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Purpose and Development of the CCA  

Following the repositioning of the UN Development System by UN Member States, the UN system in the 

aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ /ƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ό¦b{5/Cύ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

implementation instrument in support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda), with 

a commitment to leave no one behind and in line with Maldives human rights and other international 

ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ for 2022-2026, to national development priorities as 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Strategic Action Plan (2019-2023), COVID-19 National Resilience and Recovery 

Plan 2020-2022, and in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

The UNSDCF will support economic and social transformation, and the development of an equal, inclusive, 

resilient, ŀƴŘ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǘƻ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ 

context and leveraging financing for achieving the SDGs. The UNSDCF will be centred around a set of priority 

ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ¦b ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ 

areas will be identified, in consultation with the Government and other stakeholders based upon the findings 

ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ //!Σ ǘƘŜ ¦bΩs comparative advantages vis-à-vis the Government and other development actors. 

These preparations are informed by an independent evaluation of the UN Development Assistance Framework 

(UNDAF) 2016-2020. This Common Country Analysis (CCA) ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ¦b ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ independent, impartial, and 

collective assessment and analysis of the country situation, providing insights to guide the development of the 

new UNSDCF. The CCA follows the conceptual framework and structure set out in the UNDSG guidance. The 

format has been adapted slightly to reflect the organisation of nationally available information.  

The CCA articulates the context, opportunities and challenges facing the Maldives, encompassing sustainable 

development, human rights, gender equality, peace and security, and climate and disaster resilience. The CCA 

has been largely informed by the situational analyses by Government and the UNCT, which provide 

information on past targets, achievements and challenges and take stock of remaining challenges. It uses 

secondary data from national, international and UN sources. Additional primary information gathering has 

been provided by UN agencies by leveraging UN system convening power to engage with the government and 

partners, including the most vulnerable and marginalized people and their organizations. Review of existing 

sources (assessment, publications, research findings, analytical tools, big data, national surveys) of 

disaggregated data (sex, income, age, and other factors) both at national and global level was also undertaken. 

Pertinent information has been obtained from a range of national sources, as well as a wide range of studies 

and reports of UN agencies, the World Bank, IMF, IDB, bilateral organisations and others. This review has 

included specific studies on critical areas such as policies and programmes to mainstream SDGs and climate 

change issues, generating employment (especially of youth), human rights and gender equality. 

Data and information have been disaggregated to the extent possible. The CCA highlights the data gaps, noting 

the need to strengthen capacity to collect data and continuously fill the gaps through future assessment. 

Targeted analysis has been undertaken by each of the UN agencies in line with their mandate. The greatest 

limitation to the CCA has been gaps in data to support comprehensive thematic analyses, or to map national 

realities against SDG targets. Secondly, there is a severe limitation in the availability of data disaggregated 

geographically, by gender, age, and other relevant characteristics in the Maldives. 

The preliminary findings of the CCA published in March 2020 were validated by UN and national stakeholders 

at a workshop. Extensive comments on the draft CCA were also made by the regional Peer Support Group. 

This present document has been updated to reflect the known impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic since March 

2020. UN agencies, funds and programmes based in Male and beyond contributed to this review.  

¢ƘŜ //! ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΣ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦b{5/C ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 

of key issues remains current.  
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Executive Summary 

Driven by international tourism and, more recently, construction, Maldives has achieved strong economic 

growth, which averaged 5.1% annually from 2000 to 2019. The country made tremendous progress toward 

reducing poverty, achieving universal primary education, reducing child mortality and diseases, narrowing the 

gender gap in health, education, and income, and a focus on addressing the threat of climate change.  Forty 

years of rapid growth fuelled by high-end tourism has brought the nation from least developed to upper-

middle income status.  Maldives has achieved improvements in important socio-economic indicators and has 

almost completed its demographic transition with the bulk of the population being of working age. Infant 

mortality and maternal mortality rates are the lowest for the country.  

As an island nation, Maldives faces huge challenges in the development arena. The nationΩǎ geography makes 

equitable and inclusive development difficult and expensive to ensure. The country faces challenges in building 

opportunities for young people, improving gender equality, improving health care, migration and urbanization 

issues and development of basic infrastructure, and providing equitable access to quality basic services across 

the islands. Being a low-lying island nation, the impact on climate change cannot be neglected.  

In addition to obstacles common to other small island developing states (SID{ύΣ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 

centre on the issues of inclusiveness, resilience, and sustainability. Until recently, the tourism sector generated 

limited local employment and economic linkages. The economy is dependent on the state and state-owned 

enterprises (SOEs) for employment and most services. Regulatory barriers, inefficiencies, skills shortage, and 

competition for credit add to the disadvantages caused by a small market and dispersed population, slowing 

the development of a diversified private sector economy that is more resilient to external shocks. Many islands 

do not adequately treat waste and wastewater, affecting the quality of island life and the integrity of the 

ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎΦ  

Despite high public revenues, the cost of providing subsidized services to a dispersed population, and heavy 

government borrowing and guarantees to finance large infrastructure and social housing projects undermine 

fiscal sustainability. Persistent budget deficits increase public debt and crowd out the private sector from 

financial markets. While public revenue levels (26% of GDP during 2014ς2019) exceed the Asian average,1 

there are abundant subsidies to ensure affordability and widespread access. High levels of employment by the 

government and SOEs are an important income source for the population, but reduce efficiency and 

productivity, making the economy less resilient. Since 2015, ambitious investment in public infrastructure and 

social housing further strained the public budget. Budget deficits were financed through growing external 

debt, leading to a classification of high risk of debt distress by the International Monetary Fund (IMF).2 High 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŘŜōǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ōŀƴƪǎΩ ŀǎǎŜǘ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŎǊƻǿŘǎ ƻǳǘ ƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘhe private sector.3  

Currently within and between waves of COVID-19 infections, the development and economic realities of the 

Maldives are more fragile and uneven than they have been in more than a decade, with the country under 

high risk of debt distress for the medium term, but also a major spike in unemployment among Maldivians and 

migrant workers, with women and the youth especially affected. This is coupled with increasing environmental 

vulnerabilities and social inequalities, with increasing gender inequality, and widening of the gap between the 

rich and poor, capital and the Atolls.  

