from the
formal sector is a major hurdle
to them. Less aware of
documentation, lack of direct
link with banks are mostly the
factors for that.

With regard to bank loans, most
of the women face problems
while submitting proper
supporting documents and
certificates. In most cases, lack
of knowledge and submission of
inappropriate documents is the
main reason for the bank’s loan
rejection. Even if it is a bit easy
to access loans from the
informal sector, the loan’s highinterest rate from the formal

Table 5.5: Problems Faced by Women in Availing Loans in Bangladesh
Inaccessibility of loan from formal source
Yes

Formal sector reluctance to provide loan

No

Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

12

38.71

19

61.29

1

3.23

30

96.77

Informal sources charge high interest rate
Yes

Collateral issue

No

Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

20

64.52

11

35.48

2

6.45

29

93.55

Loan is not required
Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

11

35.48

20

64.52
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sector is creating a problem to
access loans from this source.
Among 76 respondents, 97.37
per cent said that they have a
smartphone and internet access.
The majority of them also knew
to operate computers. Most of
them use social media like
Facebook and messaging apps
like WhatsApp and Imo for
marketing. Some respondents
(55 in total) were using many ecommerce platforms in
Bangladesh for selling their
products.

Accessibility of
Bangladeshi Women
Entrepreneurs in
International Market
The survey found that none of
the entrepreneurs were involved
in the formal export-import
business in Bangladesh. Some

respondents sell products to
Bangladeshis living in United
States, United Kingdom,
Australia, India and many other
countries.
Those products they send
through international courier
service on a very small scale and
those products are considered
for personal use only and do
not come under commercial
purchase. No international trade
law has been implemented on
these transactions.
Respondents are very much
keen to expand their business to
international markets. As shown
in Table 5.6, the respondents are
well aware of trade procedures.
As per the survey, more than 70
per cent of the respondents are
aware of trade procedures on
average. Lack of marketing
network is the major issue to
access the international market.

Table 5.6: Awareness about Trade Process of Indirect Exporters in Bangladesh
Knowledge about documentation
Responses

Knowledge about the role of CHA

Frequency

Percentage

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

45

83.33

Yes

29

53.70

No

9

16.67

No

25

46.30

54

100

Total

54

100

Total

Knowledge about other country product standard

Knowledge about quality standard certificate

Yes

37

71.15

Yes

37

71.15

No

15

28.85

No

15

28.85

Total

52

100

Total

52

100

Knowledge about RoO certification

Knowledge about role of Customs

Yes

37

71.15

Yes

37

71.15

No

15

28.85

No

15

28.85

Total

52

100

Total

52

100
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Case Study I: From Homepreneur to Shepreneur
LutfunHuq Pia was a housewife who led a typical life taking care of the family members. She felt
an urge to do something on her own and earn some money to contribute to the family. So, she
decided to start a small business doing handicraft works at home. Initially, she struggled a lot to
popularize her products. But gradually, her boutique, block prints on clothing, and other
handicraft items started to attract customers and she received more orders. Pia’s status was
radically changed after participating in a fair in 2006, where she won the first prize among many
other boutiques of the region that took part in the fair. This motivated her to continue her
business.
But success did not come easy to her. She encountered series of barriers since the beginning of
her business. Due to minimal capital, she could not open a showroom for two years after her
business initiation. She went to banks for loans, but no bank was ready to give her a loan
without collateral. In the meantime, she became a member of the BWCCI. She took part in
capacity building and training programme, including essential entrepreneurship development,
awareness programme on taxation, trade licenses, and anti-corruption organised by BWCCI.
Her confidence level increased a lot by taking part in those training courses. As per Bangladesh
Bank’s refinancing scheme circular, women entrepreneurs are entitled to get a loan up to 25 lakh
with the minimum interest rate. . She received a loan from the bank after a long time. Being a
member of BWCCI, she also got the opportunity to build a network with other entrepreneurs of
the country.
Pia is a renowned woman entrepreneur in the locality. As recognition of her achievement, she
was awarded “BWCCI-EBL Progressive Award-2011”. Pia said “This award has motivated me a lot
and intensified my interest to take the business ahead.” She has 10 permanent workers and 45
temporary workers now. She plans to expand her business further by setting up a factory to
provide employment opportunities for more needy women and expand her enterprise.

Pia along with other women entrepreneurs of
Khulna attending a seminar on anti-corruption

Pia receiving winning prize from
the honorable guest at a fair
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Case Study II: When the going gets tough, the tough gets going
This is the story of a brave woman to take a step towards becoming an entrepreneur almost 28
years ago. She had never imagined how far it would take her, yet she never stopped trying.
MoniraMotin Jonaki kept following her passion until it completely changed her life. Her journey
started as a student of Chattogram Govt. Women’s College, where she was praised by many for
the dresses she wore.
Being passionate about her work, she joined YMCA and learned more about work on colours
such as tie-dye, block etc. Two years later, in 1991, after being inspired by renowned artist
Murtaza Bashir, she joined his institute Boyon, in Chattogram and enriched her knowledge on
different kinds of stitches. But as a woman’s life in the early 90s went, soon she got married and
had to sever all ties with her work since her husband did not approve it. As if that wasn’t
enough, she even had to leave Chattogram due to personal reasons.
After moving to Mymensingh, she started her small business again without letting her family
know. This time, the response she received from her customers was so overwhelming that she
had to appoint six people to work under her supervision to complete the orders on time. It
made her realise that the small work she had started as a hobby was slowly growing.
Unfortunately, once again, she had to leave Mymensingh and her business behind to fulfil her
responsibilities as a mother and a wife as her family shifted to Rajshahi.
Even after moving to Rajshahi, there were obstacles on her way to success and entrepreneurship,
but she did not stop trying. Gradually, she received support from her family; her efforts were
recognised and appreciated. This time she finally started her business in full spirit and with
nothing but 4000 taka revenue, 3 people to help her and her determination to become a
successful entrepreneur one day. That is how Jonaki’s Collection came to the dainty in 2007.
Jonaki did not stop there, though; in 2009, she started her journey with the BWCCI. Now she has
12 people permanently working under her supervision on different wages and almost 1000
other destitute and needy women producing her designed products for allowance. With the help
of BWCCI, she got her trade license and received much training on how to expand her business.
She also participated in many trade fairs both in the country and abroad. These trainings and
fairs helped her grow her network and find buyers all over the country.
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ENDNOTES

Women Entrepreneurs in Bhutan

B

hutanese women are
treated equally to men
traditionally and by the law,
which protects Bhutanese
women’s rights in several ways.
Inheritance in Bhutan has been
maternal in most Bhutanese
communities, which allows
women to head household as
well as empowers them in
decision making. However,
social and cultural norms that
prevent women from
participating in economic
activities affect their business
and MSME participation.
While the gender gap in
educational attainment has

been reduced significantly in
recent decades, the gender gap
in labour force participation still
exists as observed in Bhutan
regardless of the level of human
development Bhutan has
achieved. The average growth
rate of women’s enterprises is
significantly lower than that of
MSME run by men.
This section includes the analysis
of the data collected in Bhutan
from 51 women entrepreneurs
and some field observations.
The women belong to different
parts of Bhutan and are
producing a wide range of
products.

58

Mainstreaming Shepreneurs in International Trade: Evidence from the BBIN Sub-region

Women as Supplier
in Domestic Market
of Bhutan
Traditionally, Bhutan has been
small & predominantly closedtype of economy, with products
being made and consumed
locally. Due to fragmented landholdings, mountainous terrain,
lack of connectivity, and poor
accessibility, recently Bhutanese
people had low domestic
production levels and engaged
mostly in a barter trade system.
In the last two decades, with the
promotion of economic
development and improvement
in technology, accessibility,
connectivity and a new sense of
‘market-place’, Bhutanese
people are moving out from the
mode of ‘subsistence
production’ to a ‘semicommercial production’. A mix
of factors such as becoming
independent, supporting family
members, and running child
education expenses indulge
women entrepreneurs in setting

up their own business. Our
survey found half of the
respondents want to become
independent, so they set up
their venture.
As shown in Figure 6.1, the total
surveyed entrepreneurs, 49.02
per cent are owners of microenterprises, 39.22 per cent are
owners of small enterprises, and
11.76 per cent are owners of
medium enterprises. Major
products produced by them
include processed food
products (22 per cent of total
respondents), agriculture (16
per cent of total), allied activities
and wooden furniture (8 per
cent of total). The rest of the
entrepreneurs produce incense
and candle, sanitary products,
electronic items, etc.
Of the total respondents, only
36 respondents revealed their
cost structure. As presented in
the table below, there is strong
diversity in both fixed and
variable cost structures of all
types of entrepreneurs.

