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ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report was commissioned by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission
for Asia and the Pacific’s (ESCAP) Catalyzing Women’s Entrepreneurship programme at
the request of the Bangladesh Small and Medium Enterprise Foundation (SMEF). ESCAP’s
regional programme ‘Catalyzing Women'’s Entrepreneurship’ is funded by the Government
of Canada, through Global Affairs Canada. The programme is a five-year initiative, aimed
at addressing three key overarching barriers faced by women entrepreneurs: (1) enabling
policy environment and regulatory challenges, (2) access to finance, and (3) use of
information and communication technologies (ICT) by women entrepreneurs.

This research is based on both primary and secondary data. Primary data was collected
through bilateral key informant interviews with a range of policy stakeholders from the
Government of Bangladesh, the private sector, women entrepreneurs, women entrepreneur
associations, among others. The preliminary findings of the research were validated
through a stakeholder consultation meeting, which was held in January 2021, with key
Bangladesh Government Ministries, stakeholders and women'’s associations.

This Rapid Policy Assessment provides recommendations to support women-owned
enterprises affected by the pandemic; and provides recommendations towards building
a gender-responsive business environment for women-owned CMSMEs in Bangladesh.
Recommendations are focused on a phased recovery approach, ranging from short-term
to long-term recovery measures.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Women's economic participation is integral to achieving economic growth and to the
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Bangladesh and the wider
Asia Pacific region. The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) estimates that if female labour
force participation increases to 45 per cent, GDP would rise by 2 percentage points.’
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has threatened recent progress towards women's
economic empowerment and participation in Bangladesh, presenting a new set of complex
challenges and barriers for women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh.

In this context, this Rapid Policy Assessment provides recommendations to support
women-owned Cottage, Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (CMSMEs)? affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic; and aims to contribute towards building a gender-responsive business
environment for women-owned enterprises in Bangladesh. The assessment is based on
desk research and bilateral stakeholder consultations, and builds on previous research on
the impact of COVID-19 on women entrepreneurs undertaken by other international and
national organizations in Bangladesh, as well as others elsewhere in the Asia Pacific region
and internationally.

The majority of women'’s enterprises in the country are CMSMEs and operate informally
and are concentrated in a few sectors — mostly in the wholesale and retail trade of textiles
(23.8 per cent).® However, increased access to technology is changing the profile of women
entrepreneurs. For instance, it is estimated that 50 per cent of e-commerce stores on the
most popular social media and digital trade platform in Bangladesh (chosen by 90 per
cent of social-media users), are owned by females.* The flexibility and limitless audience
reach provided by platform-based businesses provide a solution to many of the constraints
faced by women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh in a pre-COVID-19 context. For example,
women business owners are more likely than men to face a lack of access to finance due to
insufficient personal and business documentation such as trade licenses. Moreover, legal
constraints to women'’s economic participation do exist. Bangladesh scored 49.4 out of
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