 
1 Includes tax and nontax revenues, excluding grants. About 40% of public revenues are directly related to the tourism sector. The average revenue-to-
GDP ratio in Asia was 23% in 2018 (excluding Pacific SIDS at 65%, as a result of grants, royalties, compact payments, and other non-fiscal revenue 
sources). ADB. 2019. Basic Statistics.   
2 Total public debt outstanding grew by 73% during 2014ς2019, and is equivalent to 62% of GDP; external government debt grew by 92% over the same 
period to reach 25% of GDP. Maldives Monetary Authority. 2020. April 2020 Monthly Statistics. Malé (Tables 6.1 and 15). The IMF (IMF. 2020. Maldives: 
Request for Disbursement Under the Rapid Credit Facility. IMF Country Report. No. 20/133. Washington, DC) assesses the debt as sustainable if stated 
policies are implemented, even given the present COVID-19 scenario.   
3 Financial corporations (pension funds, other fund accounts, finance and insurance companies) hold 41% of the domestic debt (72% of their assets), 
followed by commercial banks with 38% (22% of assets) and the Maldives Monetary Authority with 19% (33% of its assets).   
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In less than one year, COVID-19 has seen aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΣ as 

a result of its disproportionate dependency on tourism. New vulnerabilities have been exposed by small 

businesses and resorts having either closed down or cut back on staff, impacting over 11,000 employees, and 

more severely on daily wage earners.  This new, extreme vulnerability has combined with increased tensions, 

conflictual language and hate speech across social and political landscapes. Political opposition and activists 

have contributed to a more critical environment on social media and on the streets.  ¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

longstanding commitment to health and education for all has largely vanquished communicable diseases and 

illiteracy, but the pandemic has enabled poverty and economic vulnerability to re-emerge. The COVID-19 

pandemic and the socioeconomic crisis it has triggered could derail years of national efforts to achieve the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Over a decade ago, Maldives began a journey of democratisation, resulting in political turbulence, with 

increasing populism, low tolerance of expressed differences, emerging conservatism and extremism, and 

declining trust in independent institutions including the judiciary. However, the relative political stability being 

enjoyed currently (though still volatile) creates an opportunity for democratic consolidation. Local elections 

(2021) and Presidential elections (2023) are opportunities for the gains of democratisation to be reinforced. 

Successive governments have supported the development of government services, jobs, health centres and 

schools throughout the country, and the elaboration of a social safety net. However, recent governments have 

focused on short term goals, particularly on infrastructure, with serious issues around their quality, cost-

effectiveness, ability to withstand shocks and capacity to provide minimum services during crisis and social and 

environmental impact. At present there is no participatory process for policy planning with those communities 

who are hard to reach and often left behind, no long-term vision for the nation nor a national development 

plan for sustainable development (beyond the five-year term of national administrations). This will continue 

to reduce opportunities to capture the first demographic dividend of the Maldives population structure, and 

face the challenges posed by rapid population ageing. 

Internal migration from the atolls to the capital, Malé has continued, leading to the urbanization of the greater 

Malé area and rural depopulation. However, COVID-19 has also caused a temporary but significant return to 

the islands, with outflows of individuals and families and thousands of migrant workers due to financial 

challenges and the high cost of living in the capital.  The serious challenges of urbanisation, exacerbated 

because of COVID-19, has prompted the resettlement of many migrant workers to other locations within the 

Greater Malé area and the return home of others. As the economy begins its gradual recovery, international 

migrants throughout the country continue to work in the tourism and construction industry.  Continued high 

population density, difficulties in assuring the right to adequate housing, and a projected sizeable population 

growth has significant implications for policy and planning.  During the COVID-19 lockdown, migrants were 

impacted by worsening living conditions, being further crammed into congested guesthouses, evicted by 

negligent employers, or housed in temporary Government shelters, which also lead to increased vulnerability 

in contracting the disease.  

Since the early 2000s, and enshrined in the Constitution (2008), decentralization has been a Government 

agenda.  However, a lack of consistency on policy by successive governments has resulted in a more centralized 

form of governance. The present administration is committed to decentralization and has amended the law 

to empower and give more financial autonomy to the local councils which will additionally have 33% of seats 

reserved for women (when formed). Comprehensive plans to support communities have been developed but 

the financial crisis will ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǌƻƭƭ ƻǳǘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛƴŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ 

more debt.  Due to COVID-19, the island council elections were postponed (until March 2021), and the roll out 

of the decentralisation agenda, and the yielding of its potential dividends, has been delayed.  
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Prospects of Maldives achieving the 2030 Agenda 
 

Prosperity  

Maldives promotes an open economy that has continued to grow. While it is rapidly diversifying its tourism 

base and expanding from high end to mid-range accommodation, dependence on high-end tourism remains. 

Both tourism and construction, the other major growth area, largely employ foreign migrant workers.  

Maldivian school-leavers are not prepared for existing skilled jobs and eschew manual trades: labour shortages 

coexist with youth unemployment and high non-participation in the labour force, driven in part by inequities 

and income disparities. Despite migrant workers contributing to the prosperity of Maldives in achieving the 

2030 Agenda, they comprise the majority of workers in the hardest hit sector of tourism and construction and 

were disproportionately impacted by income reductions and job losses during COVID-19. The enormous 

financial challenges now facing Maldives are amplified by the negative impacts of COVID-19. 

! ƭƻǿ ōƛǊǘƘ ǊŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ΨȅƻǳǘƘ ōǳƭƎŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻǳǘƴǳƳōŜǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ƻƭŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘΩ ƻŦ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘ 

national savings, but it cannot be realized unless a dynamic private sector is created to provide jobs, and 

measures are agreed to prepare for the demographic shift and the education system prepares youth to provide 

the skills the market requires. Currently only 8 per cent of women obtain more than a basic 10 years of 

education.  Effort to achieve these prerequisites are in their early stages with more women currently enrolled 

in higher education than men. 