Figure 6.1: Percentage Share of Nature of
Enterprises in Bhutan
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Table 6.1: Cost Structure of Enterprises in Bhutan
Medium Enterprises (in USD)
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Median

Max

Variation

Fixed cost

3

22750

4550

5200

58500

30962

Variable cost

3

2407

410

1745

5066

2398

Total cost

3

25157

6295

10266

58910

29298

Micro enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

19

11243

153

7605

39650

11944

Variable cost

19

2207

54

1123

7696

2265

Total cost

19

13450

621

10498

41730

11818

Small enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

14

15806

26

9523

75400

21132

Variable cost

14

2026

46

978

7423

2225

Total cost

14

17832

445

11959

76174

20635

All enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

36

13976

26

7703

75400

17493

Variable cost

36

2154

46

1153

7696

2195

Total cost

36

16130

445

10382

76174

17061

Table 6.2: Non-paid Family Employee Structure of Enterprises in Bhutan
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Family male employee

16

2

1

4

1

Family female employee

15

2

1

5

1

Total family employees

23

2

1

8

2

However, variable cost structure
has less variation as compared
to variation in the distribution
of fixed cost structure of all the
three categories of enterprises.
Overall, enterprises’ fixed costs
are ranging in between US$26
and US$75,400 with a very high
variation of US$17493. The
variable costs are ranging in
between US$46 and US$7696
with a degree of variation of
US$2195.

Family members of some
entrepreneurs are working in
their enterprises as non-paid
employees with paid employees.
As shown in Table 6.2, total 23
entrepreneurs involved their
family members in their
business. In some enterprises,
both male and female family
members are working, and in
some enterprises, either female
(daughter or sister) or male
(husband or son) are working.
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The survey found proportionately fewer female paid employees
employed in the enterprises. Moreover, it is observed that in some
enterprises, only female or only male employees are employed.
Table 6.3: Salaried Employee Structure of Enterprises in Bhutan
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

46

10

1

64

15

Salaried male employees

36

8

1

50

11

Salaried female employees

37

5

1

30

7

Table 6.4: Salaried Employee Structure in Bhutan
Medium enterprises
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

5

29

3

64

30

Salaried male employees

5

20

2

50

21

Salaried female employees

5

9

1

30

12

Micro enterprises
Total paid employees

22

10

1

60

14

Salaried male employees

16

7

1

35

10

Salaried female employees

19

5

1

30

6

Small enterprises
Total paid employees

19

6

1

17

4

Salaried male employees

15

4

1

9

2

Salaried female employees

13

5

1

15

4

Enterprise category-wise
employment structure in Bhutan
is presented in Table 6.4.
Employability of medium and
micro enterprise is high as
compared to small enterprises.
On average, the proportion of
female employees in a mediumenterprise is very low, and the
proportion of female employees
is more or less the same as male
employees in micro enterprise.
As shown in Figure 6.2, product
prices are mostly determined
based on production cost.

However, the prominence of
buyer-seller negotiation
regarding prices is there in the
market. Some entrepreneurs
also set prices by looking at
other similar products in the
market to remain competitive.
Most of the products sold by
women entrepreneurs are found
seasonal as per the survey. Of
the total surveyed
entrepreneurs, 80.39 per cent
experienced ups and downs in
their sales. Producers of
handicraft items, building and
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Figure 6.2: Price Determination Process in Bhutan

Figure 6.3: Distribution of Sale throughout the year in Bhutan

Figure 6.4: Product-category of Equally
Distributed Products in Bhutan

Figure 6.5: Product-category of not Equally
Distributed Products in Bhutan
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Figure 6.6: Mode of Financial Transaction in Bhutan

construction materials, and
processed food products
experienced equal demand
throughout the year. Various
processed food products,
agriculture and farming,
wooden furniture, incense and
candle, textile and clothing, and
sanitary products etc., has
unequal demand throughout
the year.
Women entrepreneurs equally
use contactless transaction
means such as debit/credit
cards and net banking as with
paper-based transactions. The
use of demand draft is less as
compared to other means of
transaction.
Of the total survey respondents,
only 15 entrepreneurs do not
have any existing loan. Among
them, six entrepreneurs said
they don’t need any loans.
Among those who need a loan,
lack of sufficient collateral and

the formal sector’s reluctance to
provide loans to women are two
major constraints of seeking
loans from formal sources.
A significant number of
surveyed entrepreneurs (72.55
per cent of total) has a direct
link to customers.
Approximately one-third of the
surveyed entrepreneurs sell
their products to retailers and/
or wholesalers. Of the total 6
surveyed medium enterprises,
four enterprises sell their
products to the wholesaler.
However, the proportion of
micro enterprises (only 7 out of
a total 25) and small enterprises
(only 8 out of total 20) selling
their products to the wholesaler
is very small. Micro enterprises
sell their product to the
customer directly or to retailers.
Survey evidence of the existence
of a middleman in the buyerseller network is very negligible.
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Table 6.5: Reasons of not Having a Loan in Bhutan
Inaccessibility of loan from formal source
Yes

Formal sector reluctance to provide loan

No

Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

4

26.67

11

66.67

5

33.33

10

66.67

Informal sources charge high interest rate
Yes

Collateral issue

No

Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

3

20.00

12

80.00

6

40.00

9

60.00

Loan is not required
Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

6

40.00

9

60.00

Figure 6.7: Marketing Channels of Women
Entrepreneurs in Bhutan

Most of the respondents have
smartphones (47 entrepreneurs
out of 51) and know how to
operate computers (39
entrepreneurs). A considerable
proportion of surveyed
respondents have been using
social media and e-commerce
platforms to reach out to buyers
for their products. However, in
Bhutan, few respondents use
social-media (27 entrepreneurs
only) and e-commerce (14

entrepreneurs) for business
purposes.
To expand the business,
entrepreneurs believed that a
robust buyer-seller network is a
prerequisite. As in Table 6.3
failure to create a strong
network is the major hurdle for
them. This was followed by
challenges in transportation.
Our survey found that most of
the entrepreneurs (36
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entrepreneurs out of 51) have
transportation. However, their
vehicles are not sufficient for
the shipment of a large volume
of goods. Hence, they have to
rely on public transport and
third-party transport. Public
transport solves the purpose
the volume of shipment is not
large. For large shipments,
third-party transport is the only
source.

Bhutan, high tax and its
complexities were also pointed
out as a hurdle by 67.39 per
cent of respondents.
Due to traditional social norms,
women face the burden of
everyday lives, connected to
household chores, upbringing
children, looking after the sick &
elderly, taking care of farms, and
often, family businesses
simultaneously. As per the
survey, women spent on an
average five hours a day doing
household activities. Balancing
between household and
business activities is also an
enormous challenge for women
entrepreneurs.

Our survey data revealed that
10 total respondents use thirdparty transportation and are
with medium enterprises. High
transportation cost with third
party transportation was cited
by all the respondents. In

Table 6.6: Challenges to Access Domestic Market in Bhutan
Linkage with buyers
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Not having link with consumer

20

43.48

Not having link with retailer

11

23.91

Not having link with wholesaler

11

23.91

42.00

91.30

Inefficient transport infrastructure

14

30.43

High transport cost

21

45.65

35.00

76.09

High tax

10

21.74

Complex tax regime

21

45.65

Total in this category

31.00

67.39

Plant is very far from market

9

19.57

Lack of warehouse facility

12

26.09

Lack of cold storage facility

4

8.70

25.00

54.35

Total in this category
Transport-related challenges

Total in this category
Tax-related challenges

Infrastructure-related challenges

Total in this category
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Accessibility of
Bhutan Women
Entrepreneurs in
International Market
The number of surveyed
respondents involved in the
direct exports business is very
few. It was found that only five
entrepreneurs are engaged in
direct exports in Bhutan. Those
involved in direct exports are
well aware of the trade process
such as documentation, product
standards, etc. and are also
satisfied with CHA and
Customs’ services.

About 90 percent of
respondents do not have direct
international market access or
never sell their products abroad.
Among them, very few
responded about their
knowledge about the trade
procedures. Among those who
have answered about the trade
procedures, the majority know
about the documentation and
role of CHA. However, they
lacked knowledge about
product standards and
procedures to get a quality
standard certificate.

