Asia ‘missing’ 96 million women: UN 

* Infanticide, sex-selective abortion contributing to gender disparity *Greatest gender inequality is in East Asia 
* Women face barriers to social, economic advancement

NEW DELHI: Asia is “missing” about 96 million women - the vast majority in China and India - who died from discriminatory health care and neglect or who were never born at all, the UN estimated Monday.

Female infanticide and sex-selective abortion have caused a severe gender imbalance in Asia, and the problem is worsening despite rapid economic growth in the region, a United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report said.

“The old mindset with its preference for male children has now combined with modern medical technology” that makes it easier to predict and abort unborn girls, said Anuradha Rajivan, the report’s lead author.

“It is not just female infanticide but sex-selective abortion of unborn girls that cause so-called ‘missing’ females,” she said, contrasting the issue with recent improvements in female life expectancy and education.

Gender disparity: The UNDP report found that East Asia had the world’s highest male-female sex ratio at birth, with 119 boys born for every 100 girls.

This far exceeded the global world average of 107 boys for every 100 girls.

“Females cannot take survival for granted,” it said. “Sex-selective abortion, infanticide, and death from health and nutritional neglect in Asia have left 96 million missing women... and the numbers seem to be increasing in absolute terms.”

The regional figure was skewed by enormous birth gender disparities in China and India, which between them accounted for about 85 million of the report’s “missing” figure.

The number was calculated from the actual sex ratio in the population compared to what it would theoretically be, if equal treatment were given to the sexes during pregnancy, birth and afterwards.

Despite Asia’s robust economic growth, the report found that millions of women remained shut out of the benefits of greater prosperity. While many women in Asian have benefited from improved education, health and prosperity, they continue to face barriers to the same opportunities available to men, the report said 

Advancement obstacles: Not only are rates of employment, political representation and property ownership some of the lowest in the world, indicators related to health, literacy and vulnerability to poverty are also staggeringly low compared to men. 

In many countries, few women earn their own income and the legal rights of men over land, housing, livestock, businesses and financial assets are biased — leaving women vulnerable with no control over their household finances. 

The absence of a female voice in Asian political systems is also a concern, and women who do manage to gain a voice at local or national level face trouble. 

“Women politicians, particularly those with extra vulnerabilities of poverty or association with marginalised groups, have been killed, raped or faced physical threats for challenging the status quo,” said the report. 

It cited an example of a village council in India where male members spread stories that female members were sexually promiscuous, harassed them with obscene phone calls and made sexual innuendoes during meetings. The region, and especially south Asia, ranks near the worst in the world — often lower than sub-Saharan Africa — on issues such as protecting women from violence, as well as access to health, education, employment and political participation.

“Today, the region is at a crossroads,” the report said. “Whether gender equality is pushed aside or pursued with greater energy amid the economic downturn depends on actions taken or not taken now by governments.” The report, launched on International Women’s Day, focused on the need to improve women’s rights in three key areas: economic power, political participation, and legal protection. 