The elderly population is projected to increase five times its 2014 levels, from 16,607 to 89,945 in 2045.4 A 

shrinking Maldivian workforce coupled with a higher dependency ratio will put additional burden to support 

and provide social services including allocation of increased budget for health and social security. In addition, 

average life expectancy has increased from 76.5 (in 2005 - 2007) to 82.0 (2013 - 2015) years of age with a gap 

of almost 6 years between men (79.0 years) and women (85.7 years)5. However, data indicates that quality of 

life has decreased, especially for men, with increased morbidities. This is expected to create additional care 

burdens for women given their traditional caring roles within the households. 

 

People  

Poverty levels were 6.6 per cent in 2016 using the internal poverty line of $1.25 (MVR70).6 Using a more 

nuanced approach to measuring poverty, the 2019 Multidimensional Poverty Index indicates the incidence of 

poverty (H) in Maldives was 28%, and the average intensity (A) was 51%. The Multidimensional Poverty Index 

(MPI) was 0.145. In Maldives, more people were living in multidimensional poverty (28%) than monetary 

poverty (8% were living below the poverty line of MVR 74). 87% of people who are multidimensionally poor 

were living in the Atolls, and only 13% on the populous capital island of MaleΩ7. At the national level, years of 

schooling contributed the most to overall poverty in Maldives at 19%, and access to health contributed 16%. 

Children bear the greatest burden of poverty and have a higher likelihood of being multidimensionally poorer 

than any other age group, with one third of 0ς17 year olds living in MPI poor households.8 Due to increased 

government spending on health, education and social protection, the financial burden of poverty is declining, 

and the focus now needs to shift towards minimizing the urban-rural gap in the quality of service provision 

and tracking poverty9.  

 
4 National Bureau of Statistics and UNFPA (2018). Maldives Population Projections 2014 - 2054: Assumptions and Results Analysis. 
5 http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/yearbook/2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2020/11/3.6.pdf 
6 National Bureau of Statistics (2016). Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) Analytical Report IV: Poverty & Inequality 
7 10% of population in Male are multidimensionally poor whereas 40% of people in the Atolls are poor. 
8 National Multidimensional Poverty in Maldives. 2020.   
https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/National_MD_Poverty_in_Maldives_2020.pdf 
9 Ministry of Environment and Energy (2017). Voluntary National Review for the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development 2017 
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Gender equality scores are low across all the targets. While modernization has opened new opportunities for 

women, it is important to address the root causes of discrimination and inequality to ensure women can also 

benefit.  Very few women work in tourism, primarily due to cultural norms of a carer role assigned to women 

and social expectations and stereotypes.  Largely self-employed, women were displaced from traditionally 

important economic roles by the advent of industrialized fish processing and commercial tailoring. The rate of 

female participation in the labour force is low, with women bearing a disproportionate burden of unpaid care 

and domestic work. Violence against women (VAW) has increased, with youth extremism, gang violence, 

gender inequality and VAW interconnecting due to inadequate housing and lack of productive engagement 

and social support for young people and families. Increasingly conservative religious and social views have 

witnessed significant shifting of views away from gender equality. WƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƛǎ low. 

Maternal, child and neonatal mortality rates decreased and plateaued while childhood nutrition indicators 

show double burden of malnutrition.10 Poor nutrition and diet, tobacco and drug use, and sedentary lifestyles 

pose major challenges towards achieving health targets261. Despite the universal financial cover for health care 

cost of the Maldivians, access to health care, particularly for those with disabilities, mental health and long-

term condition remain a significant challenge for those living in the Atolls, and foreign migrant workers. Almost 

711 per cent of Maldivians have a disability. A government social protection programme includes the provision 

of a disability allowance, with only 25.5 per cent of eligible people receiving the allowance. Drug use among 

ȅƻǳǘƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀōǳǎŜǊǎ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎέΦ DŀƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 

extremist ideology provide dangerous outlets for marginalised individuals. 

All children are guaranteed 14 years of free education from pre-primary level. However, education does not 

prepare young people for employment. Access to secondary education in the atolls is a major limitation, with 

only very limited access to lower-secondary and almost none for higher-secondary education. Many children 

end schooling early and can become engaged in risky behaviours or migrate to Malé.  

There is an urgent need for a comprehensive review of human resources capacity development, to improve 

effectiveness and availability of quality public services.  
 

Planet    

As an archipelago, Maldives depends on the sea for its livelihood, from tourism and fisheries. Rapid 

urbanization and growth, as well as unsustainable and unchecked development practices across the islands, 

have led to serious overcrowding, fresh water, and waste treatment issues, as well as threatening the 

environment and future of the Maldives.  The 2004 tsunami caused severe damage12 and underscored the 

high vulnerability of the country to climatic events and climate change-driven sea and temperature rise: 70% 

of the countryΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƭŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀ is less than one metres above sea level, and within 100 metres of the shore, 

aggravating issues of coastal flooding and salt water intrusion, impacting fresh water availability and quality.  The 

ever-increasing use of imported fossil fuels is unsustainable. In December 2020, the President announced the 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ achieving zero net emissions by 2030. Significant and dedicated actions, together with 

high levels of climate financing, will be required to make this a reality.  

The Government has placed a high priority on the environment in international fora.  The Government has 

raised concerns of unavailability of funding and of accessing to international finances.  Locally, capacities and 

technologically sustainable solutions are issues as Maldives explores the creation of a circular economy. The 

balance of expanding the tourism industry with the future sustainability of the island nation is a source of 

national debate. 

 
10 Ministry of Health (2017). Health SDG profile. 
11 London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and Eskey (2020). Maldives social protection and disability study 2017-2019. Preliminary results  
12 The Indian Ocean Tsunami hit the Maldives on December 26, 2004. It took the lives of more than 80 people and led to estimated damages of US$470 
million or 62 percent of 2004 GDP. 
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While there is progress on some SDG targets relevant to the environmental dimension of Agenda 2030, 

significant data gaps limit the possibility of conducting a robust assessment of the progress. Access to water 

and sanitation has improved, with 98 per cent of the population with access to safely managed drinking water 

and sanitation facilities13. However, waste management, energy and emission targets and optimal tourism 

remain problematic. Efforts are underway to promote renewable energy sources, with the target to replace 

up to 30 per cent of daytime peak load of electricity with these sources but so far renewables are 

supplementing, not replacing fossil fuels.  
 