Table 6.7: Awareness about Trade Process of Indirect Exporters in Bhutan
Knowledge about documentation
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

14

87.50

No

2

12.50

16

100

Total

Knowledge about the role of CHA
Yes

11

68.75

No

5

31.25

16

100

Total

Knowledge about other country product standard
Yes

2

18.18

No

9

81.82

11

100

Total

Knowledge about quality standard certificate
Yes

2

25.00

No

6

75.00

Total

8

100

Knowledge about RoO certification
Yes

3

42.86

No

4

57.14

Total

7

100
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Most of the products coming
from the micro enterprises are
targeted towards the local
domestic market. Bhutan still
imports practically everything
from its neighbouring countries
and import substitution is a top
priority.
Local products continue to face
stiff competition from imported
products in terms of branding,
quality standards, shelf life,
packaging, variety, choices, and
lower prices. For example, if one
woman entrepreneur who
makes homemade pickles, and
is doing well, she faces tough
competition from imported
pickles, which are branded,
attractive, well-marketed and
are cheap.

Due to aggressive marketing,
global branding & advertising,
long-time market presence, low
prices, and customer habits, the
stores’ imported items or
supermarket shelves still rule
over the local products. The
local products entered the
markets only in recent years,
with their own set of problems
such as the absence of quality
standards, shelf-life issues,
unknown branding, sub-optimal
packaging, inconsistent supply,
and comparatively higher prices.
The women entrepreneurs
understand that if their
products find sustainable
foreign markets in the future,
their demands will grow,
revenue streams would improve
and enterprises would expand
exponentially.
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Case Study I: Strategic Planning – A Key to Success
Tenzin Choden is a 35-year-old woman entrepreneur. Although she hails from ShingkharLauri,
among the most remote village in Samdrup Jongkhar, she ventured into scrap business in an
urban setting. She procures and exports scrap from Samdrup Jongkhar to Guwahati (Assam,
India). Among the most critical factors, which encouraged her to start up this business was the
low-cost investment in a situation where it was difficult to access bank loans tied to mortgages.
At the heart of her business operations is procuring scrap. She followed a multi-pronged
strategy in booking waste from hotels and restaurants by making advance payments. She also
assigned an employee to arrange a truck and transport scrap from other districts like
Trashigang, TrashiYangtse, Pemagatshel and Mongar. She also attends auctions held by the
Government to dispose of scrap. She made arrangements for advance payments with a scrap
dealer in Guwahati. She could thus manage working capital for her business. The scrap reaches
the border from where another Indian truck transports the scrap to Guwahati for Nu 2000 per
truckload.
“Although I was in the trading business before I got into this line, I could never really excel because
I lacked accounting and managerial skills and I only completed my primary level of schooling”, she
recollects. The other challenges she faced were limited knowledge of the scrap business to
start-up. She hired skilled labourers from the border town to segregate and pack scrap but did
not have warehouse facilities to store collected scrap. “Fortune favours the brave!” Tenzin
Choden delightfully laughs and continues, “I got the place where I now store my scrap in a lucky
draw conducted by the Thromde(municipality).”
Further, she was candid in mentioning that competition is rising, with many others entering this
lucrative business. She collects less scrap to sell to a factory in Guwahati. The work is physically
demanding, which is why; she explains women do not come forward to do such work. She also
faces protests from her staff over salary, so she has to manage such issues. She directly links to
the buyer in Guwahati to whom she supplies the required type and scrap size. She has
eliminated the formal middleman but admits that she has to pay bribes to officials in India in
transit to transport her scrap to Guwahati.
Scrap can be a profitable business with sound business strategies and management and there is
no doubt that even women can succeed in this business. However, cross-border trade can be
challenging, especially with increasing competition and corruption eating away at profits.
Physically demanding work construed as socially demeaning can also hinder the uptake of scrap
work by Bhutanese people.
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Case Study II: Struggle for a Living
Passang Lhamo is a 34-year older woman, one among many women entrepreneurs who earn
their living by selling fruits along the Thimphu-Phuentsholing National Highway. She loved
reminiscing the ancient days. She also undertook a Certificate Course in Office Management
basic computing at the Management institute, Phuentsholing. She worked as an Office Assistant
with The Motorcycle Club for two years and then with Bhutan Lottery for a year.
Her motivation to enter into the current business was “circumstances,” she mentioned. Low
family income forced her to venture into highway-side fruit-selling. A friend provided her with
the required emotional support. She reflected on their initiative a decade ago. She emphasises
that the returns to her investment in the business were favourable. She is honest enough to
state that she earned Nu 24,000 a month during the peak season and only about Nu.2000-3000
during the lean season.
In hindsight, she remembers the days when she was reserved and not at all confident while
dealing with customers. Now, she states that she has come to realize that communication skills
are the most basic yet vital skill of any entrepreneur and undoubtedly herself over the years. The
challenge she confronts is mainly in storing surplus stocks since her produce – fruits and
vegetables are highly perishable.
“I keep it locked inside a box and hide it behind the bushes, but this doesn’t seem to work”, she
complains. Even more troubling is the marauding monkeys raiding her stock. She also has to
bear the brunt of eve-teasing and lewd remarks by drivers each day. She also has to face the
Thromde (Municipal) officials who disallow them the space to sell and persistently ask her to
relocate to a permanent stall.
She sees a permanent stall as resolving her problem with raiding monkeys, but she will have to
face competition from other sellers in the stall. She feels that the government is not doing
enough to promote women’s entrepreneurship in Bhutan.
This case study is about women’s aspirations for better earnings in the face of daily challenges
of the seasonality of profitability in the business, limited and inefficient storage of goods
coupled with inadequate marketing infrastructure and inadequate facilitation by the
Government. It also illustrates that it is difficult being a woman trying to eke out a living
because they are vulnerable to emotional and harassment and low negotiating power with
regulating authorities.
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Women Entrepreneurs in India

T

he MSME sector has often
been termed as an engine
of growth for developing
nations. This sector contributes
significantly to manufacture,
employment generation and
exports in the country. The
MSMEs, including Khadi and
village/rural enterprises, are
credited with the highest
employment growth rate. This
sector takes less capital per unit
of labour, traditional skill, local
resources, etc. It also plays an
essential role in economic
development with its effective,
efficient, flexible and innovative
entrepreneurial spirit.
India’s government has made
special provisions for women
under various sectors, such as
Public Procurement Policy for

Micro and Small Enterprises.24,25
Further, under Market
Development Assistance
Scheme for MSMEs, women
entrepreneurs are eligible for
reimbursement of 100 per cent
of space rent and economy class
airfare while participating in an
international trade fair.26
However, trade policies are
gender-neutral, and India was
also among other countries to
oppose gender issues getting
introduced at the WTO in 2017.
India pressed on an argument
that while it supports gender
equality, gender is not a traderelated subject.
The next sub-section includes
analysing the data collected in
India from 100 women
entrepreneurs and some field
observations.

Women as Supplier
in Domestic Market
of India
In India, the majority (56 per
cent) of women entrepreneurs
surveyed fall under microenterprises. The remaining 39
per cent are small enterprises
and 5 per cent are medium
enterprises. Our sample consists
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Figure 7.1: Percentage Share of Nature of
Enterprises in India

of a lot of diverse entrepreneurs
in terms of the products they
produce.
A very diverse set of products
they produce is shown in the
sample. Their product-category
includes textile and readymade
garments (27.45 per cent of

total respondents), light
engineering products (23.53 per
cent), handicraft items (9.8 per
cent), processed food (8.82 per
cent), agriculture (6.86 per cent),
pharmaceuticals (6.86 per cent)
and jewellery (5.88 per cent)
and electronics products.

Table 7.1: Cost Structure of Enterprises in India
Micro enterprises (in USD)
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Median

Maximum Variation

Fixed cost

48

6680.615

65

3900

32500

7753.495

Variable cost

48

986.3682

71.5

466.375

4550

1144.08

Total cost

48

7759.215

156

5427.5

35919

8273.177

Small enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

37

98910.68

36400

100100

224900

50251

Variable cost

37

3351.653

1625

3542.5

6435

1089.029

Total cost

37

102176.4

39065

102310

229489

50771.66

All enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

86

62702.42

65

19630

1300000

147974

Variable cost

86

3876.339

71.5

1976

119860

13590.04

Total cost

86

68321.4

156

21378.5

1419860

162882.4
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The survey was able to gather
information on the cost
structure of micro and small
enterprises only. Of the total
five medium enterprises
holders, only one revealed her
enterprise’s cost structure. In
India, a large diversity was seen
in both the fixed and variable
cost structure of micro and
small enterprises. Both fixed
and variable costs are very high
for small enterprises as
compared to large enterprises in
India.

