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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

COVID-19 has had a devastating economicimpact. The
current crisis in the Kyrgyz Republic has exacerbated
already existing gender inequalities with extensive
implications for women. With the closure of day cares
and other social service premises and with a shift to
working from home and online education, the need
to perform unpaid chores in the household has in-
creased. The higher burden of care duties and differ-
ence inemployment rates contribute to the increasing
labour inactivity of women. The policy and business
measures that were introduced by the Kyrgyz Govern-
ment in response to the COVID-19 pandemic remain
gender-insensitive and fail to address the existing in-
come disparities.

Some key findings emerged in the areas discussed
below.

Childcare provision

e There is a continued predominance of informal
care provision, especially for preschool-age children
(aged o-7 years).

e In 2019, only about 37 per cent of preschool-age
children were covered by preschool education, and
the preschool coverage was almost twice higher in
urban areas (34 per cent) than in rural areas (18 per
cent). This low coverage rate, which is pronouncedly
worse in rural areas, leaves a massive gap of 63 per
cent of children not being taken care of by the pre-
school educational institutions across the country.

« The Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) also
found that the coverage of early childhood develop-
ment for children at the age of 3 (36 per cent) was
lower than that for children at the age of 5 (64 per
cent). Most children under the age of 3 are being
taken care of by mothers or other family members.

e The lack of infrastructural capacity is only one of
the main factors contributing to the problem of
low coverage in rural and urban areas. Private and
public kindergartens face such issues as insuf-
ficient safety and nutrition provision and the lack
of checks, regulation and control. There has been
no survey to understand how preschool education
providers are viewed by the parents, but there is a

sense that there is a general positive attitude to-
wards the institutions.

« The Government of the Kyrgyz Republic remained
socially oriented in its public expenditures and ded-
icated the largest portion of its budget to educa-
tion. Thus, the share of expenditures to education
grew from 19 per cent in 2010 to 26.4 per cent in
2019 and to 26.6 per cent for the first nine months
of 2020. Private education providers make up only a
small fraction of education services.

« Inefficient use of the currently allocated expendi-
tures, as well as weak institutional and manage-
ment capacity in the public preschool educational
system, prevents the system from using the fund-
ing to introduce equitable, inclusive education and
improve the quality of education.

Women’s employment

e The labour force participation rate of women in
Kyrgyzstan is the lowest among the Member-
States of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). The
gender gap in the employment rates is the highest
among the age group of 20-to-29-year-olds, when
most women get married and have their first child.

» In general, 38 per cent of economically active wom-
en quit their jobs due to personal family reasons,
with care taking responsibilities being one of the
main reasons (the corresponding value among
males is 11 per cent). Thus, the likelihood of quit-
ting a job and caring for family needs is four times
greater for women than for men.

» Despite progressive legislation and programmes as
well as wage adjustment policy in 2011 that focused
on the wages of education, healthcare and social
service workers (i.e. positions that are predomi-
nately occupied by women), the gender pay gap
continues to grow. The biggest gaps are registered
for the Issyk-Kul and Osh regions.

¢ Thehurdles faced by women when establishing and
running a business are vast and often differ from
those encountered by their male counterparts.
Thus, women have limited access to financing,
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information and technology, they lack access to
business networks, and they have to reconcile busi-
ness and family issues.

Response and recovery

» The Republican Task Force was established in early

According to the Joint Report on Migration in Kyr-
gyzstan of the Kyrgyz State Migration Service, more
than 50,000 people leave the country as labour mi-
grants annually. Of them, 76 per cent are under the
age of 35, and about 40 per cent of labour migrants
are females.

Employment in Kyrgyzstan is characterized by a
high degree of informality. According to the official
data, the volume of the informal economy is KGS
130 billion, or 23.6 per cent of GDP. A typical em-
ployee in the informal economy is a young female
with limited education.

Large-scale informal sector employment often
leaves women without any legal protection, trap-
ping them in low-paying, unsafe working condi-
tions and without access to social benefits such as
a pension, medical insurance or paid maternity and
sick leave.

Impact of COVID-19

e The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated already

existing structural and gender inequalities in em-
ployment, making occupational segregation and
the uneven distribution of care provision more
pronounced.

Women’s employment rate has been negatively
impacted as there was a wide-scale reduction in
working hours and increase in unpaid care labour.
Moreover, 52 per cent of low-income families re-
ported a deterioration in their financial situation.
Quarantine orders, which forced many people to
stay home and spend more time with their fami-
lies, led women to spend 3.6 times more time on
unpaid work than men and two times more time
on childcare.