Peace  

tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ƳƛȄŜŘΣ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

instability, and increasing religious conservatism. There has been a strong, renewed commitment to the rule 

of law, accountability, and human rights. Decentralization promises to bring decision-making closer to the 

people and to ensure a more transparent engagement on key issues.  While the Government express its 

commitment to ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ space shows a growing prevalence of 

hate speech exacerbated by COVID-19 and associated shocks. 

Although gender inequalities have grown, some progress has been made with enactment of appropriate laws. 

However, as in other target areas of economic and social rights, implementation of policies is limited, genuine 

public debate and discourse is scarce and conservative social attitudes are prevalent.  

Inadequate implementation of policies and standards is also seen in prison conditions, juvenile detention 

standards, drug rehabilitation options, and availability of mental health services and protective services for 

victims and survivors. The chief constraint is adequate budgeting and investment in skills and mindsets, and 

making available the human resources to implement new laws and policies.  

The key challenge in achieving sustained progress in peace and justice results from a decade of polarized 

politics which has reduced already limited trust and created a high turnover of staff in institutions and in the 

civil service.  The loss of experienced senior staff is especially devastating in a small island nation. 
 

Partnerships   

Progress is slow, without a national vision and plan that aligns with the SDGs through 2030.  Sectors work in 

silos and partners are not coordinated. Medium term plans have been developed across many sectors, while 

no long-term national development plan exists to anchor sectoral planning towards a common vision for 

aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ Ŧǳture. ! ΨǿƘƻƭŜ-of-ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ to build capacity within sectors on planning 

and strategizing, budgeting, data management and statistical capacity278,279. A common vision for the future 

Maldives is absent from the political and social realms. 

Localization of the SDGs has not progressed, and data gaps exist, especially in social and environmentally 

related SDGs.  While several SDG indicators call for data that distinguish disability, among others, unavailability 

of disability-disaggregated data makes it difficult to track those who might be left behind.  Utility of the existing 

data systems and data management capacities needs to be prioritised.  

The Government is committed to achieving the SDGs, but progress is slow.  The implementation of Agenda 

2030 requires policy analysis using disaggregated data, supporting adequately resourced programmes 

designed to reach vulnerable communities in ways that address the causes of disparity and exclusion.  This will 

require increased political commitment and broad-based participation to drive the national sustainable 

development agenda forward, with the development of a long-term national development plan at its core. 

 

 
13 Ministry of Health & ICF (2019) Maldives Demographic Health Survey 2016/2017 
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Development Planning 

The national planning system was abolished by the previous government. The UN is supporting the 

development of legislation for a National Planning Act (January 2021). The absence of a longer-term 

development plan is a barrier to making tangible progress towards achieving the SDGs by 2030.  

The Strategic Action Plan (SAP) (2019-2023) outlines a medium-term plan based on the manifesto of the 

governing coalition.  Key national priorities and main goals are set out in the SAP, a number of sectoral plans, 

and in light of COVID-19, and the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) (through to the end of 2023). 

The SAP is articulated around five themes with 33 subsector policies and related actions. The five themes are 

Blue Economy, Caring State, Dignified Families, Jazeera Dhiriulhun (Island Life) and Good Governance. 

The Blue economy outlines economic priorities and how they will be delivered in a sustainable manner.  It 

includes the productive sectors, labour, and employment. The Caring State outlines priorities relevant to social 

progress in the subsectors of health, education and higher education, social protection, and prevention of 

narcotic abuse and drug rehabilitation.  Dignified Families outlines priorities for social progress, focussing on 

family, housing, youth, community empowerment, sports, and Islamic faith. 

Jazeera Dhiriulhun outlines priorities for community infrastructure and services, including clean energy, waste 

as a resource, environmental protection and preservation, resilient communities, information communication, 

and technology, water and sanitation, transport network, arts, culture, heritage and decentralization. 

Good governance outlines key governance reforms for national security and public safety, an accountable 

state, independent institutions and public service reform, rule of law and justice, gender equality, foreign 

affairs and eliminating corruption. Decentralisation of decision making is a core policy tenet of the SAP.  

 

Leaving No One Behind 

The Government is committed to the realisation of human rights but lacks capacities to fully meet its 

obligations as a duty-bearer. Social norms, increasing conservatism, especially gender equality and women 

rights, also act as barriers. Specific groups are not benefitting equally from current patterns of development, 

and experience inequality, discrimination, and inequity and limited participation. Women, children, youth, and 

migrants are the most impacted. Their vulnerabilities are further increased by reduced access to educational 

or training opportunities, limited access to income generating opportunities and/or productive assets, having 

a disability, being poor, living in the atolls, coming from a broken home, or having a different gender identity 

or sexual orientation, or religious identity or minority. As most migrant workers are lower-skilled, they are 

vulnerable to unethical recruitment and labour practices. This is especially the case in the Maldives which has 

witnessed human trafficking for labour, particularly in the construction and services sectors. Migrant workers 

are vulnerable to fraudulent recruitment practices, document retention, debt bondage, and wage 

confiscation. The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed migrant workers to labour exploitation. Challenges 

faced by women are further compounded by traditional notions of the roles and responsibilities of women. 

Being young, unmarried and having a child out of wedlock increases exclusion. Women bear the 

disproportionate burden of unpaid care and domestic work including caring for the young, sick, and elderly. 

Persons with disabilities are more likely to live in poverty than those without. Already vulnerable, elderly 

people were disproportionately impacted by COVID-19. The right to a dignified life, non-discrimination and 

inclusion for both groups are severely affected by the lack of services and enabling social and physical 

environment, and concomitant state services and support.   

All people at risk are negatively affected by the unravelling of traditional extended family support systems.  