In the case of more than 60 per
cent of the total surveyed
entrepreneurs, it has been
observed that they are taking
help from their family members.
On average, at least one family
member is helping them.
Across each category of
enterprises (micro, small, and
medium), it has been observed
that the proportion of female
salaried employees is higher
than male employees in micro

Table 7.2: Non-paid Family Employee Structure of all Enterprises Taken Together in India
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Family male employees

54

1

1

5

1

Family female employees

49

1

1

4

1

Total family employees

65

2

1

7

1

Table 7.3: Salaried Employee Structure in India
Medium enterprises
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

5

60

6

100

37

Salaried male employees

5

54

1

85

33

Salaried female employees

3

10

5

15

5

Micro enterprises
Total paid employees

48

11

1

60

12

Salaried male employees

39

6

1

30

7

Salaried female employees

45

7

1

40

9

Small enterprises
Total paid employees

39

19

1

54

11

Salaried male employees

38

17

2

52

11

Salaried female employees

38

3

1

12

2

Enterprises taken together
Total paid employees

92

17

1

100

18

Salaried male employees

82

14

1

85

17

Salaried female employees

86

5

1

40

7
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Figure 7.2: Price Determination Process in India

enterprises. Small and medium
enterprises employed
significantly higher proportion
of males than females.

respondents get the actual price
of products, which has been
decided after negotiating with
buyers.

The price of the products are
mainly determined based on
production costs. The field
evidence shows the prominence
of the incidence of buyer-seller
bargaining regarding the prices
of products. 36.08 per cent of

As compared to other countries
discussed before, fewer
entrepreneurs in India sell their
products directly to consumers.
Also, very few have a direct link
with retailers and wholesalers.
The presence of middlemen in

Figure 7.3: Marketing Channels of
Women Entrepreneurs in India
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the buyer-seller network is also
high in India.

exports often find it impossible
to undertake business travels
and meet clients outside the
town due to household
commitments. This puts them at
a disadvantage compared to
their male counterparts, as their
scope of building new client
networks is limited.

Of the total 100 surveyed
respondents, 89 respondents
said they face domestic market
challenges mainly related to
market linkage. A few
respondents expressed that it
was challenging to make
networks due to prevailing
social norms; they were hesitant
to make business connections
as quickly as males do.

The survey also observed that
most of the entrepreneurs don’t
have their own transport and
80.30 per cent relied on thirdparty transportation. The
challenge related to high
transport costs with third-party
transportation and high
taxation applies to India’s
respondents as well. This shows
that women entrepreneurs are

“Men can freely engage in
informal conversations and
invest time for networking, but
we feel uncomfortable”, a
respondent shared. Women
entrepreneurs engaged in

Table 7.4: Challenges to Access Domestic Market in India
Linkage with buyers
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Not having link with consumer

31

34.83

Not having link with retailer

33

37.08

Not having link with wholesaler

25

28.09

Total in this category

89

100

Inefficient transport infrastructure

16

17.98

High transport cost

15

16.85

Total in this category

31

34.83

High tax

21

23.60

Complex tax regime

14

15.73

Total in this category

35

39.33

Plant is very far from market

23

25.84

Lack of warehouse facility

21

23.60

1

1.12

45

50.56

Transport related challenges

Tax related challenges

Infrastructure related challenges

Lack of cold storage facility
Total in this category
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less aware of taxes and how to
run businesses, and therefore it
will be beneficial to involve
them in capacity-building
programmes.
About 52.33 per cent of
respondents also shared that
they faced infrastructure-related
issues such as a large distance
between their plant and the
market, lack of warehouse and
cold storage facilities. Such
infrastructural problems vary
from place to place and are
highly dependent on business
nature and are faced by both
male and female entrepreneurs.

As shown in Figure 7.4, the
proportion of respondents
selling products equally
throughout the year is high.
Categories of products that
have equal demand throughout
the year are mostly light
engineering goods, agriculture,
and processed food products.
Categories of products that
have volatility in demand are
mostly textile and clothing and
handicrafts items. The unequal
distribution of sales is due to
increased purchases during
festive seasons in the case of
jewellery, handicrafts and
clothing.

Figure 7.4: Distribution of Sales throughout the year in India

Figure 7.5: Product-category of Equally
Distributed Products in India

Figure 7.6: Product-category of Not-Equally
Distributed Products in India
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It was found that cheques (44.05
per cent) and net banking (40.48
perc ent) are the most popular
modes for business transactions.
As far as transactions are
concerned, women entrepreneurs
in the survey had enough
knowledge of digital business
payment mechanisms.

cent said they have internet
access. 89.89 per cent of
respondents used social media
for business promotions, while
more than 60 per cent also use
e-commerce for their business.
Like Bangladesh, use of social
media (mostly Facebook,
Instagram and WhatsApp) for
showcasing and selling products
is high in India. It is to be
mentioned that poor digital
connectivity in remote areas and
the absence of logistics service
providers (for instance, courier
services) were reported as
challenges by women
entrepreneurs in remote areas.

More than half of the survey
respondents don’t have an
existing loan. Very few of them
said they don’t require any loan.
The formal sector’s reluctance to
provide a loan and not having
sufficient collateral are the two
most important factors for not
having a loan. A few women
entrepreneurs revealed that their
loan applications are often
rejected as the bank officials do
not feel confident about their
ability to pay back.

Our survey found that women
depute four hours a day to do
household activities on an
average. “Multitasking is a god
gift for women”, said an antique
furniture trader; she has chosen
this sector so that she can be at
home to take care of her
children. The entrepreneurs we

The survey found Indian women
entrepreneurs more tech-savvy
than other countries. 99 per cent
respondents said that they have
smartphones, of which 97.06 per

Table 7.5: Reasons of not Having a Loan in India
Inaccessibility of loan from formal source
Yes

Formal sector reluctants to provide loan

No

Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

9

16.07

47

83.93

14

25.00

42
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Formal sector reluctants to provide loan
Yes

No

Collateral issue
Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

N

percentage

4

7.14

52

92.86

13

23.21

43

76.79

Loan is not required
Yes

No

N

percentage

N

percentage

6

10.71

50

89.29
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interacted would call themselves
‘Mompreneurs’, and rightly so,
being a portmanteau of ‘Mom’
and ‘Entrepreneur’. Most of the
entrepreneurs mentioned that
balancing work and family is a
big challenge, especially for
school-going kids.
The representatives of industry
associations and chamber of
commerce from Erode and
Tiruppur (the textile hubs of
Tamil Nadu, India) shared that
though there was a fair
representation of women in
their organisation, their active
participation in decision making
or collective bargaining in the
associations were minimal. The
association’s representatives
pointed out that only 2-3
female members’ show up to
critical decision-making
meetings due to commitments
in family and businesses.

Accessibility of
Indian Women
Entrepreneurs in
International Market
One-fourth of our total survey
respondents are direct
exporters. Most of them know
documentation, other country
standards and are satisfied with
the service of CHA. However,
they are not satisfied with the
service of CHA. Other than risk
management mechanism, they
don’t have detailed knowledge
about other various trade
procedures and laws such as
advance ruling, pre-arrival
processing, electronic payment,
the penalty for breaches of
customs laws, procedures for

appeal and review against the
penalty, single-window
mechanisms, and transit
procedures and formalities, etc.
The survey found that 26
respondents are selling their
products to the international
market, of which 70 per cent
export via middleman and the
rest are selling via exporters.
The majority of them don’t
know about RoO certification.
However, almost all of them
know about documentation, the
role of CHA, product standards,
and quality standard
certification.
Most of the women
entrepreneurs expressed that
they prefer international clients
over domestic ones. As they
have experienced instances
where domestic clients have
tried to bargain, did not pay on
time, and had to go through
unnecessary tantrums. The field
interactions also brought to
light that fear of failure or
inability to take risks often
becomes a hurdle in women
entrepreneurs’ development.
Be it the case of an apparel
park, where the members knew
that their products have got a
market overseas but are
reluctant to expand it further
under their brand name or the
case of a home-based
entrepreneur who used to
prepare pickles on a demand
basis. In the former example,
the apparel park workers were
not confident of meeting the
export standards and feared
rejection. In contrast, the clients
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Table 7.6: Awareness about Trade Process of Direct Exporters in India
Knowledge about documentation
Responses

Knowledge about other country standard

Frequency

Percentage

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

24

92.31

Yes

25

96.15

No

2

7.69

No

1

3.85

Satisfaction with the service of CHA

Satisfaction with the service of Customs

Yes

21

80.77

Yes

4

15.38

No

5

19.23

No

22

84.62

Overall knowledge about trade procedures/laws
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Advance ruling