In addition, children had to share in the increased
burden of performing household duties during
the pandemic, affecting their remote schooling
performance.

2020. However, the Ministry of Labour and Social
Development of the Kyrgyz Republic, which is re-
sponsible for establishing a social protection sys-
tem and implementing gender policy in Kyrgyzstan,
was not included in either of the COVID-19 Task
Force groups.

In May 2020, an anti-crisis fund, amounting to 2
per cent of GDP in 2020 and 7 per cent of GDP in
2021, was established to support enterprises in
the hardest-hit sectors. One of the main measures
that were funded was the concessional financing
of support businesses in several sectors of the Kyr-
gyz economy; this included those fields with high
rates of women’s employment, such as tourism,
light industry, agribusiness, education, services,
trade and others. Additional support measures
include taxation and debt-service relief, a mora-
torium on business inspections, a temporary ban
on bankruptcy procedures of businesses until 2021
and an exemption from paying rent on state/mu-
nicipal-owned property.

The Government introduced compensation schemes
(usually one-off payments or a small increase in
salary payments) to healthcare, social and educa-
tion employees. From a care and employment per-
spective, however, the response was minimal. No
measures were introduced that were specifically
intended for working parents who were affected by
the closure of childcare services and schools.

Overall, COVID-19 policy responses have not ad-
dressed gender inequalities. To counterbalance
the trend towards exacerbating existing inequali-
ties, the most pervasive of which has been gender
inequality during COVID-19, policies must focus
on the vulnerabilities created or deepened by the
pandemic.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Government of Kyrgyzstan, like many others
across the region, responded to the COVID-19 pan-
demic in mid-March 2020 with lockdown and re-
strictive measures to contain the spread of the virus.
Measures included border closures, travel restrictions,
school shutdowns, a ban on large gatherings, trans-
port restrictions, the introduction of curfews that
spread over several days and closure of non-essential
services. The pandemic and subsequent shutdown re-
sponse has had a serious impact on the economy, with
GDP falling by 8.1 per cent from January to November
2020 on an annual basis,” as well as a drop in remit-
tances by 25 per cent and a rise in the unemployment
rate to 21 per cent.?

In addition to such devastating economic disruption,
it has been widely recognized that the current crisis
in Kyrgyzstan has exacerbated already existing gender
inequalities with extensive implications for women.
With the closure of day cares and other social service
premises and with a shift to working from home and
online education, the need to perform unpaid chores
in the household has increased.

Women in Kyrgyzstan carried a disproportionate
amount of unpaid care work prior to the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Data from a time-use survey
in 2015 show that females spend 1.3 hours less each
day on paid work, while at the same time, they also
spend 2.75 hours more per day on unpaid work than
men on household work, work in the garden or or-
chard, and parenting. The discrepancy in the amount
of time spent on unpaid reproductive labour does not
depend on the employment status of women. The
work and care loads are even higher for self-employed

empowerment. Following the global trends, the eco-
nomic activity rate is lower for women (45 per cent)
than itis for men (75.4 per cent).3 The difference in the
employment rates is mainly due to the marked higher
inactivity of women in the labour market. Inactivity
rates in Kyrgyzstan are significantly higher for wom-
en, with the inactivity rate for women in 2019 at 57.3
per cent, against 28.1 per cent for men.#

Women in the country also take on more part-time
employment and casual roles in the family. According
to 2017 data from the National Statistical Commit-
tee, about 38 per cent of economically active females
have quit their jobs due to personal family reasons
(the corresponding value among males is 11 per cent).>
They are living in a society significantly influenced by
traditional gender roles and stereotypes. The roles
are divided into ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, with the
latter being less paid and precarious. The conflicting
demands on women'’s time for care (whether it is care
for elderly members, the sick or young children) and
paid work activities represent a fundamental barrier
to their economic participation and contribute to the
dwindling rate of labour-market involvement. Women
are largely recognized as being primary care providers,
and this societal expectation creates an unbalanced
sharing of family responsibilities at home. Women
invest more in childcare roles, and this has been es-
pecially true during the pandemic. These factors
perpetuate gender-based inequalities and women’s
economic vulnerability.

This report explores links between childcare provision
and women’s labour-market participation in Kyrgyz-
stan in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. First,
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