Limited to cash grants, modern social protection measures have assisted some, but far from all.  These systems 

have been proven in recent impact evaluations to not effectively reduce poverty among the target groups.   
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A unified, single national social protection system of services and support needs to be built for all vulnerable 

groups, including informal sector workers and a universal child benefit should be prioritized to more effectively 

reduce inequalities and ease the barrier of having to apply for the most vulnerable families and migrants.  

LGBTQI people face a particularly difficult position, as Maldives criminalizes same sex relationships, and 

proponents of equality are harassed by cultural conservatives.  Building acceptance, inclusion, and a consensus 

in favour of legal reform will require advocacy, support, dialogue, and public sensitization to human rights. 

New strategies to address discrimination and exclusion, as well as the roots of extremism, are needed.  

Conservative narratives are used successfully to influence policy making and to discourage the efforts to 

address root causes of vulnerability, ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΦ 

Opportunities must be sought through international partnerships, empowerment of community groups and 

professionals to shift the current narrative. 
 

Regional, sub regional and cross-boundary issues 

Cross-boundary and regional issues are becoming increasingly important for the Maldives politically, and in 

terms of attaining SDG targets as they have implications for the country's economic growth, diversification, 

trade, and regional cooperation. A traditionally neutral country, Maldives received strong support from India 

and western partners during its earlier development.  The previous administration adopted a pro-China policy 

and borrowed heavily for infrastructure.  The current government has renewed close ties with India, which 

has committed to finance US $1.4 billion over a period of four years.  It also maintains positive ties with China 

and can be expected to promote balanced relations with the large regional powers.  

 

A Small Island Developing State (SIDS), the Maldives is a member of the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), 

and currently chairs its Bureau.  It supports the Small Island Developing States Accelerated Modalities of 

Action or SAMOA Pathway and a SIDS Partnership Framework.  Maldives is a member of the Non-Aligned 

Movement, and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation and the Coalition for Disaster Resilient infrastructure. 

The Maldives is a founder member of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the 

nation plays a very active role in the association.14 Maldives rejoined the Commonwealth in February 2020, 

reaffirming its commitment to work with like-minded nations to promote democracy, human rights and the 

rule of law. Maldives is also the member of the Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF), an international partnership 

of 48 developing countries highly vulnerable to climate change. CVF serves as a South-South cooperation 

platform for participating governments to act together on global climate change. 

Saudi Arabia plays an important role economically, culturally, and through education, in influencing the 

Maldives through their investments.  These have included the promotion of religious conservatism. Maldives 

is actively engaged with partners in countering extremist narratives.   
 

Financing landscape and opportunities 

As an upper-middle income country, the Maldives is no longer a recipient of significant levels of overseas 

development aid. In 2015 ς 2017 average aid was around $30 million annually, largely loans. Most aid came 

from regional sources, including the Asian and Islamic Development Banks, International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD) and direct bilateral assistance from Australia, Japan and Kuwait. 

The Maldives has thus far not had a programme or results-based budget, making it extremely challenging for 

parliament or the public to oversee and scrutinize the budget, establish accountability, and address 

 
14 Maldives started the process for membership of RIMES and CDRI (Coalition of disaster resilient infrastructure) https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/23790 
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corruption. It is also difficult to determine what is being spent on the SDGs, and what fiscal space exists for 

further investing in reducing inequalities (the MPI shows that the richest are thirty times richer than the 

poorest).  In broad terms, the Maldives has committed a substantial proportion of its budget to SDG priorities, 

providing services such as free educational opportunity through university and healthcare for all.  Now the 

SAP seeks to develop infrastructure to assure, for instance, that no one in the country is more than 30 minutes 

away from medical care.  Such efforts are taking place across many sectors.  

Implementation and enforcement of policies will require significant capacity building and an expansion of the 

public sector, requiring painful trade-offs with infrastructure investment to maintain fiscal restraint.  

aƻōƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƻŦŦǎƘƻǊŜ ƛǎ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ 

social, and institutional transformation.  A campaign for national development could be promoted through a 

coordinated donor-national partnership mechanism for the SDGs.   

The government has yet to secure the resources and capacities (means of implementation) needed to 

implement the 2030 Agenda. COVID-19 has had a dramatic impact on the MaldivŜǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ 

reserves. Together with the UN, the Government has launched an Integrated National Financing Framework 

(INFF). The INFF will play an important role in bringing together the SDG policy and priorities with financing 

initiatives in a holistic and systematic manner across Government. A public awareness campaign about the 

SDGs needs to be rolled out across the country, in line with mobilizing support for the reinvigoration of a 

longer term national planning agenda.   

Until recently there has been only limited coordination among Maldives development partners.  The 

government is now using the Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 2019-2023 as the basis for coordination of the sectors 

and development partners. The UN Maldives is convening development partners and civil society 

organisations in line with the SDGs and the financing agenda around various SDG themes.  

 

Challenges and gaps towards achieving the 2030 Agenda 

¢ƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǊŀǇƛŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǇƛǊƛƴƎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ {!t 

provides a vision for the period of the current Government (through 2023), but there is not yet consensus 

around key issues. These include whether to build upon traditional culture or follow a more conservative 

vision, challenges related to gender discrimination and inequality, the form of democracy and rule of law, and 

whether to build a centralised or decentralised state. An inclusive national dialogue is needed to build 

consensus on a common path all can accept for the Maldives of the future. 

Another key challenge for the Maldives is to balance large investments needed in infrastructure gaps (to boost 

tourism, increase resilience to climate change and improve service delivery) and the rapid accumulation of 

public debt. Overall indebtedness is high and reserves low. This has been significantly worsened by COVID-19.  

The decline in the birthrate offers a demographic dividend, but only if the economy can diversify and generate 

attractive private sector jobs. The latest employment indicators in 2019 show that 28% of males and females 

aged 15 - 35 are neither in employment nor education or in training (NEET), with a significant difference 

between men and women. Additionally, a significant difference is observed between males and females in the 

atolls with the NEET rate for the latter being higher. Active engagement of youth in a dynamic economy would 

help support ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ gender equality and the exclusion that feeds drug use, gangs, and extremism. 