3

11.54

Pre arrival processing

7

26.92

Electronic payment

8

30.77

Risk Management mechanism

13

50.00

Penalty for beaches of customs laws

7

26.92

Procedures for appeal and review against penalty

3

11.54

Authorized operator scheme of Customs

2

7.69

Advantage of being authorized operators

1

3.85

Single window mechanisms

1

3.85

Transit procedures and formalities

2

7.69

Table 7.7: Awareness about Trade Process of Indirect Exporters in India
Knowledge about documentation
Responses
Yes

Frequency

Percentage

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

26

100

Yes

25

96.15

No

1

3.85

Knowledge about other country product standard
Responses

Knowledge about the role of CHA

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

25

96.15

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

No

1

3.85

Yes

23

88.46

Knowledge about RoO certification

No

3

11.54

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

1

3.85

No

25

96.15

Knowledge about quality standard certificate

were limited in the latter because her product’s cost was much
higher than those available in the market.
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Case Study I: Cut Red Tapes for the Ease of Business
In 1985, when Licence Raj, high regulations accompanied with red-tape were derailing India’s
manufacturing sector, Kalpana Springwala decided to be an entrepreneur and exporter of
clothing and apparel products. She never wished to be confined in a house and always desired
to do something independently and carve out an identity for herself out of her father or
husband’s shadow.
She started a micro-unit with small financial support from her family. She became a successful
entrepreneur in a field not explored by many women entrepreneurs – ladies inner wear and
lingerie. She informed that at the peak of her business, her enterprise “Body Thirst Pvt. Ltd.”
provided employment to more than 90 people directly and a significant number of women. She
learned the basics of this cut-throat industry when she got her first setback in refusing orders
from clients based in the USA. She decided to go to the USA on her own and search the
potential buyers by knocking on their house doors, gate-crashing their offices and convincing
them by showing samples.
Since then, there is no turning back. Now her products have a strong presence in the North
American market. Produced at the cost of US$1.50 to US$2 her products are sold in a price
range of US$2 to US$10 depending on several factors such as size, quality, quantity and
destination. Though there is no lean or flush season, business entirely depends on personal
relations with existing buyers and specific orders. Over the past few years, she has been facing
legal and tax-related issues in her business, which temporarily closed her enterprise and factory.
A major problem she faces is related to different countries’ different standards related to colour
dye, product quality, etc. Since her business depends on bulk orders, government regulations
sometimes negatively impact the business’s growth. She also raised the issue of high
transportation costs of cargo from factory to port as her products are sent in bulk and protected
packaging.
She complains that there are no women-specific financial schemes or tax-related incentives for
women entrepreneurs and exporters in India. They have to avail usual schemes that are also
available to male exports like the duty drawback scheme. She also complains about government
officials’ attitude in India towards women exporters and the lengthy procedures, extra duties
and fees, and lack of cooperation at Jawaharlal Nehru Port, Mumbai.
She also manages her house and devotes at least 2-3 hours daily to cooking and other
household work. She also faces problem-related to cheap finance’s unavailability for the
expansion of business, limited awareness about government schemes. She encounters
occasional problems with government officials, mainly with the customs department.
She recommends that there should be less paperwork, clearing fees and taxes on women
exporters and more efficiency at ports so that cargo can be sent to their destination at a
relatively low price and on time. She also recommends a grievance redressal body related to
international trade in India where women exporters in MSME can quickly raise their voices
without any prejudice or bias.
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She suggests that if India wants to promote women entrepreneurs in the manufacturing sector
to step into the export sector, there must be some tax cuts or rebates. She further
recommended that banks also start specific credit schemes with lower interest rates against
less collateral possessions and long-term payment for women MSME exporters.

Case Study II: Perseverance pays off
The manufacturing sector, of the automobile, electrical, and engineering components, is an area
where one would not see many women. However, Rekha Gopal is not just any other woman.
She champions and thrives in a segment, which is traditionally seen as men’s forte. An avid
golfer and active member of the Karnataka Small Scale Industries Association, Rekha has seen
her fair share of struggles to build up a niche reputation for Padma Jyothi Industries.
In the late ’90s, Rekha threw herself into a whirlpool of challenges when she resigned from her
stable central government job to try her hand at entrepreneurship. To make her contributions
and leave her legacy was the motive that drove her aspirations. She learned basic tricks from
her father, who taught her to interpret industrial designs and drawings. The biggest challenge
Rekha faced as a new entrepreneur was to develop trust and goodwill in a male-dominated
industry where no one would give her orders for the lack of confidence in a woman.
Over the years, with Rekha at the helm, Padma Jyoti Industries has widened its portfolio to
manufacture pressed sheet metals, jigs & fixtures, dies, and deep-drawn electronic and
electrical components. Her products command the finest quality that her clients use in diverse
sectors ranging from automobile manufacturing, defense, aerospace, etc. This has enabled
Padma Jyoti industries to be a part of the global value chain where her products reach global
markets through her clients. This is by no means a small feat for a woman-led enterprise,
especially in the engineering goods sector.
“Getting registered as a
supplier in MNC and
getting inquiries as men
who were competitors
had the edge over was
a challenge in the initial
days,” Rekha shared.
Ultimately, her patience
and persistence paid
off. As the margins
declined for her a press
shop, she diversified to
unique purpose
machine shop
imported machinery
for setting up the
industry.
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At Padma Jyoti Industries, Rekha performs all tasks that come her way, from operating the
machinery on the shop-floor to checking, procuring, and importing large machinery for her
enterprise. She upskilled her employees to meet the requirements of operating machinery.
Catching up with the times, Rekha is also active on B2B e-commerce sites like Indiamart,
TradeIndia, etc.
Despite all the setbacks and roadblocks, Rekha made sure to keep her running, even if it meant
taking up minimal labourious orders. “Due credit goes to my supportive family, especially my
mother in law for taking care of my kids and husband for guiding me,” she adds. Due to her
dynamic nature, Padmajyoti Industries has made a niche place in the sector and is known for
quality and timely delivery orders. Recognizing her contribution, she was awarded ‘Ideal Woman
Entrepreneur’ by a reputed bank.
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Women Entrepreneurs in Nepal

N

epal’s trade policies are
mainly concerned with the
ballooning budget deficit for
the last two decades.
Discussions on trade have been
dominated by the concern
regarding the impact of budget
deficit on subjects like foreign
currency reserves, the
economy’s sustainability, and
industrialisation.
Gender issues are often not
discussed at policy level. Like in
many other parts of the World,
even in Nepal, women
entrepreneurs’ issues have not
been given any serious
attention while formulating
these policies. In a survey of
owners and managers of 622
Nepali enterprises conducted by
the International Labour

Organisation (ILO) in 2017,
women entrepreneurs identified
access to finance and difficulty
of getting customers as top
barriers to growth.27
This section of the report
discusses the results of the
survey conducted in Nepal. The
survey included 50 women
entrepreneurs producing a wide
range of products in different
parts of Nepal.

Women as Supplier
in Domestic Market
of Nepal
Our total survey respondents’
half are owners of small
enterprises, 36 per cent owners
of micro-enterprises, and 14 per
cent owners of medium-size
enterprises.
The composition of products
produced by those enterprises
is as follows; 36 per cent
produce processed food, 22 per
cent are engaged in textiles &
clothing, and 20 per cent
produce handicrafts products.
The rest are engaged in paper,
jewellery, and beauty products,
etc.
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Figure 8.1: Percentage Share of Enterprises in Nepal

As in Table 8.1, there is a large
variation in both the fixed and
variable cost structure of all
enterprises’ categories. The
lower end of the fixed cost of
both the medium and small
enterprises is the same.
However, the maximum fixed
cost in medium enterprises is
almost double of small
enterprises.

In Nepal, very few surveyed
entrepreneurs involve their
family members in their
business. And it’s also seen from
Table 8.2 that they mainly
involve their female family
members in the business.

Table 8.1: Cost Structure of Enterprises in Nepal
Medium enterprises (in USD)
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Median

Max

Variation

Fixed cost

5

3395

164

1230

12300

5023

Variable cost

5

3608

820

2460

8200

2990

Total cost

5

7003

2624

6150

13120

4608

Micro enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

16

820

82

410

4100

1041

Variable cost

16

1169

205

820

3280

799

Total cost

16

1989

369

1681

6150

1486

Small enterprises (in USD)
Fixed cost

17

2638

164

2460

6560

1656

Variable cost

17

2555

82

1640

9840

2775

Total cost

17

5194

1640

4818

14760

3435
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Table 8.2: Non-paid Family Employee Structure of Enterprises in Nepal
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Family male employees

4

1

1

2

1

Family female employees

10

2

1

3

1

Total family employees

12

2

1

3

1

Table 8.3: Salaried Employee Structure in Nepal
Medium enterprise
Variable name

Observation

Average

Min

Max

Variation

Total paid employees

3

16

3

40

21

Salaried male employees

3

2

1

2

1

Salaried female employees

3

14

1

38

21

Micro enterprises
Total paid employees

9

14

4

43

14

Salaried male employees

9

2

1

4

1

Salaried female employees

9

12

2

40

13

Small enterprises
Total paid employeess

17

14

5

65

15

Salaried male employees

17

3

1

7

2

Salaried female employees

17

11

2

59

14

All enterprises
Total paid employees

29

14

3

65

14

Salaried male employees

29

3

1

7

2

Salaried female employees

29

12

1

59

14

The survey gathered valid
information about the
employment structure of only
29 surveyed entrepreneurs. It
has been observed that in all
categories of enterprises, the
proportion of female employees
is very much high as compared
to male employees.
As in figure 8.2, all the
respondents reported selling
their products to retailer.
However, 64 per cent of them
had a direct connection to

customers, whereas 44 per cent
of entrepreneurs had linkages
with a wholesaler. The incidence
of middlemen in the buyerseller network is much higher
than in all other countries.
More than half of the
respondents (27 total
respondents) said they face
many challenges to access the
domestic market. The most
significant challenges they face
are related to the high tax
structure in Nepal. Almost half
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Figure 8.2: Marketing Channels of Women
Entrepreneurs in Nepal

of the respondents (total 24
respondents) have their transport,
and the majority of the respondents
(a total of 46 respondents) rely on
only third-party transport.
They don’t have any major objection
to the services of third-party
transport. Only six respondents feel
that transportation cost in third
party transport is very high. As they
are all well linked with a retailer, most
of the respondents don’t have any
challenges regarding creating a
buyer-seller network.

Table 8.4: Challenges to Access Domestic Market in Nepal
Linkage with Customers
Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Not having link with consumer

5

18.52

Not having link with retailer

3

11.11

Not having link with wholesaler

6

22.22

Total observation

27
Transport related challenges

Inefficient transport infrastructure

1

3.70

High transport cost

6

22.22

Total observation

27
Tax related challenges

High tax

12

44.44

Complex tax regime

8

29.63

Total observation

27
Infrastructure related challenges

Plant is very far from market

2

7.41

Lack of warehouse facility

6

22.22

Lack of cold storage facility

4

14.81

Total observation

27
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As per the survey, more than
half of the respondents
reported equally distributed
sales throughout the year. Major
products that have been found
to have equal demand
throughout the years are
processed food products, daily
use textile and clothing
products, and paper products.
On the other side,
entrepreneurs of most of the
handicraft items, some
processed food products (which
has seasonal demand only), and
some textile and clothing items
(which have demand only in
festive seasons) have found
unequal sales revenue
throughout the year.
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Most of the handicraft products
produced by entrepreneurs are
exported to other countries.
Looking into the categories of
products, exports are being
done from all categories.
However, it was informed by an
entrepreneur producing sanitary
pads that the lower cost of the
mass-manufactured imported
products poses a challenge to
the domestic producers. Thus,
the sanitary pads producers are
facing heavy competition in the
domestic market from cheap
imported products.
The incidence of online
marketing is also increasing in
Nepal. The survey found all the

Figure 8.3: Distribution of Sales throughout the year in Nepal

Figure 8.4: Product-category of Equally
Distributed Products in Nepal

Figure 8.5: Product-category of Not-Equally
Distributed Products in Nepal
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respondents had smartphones
and knew about how to operate
a computer. However, women
entrepreneurs are not using an
e-commerce platform for selling
their products. Only six
respondents are using ecommerce platforms. One of the
herbal soap manufacturers
shared her experience on using
the e-commerce platform. She
said that she used an online
marketplace to sell her products
within Nepal, but the payment
procedure was too
cumbersome. Hence, she
stopped selling her products
from that platform. However,
she is happy with the marketing
via social media.
It has been observed that loan
from financial institutions,
especially commercial banks, is
not easy. Most of the
entrepreneurs don’t have any
existing loans. They reported
that it is easier for large
enterprises to get a loan from
formal sources. Lack of collateral
is the most crucial concern with
women entrepreneurs.
In most cases, women do not
own properties, or even if they
own, they do not have the
decision-making power to
pledge the properties to be
used as collateral. Financial
constraint restricts their
expansion. One of the
entrepreneurs reported that the
deposit for obtaining EXIM
Code required for exporting
and importing was too high,
limiting small enterprises’ access
to the international market even
if they have potential. Most of

the small enterprises have
started their business with their
own money.

Accessibility of
Nepalese Women
Entrepreneurs in
International Market
The proportion of direct
exporters in total surveyed
respondents is relatively large as
compared to other countries.
The survey found a total of 31
respondents who are directly
selling their products outside of
the country. They all know
about export documentation.
The majority are aware about
other country standards and are
satisfied with CHA and Customs’
services. However, they are
facing some transport-related
challenges. High transport fares
mainly because of a low volume
of the production are a major
hurdle to them.
Some entrepreneurs reported
that they prefer to export their
products via air cargo due to
faster movement even though
air transport fares are expensive.
Most of the time, products are
exported through freight
forwarders assigned by the
buyers. In rare cases, the
entrepreneurs manage to
export by following the
procedures and documentation
themselves with family
members, lawyers, and customs
agents. Freight forwarders’ role
appeared to be crucial in
logistics as they are hiring
transporters, custom agents,
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Table 8.5: Awareness about Trade Process of Direct Exporters and
Transport related Challenges in Nepal
Knowledge about documentation
Responses

Knowledge about other country standard

Frequency

Percentage

Responses

Frequency

Percentage

Yes

30

96.77

Yes

24

77.42

No

1

3.23

No

7

22.58

Satisfaction with the service of CHA

Satisfaction with the service of Customs

Yes

27

87.10

Yes

19

61.29

No

4

12.90

No

12

38.71

Total direct exporters
Facing any transport related hurdles

31

Reasons of transport related hurdles

Yes

24

77.42

Low volume
of goods

11

45.83

No

7

22.58

High fares

22

91.67

Inefficient transport
infrastructure

4

16.67

shipping liners, or air cargo
operators. In many cases, they
even help obtain exporters’
Certificates of Origin and GSP
from designated authorities.
Some big well-known
multinational enterprises
procure products of women
entrepreneurs in Nepal. Those
products they use to make final
consumption goods.
Multinational enterprises only
mention their brand name in
their products in the tag.
Nowhere they have mentioned
the source of intermediate
goods.
Lack of scope of proper
marketing is the major
constraint to access other
country markets. The
respondents said it is difficult
for them to look for markets
abroad on their own, and
participating in foreign trade

fairs to make business networks
is an expensive affair for them.
Size of the enterprise, and
hence, they don’t have enough
resources to undertake such
promotional activities.
As a result, they have to rely on
their existing buyers and have
not expanded their business.
Some entrepreneurs are willing
to venture into direct online
sales, but they face some
problems concerning crossborder payment systems.
Hence, they are not getting
payments and have to pay a
large sum to agents to get the
payment. The domestic policy
also does not help them to
scale-up their businesses. Other
significant issues are including
lack of cheaper finance,
presence of stringent labour
laws and shortage of labour,
and expensive imported inputs.
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Case Study I: Organic Tea: Tapping the Opportunities in the Global Market
Milan Khatri (58) started planting tea in her land in the Ilam district nearly two decades ago
when its tea farming boomed. She even encouraged others in the village to plant tea. However,
tea leaves’ prices decreased drastically as India stopped tea imports from Nepal when the tea
leaves started blooming. Since they had already planted the bushes, she decided to wait for a
couple of years. To make the best of the unfortunate situation, she started sun drying and handrolling the tea leaves. This would increase the tea’s shelf-life to sell the tea when the tea market
price increased. Her house was adjacent to the highway. People travelling started noticing the
tea leaves out there left to dry and would buy their tea.
It got the Department of Cottage and Small Industries of the Ministry of Industry’s attention and
invited her for a trade fair in Ilam. Her tea did very well in Ilam and she was also invited to
participate in a trade fair in Kathmandu. However, the department asked her to register her
business before taking part in the trade fair in Kathmandu. At the Kathmandu trade fair, she
realised that the local consumers did not know about organic orthodox tea.
However, she was able to make some contacts who wanted to buy her tea. Prominent among
them was a Russian national who even visited her factory and took samples for three
consecutive years. In the third year, she placed a large order, but it would not have been easy to
fulfill the order since she was processing the tea by hand. At the time, SNV Nepal helped in
buying a machine to dry tea leaves. They also bought a rolling machine with the help of the
Unnati project. They also helped her in the organic certification of the tea gardens.
She said she could get ahead in the organic tea market due to support from various quarters—
family, Department of Cottage and Small Industries, Tea and Coffee Promotion Board, Trade and
Export Promotion Centre and other entrepreneurship promotion projects. Now, they operate
through a tea cooperative consisting of organic tea farmers from the region. Their factory
produces 20 tonnes of specialty tea, 70 per cent is exported to India and third countries.
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Case Study II: Strength lies in Unity
Prativa Pandey is trained as a scientist and also runs a research organisation called Catalyst
Technology. She got the idea to start a skincare line based on their research findings of different
medicinal plants and derivatives. Her brand (Herveda Botanicals) consists of face masks, serums,
creams, etc. She had just registered her business and had started production when she was
interviewed. The products are sold on its flagship store in Kathmandu and she is looking to
expand the market abroad in the new future. She pointed out the troubles with setting up a
business.
The initial phase’s biggest problem was arranging necessary capital as she did not have collateral
to pledge against a bank loan. She was not eligible for subsidised loans as it required borrowers
to have been in business for at least two years. She found the lack of information also daunting
as gathering information on sourcing material, getting registered etc., took up a lot of time.
For a new business, she found identifying sources of raw materials difficult. Although the
primary source of the products (medicinal plant and extracts) she needs are women, men
dominate the supply chain. Likewise, many middlemen in the supply chain meant fluctuation in
the prices of raw materials and variation in the sourced raw materials’ quality.
Further, she also found the registration process bugged with procedural delays and persistence
of information gap, which allowed lawyers to take advantage while beneficiaries suffer. Her
experience at the trademark office was also quite distressful. She found the trademark officials
would trademark the names themselves and extort money from entrepreneurs to buy back those
officials’ names.
Acknowledging the importance of collective action, she wanted to become a Federation of
Women Entrepreneurs’ Association of Nepal. But, she could not see it due to inconsistency in
the criteria required to join. She feels the associations are not much open to adding new and
young members who could break these associations’ status quo.
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Conclusion and Key
Recommendations