On the whole, poverty has reduced in recent years. However, many remain clustered just above the poverty 

line and face the risk of falling back into poverty. The Gini coefficient reveals inequality between Malé and the 

atolls, with almost 1 in 5 Maldivians in the southern atolls being poor (40 per cent using the MPI).  

The social protection system reduces the risk of financial burden throughout the life cycle of 

Maldivians.  However, there is a lack of inclusive development policies that facilitate participation of persons 
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with disabilities and elderly. The gaps in the systems results in exclusion of the most vulnerable and the 

absence of social protection for informal and migrant workers is a major concern. The pre-existing 

vulnerabilities of the migrant population in terms of health and socio-economic wellbeing, including the lack 

of equal access to basic rights to social protection and health services, and adequate housing, have worsened 

during COVID-19, particularly due to the border closures and lockdown in the greater Malé area. The 

mandated health insurance package most migrants prescribe to only covers inpatient care, while irregular 

migrants do not possess the documentation required for health coverage. Indeed, an estimated 60,000 

migrants have little-to-no-access to healthcarŜΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ 

impeded their access to the social relief packages offered by the Government. 

The Maldives has a relatively young working population. Most male workers are employed, while many female 

workers remain outside the labour force. Youth unemployment seems to be on the rise, while low wages and 

existing working conditions do not attract Maldivians to many job categories. Young Maldivians also often lack 

skills required to access higher-paying jobs. 

The Government faces a difficult landscape.  The recent pandemic has exhausted the national budget due to 

additional expenditure on COVID-19 response and recovery work. COVID-19 expenditure report shows, as of 

November 2020 Government spending of MVR 2,680.7 million (US$171m) for pandemic response and 

recovery.15 Due to this factor, sustainability of current level of funding by government for social, health and 

education sector in the coming years is at risk. It must contain recurrent spending and improve the efficiency 

of social spending through increased capital investments, while renewing efforts in economic and social 

inclusion of all regions across the country, fostering private sector job creation, building human capacities and 

skills and reducing vulnerability by enhancing disaster risk preparedness.  And it must do so while improving 

public sector management and budget credibility. 

 

Analysis of Risks16  

Risk areas for which mitigating action is required by UN support broadly relate to political stability, the 

environment and climate change and disaster risk, economic stability and social cohesion, democratic space 

and the countering of the fundamentalist narrative, gender equality and discrimination. These risk areas are 

interlinked and have the potential to undermine progress towards achieving the SDGs.  

The polarised nature of politics in the Maldives has created instability as borne out in competing national 

visions for the country. COVID-19 has further exacerbated this, offering critics of the government 

opportunities to highlight faƛƭƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

advantage ahead of local (2021) and presidential (2023) elections.  The opportunity for the government and 

the opposition to build a common platform for one vision for all Maldivians has not been taken. Corruption is 

ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ the SDGs, with the Maldives ranked 130 

out of 180 on TranspareƴŎȅ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ /ƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ LƴŘŜȄΦ17 

Growing gender inequality, increasing unemployment rates among women and signs of negative attitudes 

towards gender equality are serious areas of risk. Violence against women and girls in all its forms, including 

harmful practices, threatens to undermine inclusive development. In addition, social exclusion and 

discrimination, issues of youth and conservatism all hamper the ability of Maldives to capture the benefits of 

its demographic dividend. 

 
15 Ministry of Finance, 2020 
16 See Annex 1 matrix for more details on specific risk factors, a probability and impact rating and early warning indicators. 
17 https://www.transparency.org/country/MDV# 

https://www.transparency.org/country/MDV
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External risks that could seriously affect the Maldives, and potentially become internal risks are regional power 

rivalries, radicalisation or terrorism.  Increasing extremism is contributing to increasing gender inequality, and 

has implications for social cohesion and risk areas around justice and the rule of law. aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ 

location also makes it vulnerable to drug trafficking and organized crime, affecting health and human lives. 

Institutional instability and a limited culture of judicial independence, limited safeguards, a failure to 

demonstrate accountability for past abuses, the limitations of systems, and weak capacities are major risks for 

the justice sector. Gender justice is a critical concern as limited public confidence in the transparency and 

independence of the Judiciary, due to lengthy periods for cases to be processed, and a perception of limited 

fairness. A lack of understanding of legal rights and political polarisation are hampering the revival of public 

civic education on legal rights and human rights principles. Extensive reform is required in terms of 

infrastructural, law reform, training, and capacity building within the judiciary. Such training should include 

the sensitization of rights, gender disparity issues and international norms18.  

Economic risks include limited workforce planning and job creation for women, youth, and populations located 

in specific geographical areas, missing the demographic dividend, failure to diversify, leading to severe impacts 

from external shocks to tourist demand, slow diversification of private sector growth, and a financial crisis 

caused by debt and economic costs associated with climate change and extreme events which can reduce 

government revenue and result in retrogression in enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights. 

Economic instability will negatively impact on governance, social cohesion, access to services, and migration. 

Limited human capacity development to match infrastructure operations and maintenance needs, and a lack 

of meaningful access to social services are significant risks. Climate change-driven impacts and disaster events 

are high risks for infrastructure which are not disaster and risk proof. Flooding events, storm surge or tsunami 

inundation may cause significant infrastructure damage and disruption to services. Climate change induced 

sea level rise may aggravate freshwater availability increasing stress on water desalinization. Increasing air 

temperatures further increase energy demand and stress energy infrastructure.  In both inhabited islands and 

resorts 80 per cent of the powerhouses are located within 100 metres of coastline. More than 75 per cent of 

telecommunication infrastructures are located within 100 metres from the coastline. The infrastructure of the 

two international airports is within 50 metres of the coastline. About 30 per cent of the infrastructure of Male' 

International Airport lies within this range and additional land reclamation done on the island towards the 

ocean-ward side has resulted in parts of the island being within 15 metres of the wave break zone. 

Continued migration from the atolls to Malé poses challenges to the balanced development of the country. 