9

Women producers,
traders, entrepreneurs
and exporters in BBIN
find it challenging to
access finance
through banks and
often asked to bring
their husbands or
male relatives. They
are often refused
loans

o address the challenges
women producers, traders,
entrepreneurs, and exporters
face in BBIN, several steps have
to be taken by respective
national governments. This
section suggests many broad
recommendations that emerged
through literature review and
field interactions with relevant
stakeholders in BBIN countries.
Some of the key
recommendations are as
follows:

T

Women producers, traders,
entrepreneurs and exporters in
BBIN find it challenging to
access finance through banks
and are often asked to bring
their husbands or male relatives.
Often they are refused loans as
banks and other government
department’s employees do not
find them creditworthy. Having
branches/offices staffed by
women and gender-sensitive
officials would promote women
trader’s access to finance.

Inculcate gendersensitivity in
government

Along with this, posting women
officials in key institutions, such
as district industry centres (DIC),
regional offices of Director
General of Foreign Trade (DGFT),
regional offices of commerce
and industry chambers and
associations, customs and
border security forces may be
advised to create a support
system for women.

An inclusive approach is needed
to develop a sense of gender
inclusiveness in trade and
economic development. This
involves gender mainstreaming
to address gender issues,
ensuring fair participation,
access and control over the
available resources at various
stages of development
programmes. Definitive steps
need to be taken towards
women empowerment through
skill development and training
to neutralise the pre-existing
inequalities.

Reforming
institutional
mechanisms
It was found that many banks in
the international border areas of
BBIN countries do not have
international transfer facilities,
making international trade very
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difficult. For example, the
process of gaining a Letter of
Credit (LoC) or pre-shipment
finance is very challenging. This
has a more significant effect on
women producers, traders,
entrepreneurs and exporters in
BBIN, who typically find it more
challenging to travel frequently
due to familial responsibilities.

Respective national
governments must
also include
successful women
entrepreneurs and
exporters in their
trade bodies or
negotiation panels

There are limited number of
institutions, such as testing
laboratories, plant and animal
quarantine etc., particularly near
the LCSs in the border areas of
Bhutan and Bangladesh. Setting
up testing agencies with
modern equipment and trained
staff in the capital and major
industrial cities/clusters and
major border trade points will
benefit women producers,
traders, entrepreneurs and
exporters in BBIN countries.
engaged in agro-processing.

Annexation with
policy planning and
trade negotiations
Trade negotiations and trade
policy need to reflect and
address information gathered
from the impact assessments on
expanding and potentially
contracting sectors with respect
to male/female labour
participation. For this, ex-ante
trade impact assessments have
to be undertaken to analyse
who will be affected in which
way from expanding or possibly
shrinking sectors. This will
involve collecting gender
disaggregated data on
employment, wage gap,

working conditions and
possibilities of professional
advancement in those sectors.
It is necessary that women
producers, traders,
entrepreneurs and exporters in
BBIN are included in nationallevel trade consultations, policy
planning meetings and trade
negotiations with other
countries. This will ensure
gender inclusiveness in trade
agreements and policy making.
Women producers, traders,
entrepreneurs and exports in
BBIN need to be part of
national-level organisation’s
training programmes and
multilateral donor agencies’
funding programmes.
Respective national
governments must also include
successful women
entrepreneurs and exporters in
their trade bodies or
negotiation panels. For instance,
most of India’s FTAs is
negotiated through a national
level team without considering
specific zone/sub-regionrelated challenges where
women are part of the value
chain.

Awareness
generation and
capacity building
Limited access to information
was a common challenge faced
by women entrepreneurs in
BBIN countries. These include
registration, bookkeeping
accountancy, information about
various schemes of the
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government and financial
institutions, trade procedures,
digital technology, among
others. Wider reach could be
achieved in the training
programmes and awareness
generation workshops involving
local institutions, such as DICs,
and bringing on board industry
bodies, such as Chamber of
Commerce and Industry, etc.

Very few women
producers, traders,
entrepreneurs, and
exporters in BBIN
expand into other
businesses even when
there is a clear
profitable market

Since many of the women
entrepreneurs are firstgeneration entrepreneurs, they
do not have mentorship. Hence,
such programmes should be
designed as per the
requirement of each category
(for instance handicrafts, food
processing etc.) based on
training need assessment,
preferably at local level for
maximum outreach.

Diversifying products
and sectors
One of the common factors
which emerged out of the study
was that women producers,
traders, entrepreneurs and
exporters in BBIN tend to prefer
businesses in a few sectors, such
as food processing, textiles &
clothing and, creative industries,
etc., where they are comfortable
with their conventional
understanding.
Very few women producers,
traders, entrepreneurs, and
exporters in BBIN expand into
other businesses even when
there is a clear profitable
market. Business and market
planning training by

93

government and NGOs for
aspiring entrepreneurs could be
a preliminary step in this
direction. Still, it would have to
be carefully planned to reach
the correct audience, who would
make appropriate use of it.

Easy access to
financial institutions
Women entrepreneurs avoid
taking loans due to gender
biasness of the formal financial
institutions. Therefore, there is a
need to sensitise officials at the
formal financial institutions,
such as banks towards catering
the financial requirements of
women entrepreneurs. The
prevailing patriarchal norms
prevents women from qualifying
for loans due to lack of
collateral. Therefore, it is
suggested to provide collateral
free or special loans with less
interest for a longer payment
period to women entrepreneurs.

Country-specific
Recommendations
Bangladesh
Government should organise
awareness generation
campaigns regularly, targeting
women traders and
entrepreneurs to disseminate
necessary information regarding
schemes, subsidies and
networking opportunities.
Further, skill development/up
gradation programmes and
training on trade procedures,
business expansion and market
development need to be
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organised. Government can
engage CSOs and industry
chambers for the purpose.
Bangladesh has inadequate
institutions and infrastructure
for international trade, such as
testing laboratories and modern
storage facilities. Thus, new
institutions and updated
infrastructure could be
established and existing
facilities be upgraded with
modern ones. For creating
women-friendly environment, a
dedicated desk for one stop
service must be established in
the land ports.

A grievance redressal
mechanism should be
established in the
trade, finance, and
other major
institutions that can
facilitate women
traders’ issues

A grievance redressal
mechanism should be
established in the trade, finance,
and other major institutions
that can facilitate women
traders’ issues. Preferably, a
woman officer can be posted in
these key ministries to handle
issues related to women
entrepreneurs.

Bhutan
It was found that women in
Bhutan were producing only for
domestic consumers due to
insufficient volume of raw
material and inadequate
demand for Bhutanese goods
for cross border trade.
Therefore, policies for femaleowned enterprises should focus
on branding, packaging and
certification of Bhutanese
products to get access to
international markets.
One of the main constraints
while boosting women

entrepreneurship is the lack of
solid, reliable and genderdisaggregated data which needs
to be collected. In this regard, a
proper system of mapping
needs to be charted out to get
data from the grassroots.
Policymakers wishing to
strengthen the economic impact
of women entrepreneurship
need a better understanding of
the factors contributing to the
growth and success of femaleowned enterprises.
Affordable public transportation
could be promoted for trade
purposes. In the case of thirdparty transportation by trucks,
charges should be on a weight
basis as the volume of business
is low in most cases.
Focussed training and capacity
building programmes in local
languages need to be organised
for women entrepreneurs on
use of digital technology, digital
platforms, payment gateways,
etc.; quality assurance services,
(certification, branding,
labelling, packaging &
marketing) for business
promotion, financial
management and trade
procedures.
Organising trade fair, exposure
trips to international trade fairs
and trade-related conferences
could help women
entrepreneurs to develop
business linkages. This could be
done through providing
subsidies and monetary
incentives to participate in such
events.
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To meet the supply
and demad gap a
platform can be
created for like
minded women from
various backgrounds
to exchange their
ideas and collaborate
for expantion and
diversification of
their business
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India

Nepal

It is essential to make credit
application processes as simple
as possible and bringing better
services at the community
doorstep, specifically in the
north-eastern states of India.
Organising awareness
generation programmes on
various government schemes
and subsidies, trade fairs, etc.
conducting training programme
on using digital technology,
trade procedures, business
development strategies etc.
would enhance women’s
entrepreneurship skills.

Women entrepreneurs face
challenges related to finance
and investment in new business
or at the time of expansion. This
is a similar problem in all the
BBIN countries. While visiting a
bank or any other formal
financial institutions they are
asked to bring a male member
of their family to get finance.
This is also because women
have inadequate understanding
and often avoid taking risk by
applying for a big loan amount.

A collaborative effort can be
made between government and
non-government organisations
in providing mentorship to
women owned small business
to engage in trade business.
Handholding support should be
given once they start a business
or at the time of stepping into
the export sector particularly by
business chambers, CSOs and
government agencies.
To meet the supply and demand
gap, a platform can be created
for like-minded women from
various backgrounds to
exchange their ideas and
collaborate for expansion and
diversification of their business.
This can be done through
digital platforms where
mentorship and other
assistance can be provided for
aspiring women entrepreneur in
export business.

It will benefit a large number of
women entrepreneurs if they
are given training and
mentorship on financial aspects
and export-import rules and
procedures through trade
authorities under government,
business chambers,
commodities association among
others. Further, CSOs could
impart capacity building
programmes of female
entrepreneur in issues related to
registration of the business,
taxation, accounting, and
enhancing credit-worthiness.
Establishing a dedicated desk at
the Department of Industry
(DoI) to easily facilitate women
entrepreneurs to navigate
enterprise development and
trade-related procedures and
information networks would
also be beneficial.
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Moreover, women have less
information on tax-related
scheme that caused major
hindrance in attracting women
entrepreneurs in export
business, though there are
some incentives in other forms.
For instance, in Nepal, women
are getting certain exemption in
registration fees. However, there
is a scope for providing
provision of such exemption in
profit, sale or any other
business related taxes to
encourage women’s
participation in trade.

A greater
understanding of
women’s
participation in
supply and value
chains and help
policymakers make
evidence-based
policy decisions

Lastly, it is necessary to maintain
a gender-disaggregated
database of women
entrepreneurs, which will assist
a greater understanding of
women’s participation in supply
and value chains and help
policymakers make evidencebased policy decisions.

Way Forward
The survey was able to identify
the major challenges faced by
women entrepreneurs in BBIN
countries. Though the prime
focus of the survey was on
MSMEs, field level interactions
brought to light that women in
cross border trade are mostly in
the informal sector. Low risk
involved in informal trade,
mobility constraints,
cumbersome procedures in
formal trade and the burden of
taxes often lead women to the
informal sector.

However, being in the informal
sector denies the opportunity to
get institutional financial
support for running business.
Hence, an adequate institutional
mechanism for financial support
has to be there for the benefit
of women traders in the
informal sector. Hence, it is
crucial to engage with financial
institutions in border areas.
Given the proportion of women
engaged in textile and food
processing sectors and the
prospects of cross-border value
chains (among Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal for food
processing sector and between
Bangladesh and India for
textiles), it would be interesting
to analyse the nature of
women’s participation in these
value chains, the impact of trade
barriers (both tariff and nontariff measures) on those
women entrepreneurs and how
policies can redress those
barriers.
The scope of the current study
was limited to women in
manufacturing sector. But
service sector is getting
increasingly popular among
women entrepreneurs in BBIN
countries. Tourism and
hospitality sector, beauty and
wellness sector are at the top
among other services.
Therefore, gender dimensions of
service sector particularly
tourism and hospitality needs to
be explored.
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Capacity building of
women entrepreneurs
and aspiring
exporters on digital
technology and e
commerce platform
is necessary
particularly in a post
COVID world

Women entrepreneurs in the
BBIN sub-region can benefit
from structural and institutional
reforms in foreign trade and
other non-trade policies of
these countries by reducing
business costs and non-tariff
measures, and that can be done
through specific trade
facilitation measures. However,
these reforms need to be tied
with measureable, structured
and feasible indicators.
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E-commerce is getting
increasingly popular day-byday. Many of the respondents
lack skills in using e-commerce
platforms for business purposes.
Hence, capacity building of
women entrepreneurs and
aspiring exporters on digital
technology and using ecommerce platform is necessary,
particularly in a post COVID
world.
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Annexure
Country-wise Definition of MSME
Nepal
Definition of Enterprise as per the Industrial Enterprise Act 2016
Micro Enterprise
1. Not including the house and land, the fixed capital of up to NPR 500,000.
2. The entrepreneur himself/herself should be involved in the operation and management of the
enterprise.
3. Including the entrepreneur, the number of employees should not exceed 9.
4. Annual transaction of up to NPR 5,000,000.
5. The energy consumption by machinery used should not exceed 20 kilowatts.
Cottage Enterprise
1. Based on traditional technology and skill.
2. Labour-intensive and based on a special skill or using local raw material, local technology,art and
culture.
3. The energy consumption by machinery used should not exceed 10 kilowatts.
Small Enterprise
1. Excluding the micro and cottage enterprise, any enterprise with the fixed capital of up to NPR
100,000,000.
Medium Enterprise
1. Enterprise with a fixed capital of NPR 100,000,000 to NPR 250,000,000.

Bhutan
Category

No. of Employees

Investment (Million Nu)

Medium Enterprise

20-99

10-100

Small Enterprise

5-19

1-10

Micro (Cottage) Enterprise

1-4

1

Source: https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/CSMI-Action-Plan-2012-2014.pdf
Note: Employment and Investment will apply; where there is conflict, the investment will take precedence over
employment
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Bangladesh
Enterprise Type

Economic Sector

Value of Total Fixed
Asset (taka)

Number of Workers

Cottage

All Cottage

Less than 5 lakh

Not more than than
10 including family members

Micro Enterprise

Industry

5-50 Lakh

10-24or less

Service

Less than 5 lakh

Less than or Equal to 10

Business

Less than 5 lakh

Less than or Equal to 5

Manufacturing

50 Lakh-10 Crore

25-99

Service

5 Lakh-1 Crore

10 49

Small Enterprise

Medium Enterprise

Business

5 Lakh-1 Crore

6-10

Manufacturing

10 crore to 30 Crore

100 250
-

Service

1 Crore to 15 Crore

50-100

Business

1 Crore to 15 Crore

11 50

Sorce: Bangladesh Bank Circular, 2016.

India
The MSME Development (Amendment) Bill, 20181 proposed to: (i) use annual turnover as criteria
instead of investment for classification of MSMEs, (ii) remove the distinction between manufacturing
and services, and (iii) provide the central government with the power to revise the turnover limits,
through a notification. The 2018 Bill lapsed with the dissolution of 16th Lok Sabha.
Enterprises

Definition based on turnover (2018 bill)

Micro

The annual turnover does not exceed five crore rupees

Small

The annual turnover is more than five crore rupees but does not exceed seventyfive crore rupees

Medium

The annual turnover is more than seventy-five crore rupees but does not exceed
two hundred and fifty crore rupees

1 https://www.prsindia.org/sites/default/files/bill_files/
The%20Micro%2C%20Small%20and%20Medium%20Enterprises%20Development%20%28Amendment%29%20Bill%2C%202018%20Bill%20Text.pdf
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