The current migration management system does not prevent the exploitation of foreign workers and 

minimising the number of undocumented workers, which can have labour market as well as health and 

security related impacts. More could be done to combat human trafficking through stricter monitoring, 

investigations and prosecutions of labour recruitment agencies and employers. Additionally, the Government 

should review the existing migrant quota system, as many undocumented migrants arrive through regular 

channels, only to turn irregular after employers fail to pay the visa fees. 

Public health risks include growth of non-communicable diseases and mental health issues. With a high 

number of tourists and international migrant workers travelling into Maldives there is a risk of re-emergence 

of eliminated diseases or the introduction of new diseases (such as new strains of the coronavirus). 

Agriculture and food safety risks include losses of arable land and food safety issues. Most food is imported, 

and Maldives relies on single source countries which poses a major risk for food security. There is no system 

to check the safety of imported food, and no control or monitoring of fertilizer use in local agriculture. 

 
18 Review of the progress and remaining challenges in implementing the Beijing declaration and platform for action (BPfA) in the Maldives. June 2019 
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Environment and climate change risks are high and numerous and include rising sea levels which could lead to 

the potential loss of low-lying island land from sea-level rise, the risks of floods or other disasters arising from 

extreme weather events, exacerbated by the failure to adequately prepare, and exposure to erosion, drought 

and hazards, and increasingly severe impacts of climate extremes. 

All these risks were evident well before COVID-19.  The socioeconomic impact of the pandemic has further 

exposed the limited reserves and capacity that the country has available to tackle the recovery for a more 

resilient Maldives, in line with the 2030 Agenda.  In the absence of a meaningful international agreement for 

supporting countries such as the Maldives to access   affordable debt alleviation, and to finance the recovery 

taking into account a green and inclusive recovery, the country will face significant obstacles in meeting its 

international obligations. 
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Chapter 1. Country Context 

The Maldives consists entirely of atolls, coral reefs, and low-lying coral islands. There are 22 geographical atolls 

comprising of about 1,200 islands, which are divided into 20 administrative units. By law, only about 200 islands are 

permanently inhabited. 

The total resident population of 557,426 with 379,270 

Maldivians and 178,156 foreigners19 is dispersed across 187 

inhabited islands, 40 resort, and non-administrative islands20. 

Officially, Maldivians share the same culture and speak the 

Dhivehi, the Maldivian language.  Three geographic subgroups 

speak mutually intelligible dialects.  Sunni Islam is the state 

religion, and all permanent residents must be Muslim. 

The population structure of Maldives presents a potential 

demographic dividend; which is the economic growth potential 

ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƘƛŦǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ 

when the share of the working-age population (15-64) is larger 

than the non-working-age share of the population (under 14 and 

over 65).  In other words, it is a boost in economic productivity 

that occurs when there are growing numbers of people in the 

workforce relative to the number of dependents.   

Population 

The population grew at a rate of 1.65 per cent from 2006 to  

402,071 persons by the 2014 Census.21 The mid-year population 

projections show that in 2021 the resident population will reach 

568,362 with Maldivians representing 68 per cent (35 percent 

male and 33 percent female) with 32 per cent comprising foreign 

nationals. 22  International migrant workers counted in the 2014 

Census were chiefly from South Asia, and 88 per cent were male.  

The birth rate has steadily declined, and the proportion of 

children under 15 years has decreased from 32 per cent to 28 per 

cent, while older persons aged 65 and above still account only 

for 5 per cent of the total population. With the Contraceptive 

Prevalence Rate (CPR) decline to 15 per cent, the Maldives has 

experienced a rapid fertility decline. This is an area of further 

research to examine other correlates of the decline including 

abortion, high mobility of people, STI/RTI and other RH morbidities. Abortion is illegal except under special 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴŎŜǎǘΣ ǊŀǇŜΣ ŎƻƴƎŜƴƛǘŀƭ ŘŜŦƻǊƳƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŀƭŀǎǎŜƳƛŎ ƳŀƧƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛŦŜΦ Young people 

under 25 years comprise 40 per cent of Maldivians (and 43 per cent of the total population, including foreigners). 

According to the 2014 Census, the population is concentrated in the capital city Malé with 38 per cent of the 

population. Similarly, most of the international migrant population is in Malé. 

 
19 Statistical Pocketbook Maldives, 2020. 
20 Population & Development in Maldives 2019, International Conference on Population and Development, (ICPD) 25+, National Bureau of Statistics 
21 National Bureau of Statistics (2015). Maldives Population and Housing Census 2014. Statistical release 1: Population and household, p13 
22 National Bureau of Statistics (2020) Statistical Yearbook of the Maldives 2020 
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 Figure 1: Projected population by age group 2014-205423 

As the Maldives reaches the end of its demographic 

transition, it no longer qualifies as having a very 

young population, despite nearly 50 per cent of all 

Maldivian residents being under 25 years old. This 

changing age structure has important potential 

benefits, because the economically active population 

is much larger than the population of young and old 

dependents combined.24 The active adult population 

(15-64 years) are 68 per cent of the total population. 

The challenge is to capture the benefits of this 

demographic dividend and invest in improving youth 

human capital, reproductive health outcomes, and gender equality to prepare for population ageing with a 

productive and healthy population. 

 

For economic growth to occur, the younger 

population must have access to quality education, 

adequate nutrition and health (including sexual and 

reproductive health services and information). 

However, this demographic window of opportunity 

will be limited in time because the population will 

age when the country reaches the end of its 

demographic transition. The limited timeframe of 

the current demographic dividend makes it doubly 

urgent for Maldives to invest in quality education, 

jobs, and job skills, and in addressing gender 

inequality, and social problems youth is facing.  

Population projections show that the resident population growth rate will slow over the period 2014-2054, 

from 4 per cent to 1.52 per cent by 2054. It is noted that the resident population consist of a huge working 

age population throughout the projection period mainly due to the foreign population of working age residing 

in the country for employment purposes.25 

Poverty 

Maldives entered middle-income country (MIC) status less than a decade ago, having been described as a 

άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǎǘƻǊȅέ ǿƘƛŎƘ in 2012 was a middle-income country with a per capita income of over 

$6,300 and a population of just 300,000.26
 The country achieved the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 1 

to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger by 2015.27
 The Social Protection Act 2/2014 was passed in 2014 with 

the intention to provide social protection for the poor, reduce wealth inequality and facilitate equitable 

national wealth distribution.28
 Nevertheless, despite being the richest country by GDP in the South Asia region 

prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, wealth inequality is the defining trend that persists, based on the latest 

available data.  

 
23 National Bureau of Statistics and UNFPA (2016). Maldives Population Projections: Assumptions and Results Analysis. 
24 May J.F (2016). Maldives population dynamics: Policy prospects for human growth and opportunity. UNFPA: Maldives 
25 National Bureau of Statistics and UNFPA (2016). Maldives Population Projections: Assumptions and Results Analysis. 
26 The Maldives: A Development Success Story, The World Bank, 10 April 2013,  
http://projects-beta.worldbank.org/en/results/2013/04/10/maldives-development-success-story   
27 MDGs : Maldives Country Report 2010, Department of National Planning, Ministry of Finance and Treasury, Government of Maldives   
28 Article 2, Social Protection Act 2/2014, Maldives   

Figure 2: Projected Migrant population2014-2054 

http://projects-beta.worldbank.org/en/results/2013/04/10/maldives-development-success-story
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The Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016 reported 8.2 per cent of the population to be at 

the low poverty line of MVR74 (USD4.8) per day and 46.5 per cent of the population at the high poverty line 

of MVR148 (USD9.5).29
 In Maldives, more people are living in multidimensional poverty (28 per cent) than 

monetary poverty (6.6 per cent) live below the international poverty line of MVR 70 ς US$5.5/day).30 With a 

more nuanced approach to measuring poverty, the 2019 Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)31 measures 

the incidence of poverty (H) that is at 28 per cent in Maldives, and the average intensity (A) at 51 per cent. The 

MPI, which is the product of H and A, is 0.145.32 87 per cent of the multidimensionally poor live in the atolls, 

but only 13 per cent on the capital island of Malé.33 At the national level, years of schooling contributed the 

most to overall poverty in Maldives at 19 per cent, and access to health contributed 16 per cent. Children have 

been bearing the greatest burden of poverty and have a higher likelihood of being multidimensionally poorer 

than any other age group, with one third of 0ς17-year-old living in MPI poor households. 

The largest employer, the Civil Service, provides a salary of less than MVR5000 (USD324) per month to the 

majority of civil servants, with just 5 per cent in that sector receiving wages above MVR10,000 (USD648) and 

2 per cent earning over MVR15,000 (USD 972).34
 Approximately 60 per cent of the population receives than 

MVR 5,000 (USD 324) per person per month and less than 1 per cent receives MVR 20,000 (USD1,297) and 

above per person per month."35
  

Although the last 5 years has seen growth in economic terms, this wealth has evidently not reached a large 

proportion of the population. Women are among the most vulnerable in the prevailing context where divorce 

rates are high, and the social security net is inadequate to support families in the lowest wealth quintile. 

According to an analysis of the 2014 Census statistics, 73 per cent of children in Maldives live with both 

biological parents, 20 per cent live with only mother as opposed to 1 per cent living with only father.36
 The 

single parent allowance is capped up to 3 children, and in 2015, there were 3000 single parents registered 

with the state receiving MVR1000 [USD65] per child under 18 years of age, up to a maximum of MVR3000 

(US$195) per ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ37
 Data over the past 5 years show that the single parent allowance is received by 98 per 

cent women and 2 per cent men.38
 Women in such a position struggle to obtain child maintenance from the 

separated/divorced ex-husband, often having to resort to the courts to secure such funds. Access to justice is 

found to be a significant barrier for women due to the absence of legal support services, and multiple 

shortcomings in the justice sector.39 A compounding factor is the discriminatory legal limitations on women to 

initiate and obtain divorce without resorting to a lengthy and complex court process.  

¢ƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ I5L ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ нлму ƛǎ лΦтмф ǿƘƛch put the country in the high human development category τ

positioning it at 104 out of 189 countries and territories.40 aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ нлму I5L ƛǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ лΦтрл 

for countries in the high human development group, but above the average of 0.642 for countries in South 

Asia. In South Asia, countries which are close to Maldives in 2018 HDI rank and to some extent in population 

size are Bhutan and Sri Lanka, which have HDIs ranked 134 and 71 respectively. Between 1995 and 2018, 

aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ HDI value increased by 31.7 per cent, from 0.546 to 0.719.  

 
29 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016, Selected poverty related indicators, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Finance and 
Treasury, Government of Maldives   
30 The national poverty line (half the median of total expenditures per person per day) stands at 8.2%. (1.7% in Male and 12.8% in the Atolls) 
31 Using 2016 data 
32 Multidimensional poverty has reduced to almost one third of its original value (from 0.425 in 2009 to 0.145 in 2016). Deprivation in education (years 
of schooling) registered the largest reduction. 
33 10% of population in Male are multidimensionally poor whereas 40% of people in the Atolls are poor. 
34 Data cited by Chief Statistician Aishath Shahuda via Twitter @AishathShahuda (03 May 2019)   
35 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016, Analytical Report: Household Income, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Finance and 
Treasury, Government of Maldives   
36 Analysis of Children in Maldives from Census 2014, National Bureau of Statistic, Ministry of Finance & Treasury/UNICEF Maldives, pg.15   
37 CƛǊǎǘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ŎŀǎƘ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǎpark concern, Maldives Independent, 8 December 2015, https://tinyurl.com/y2zj633m    
38 Data from Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services, 2019   
39 aŀƭŘƛǾƛŀƴ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ, UNDP Maldives, 2014   
40 UNDP (2019). Briefing note for countries on the 2019 Human Development Report: Maldives. 

https://tinyurl.com/y2zj633m
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Economic inequality measured using the Gini Coefficient shows that inequality in Maldives is exacerbated by 

urbanization. Inequality in Malé is higher (at 0.284) than in the Atolls (at 0.276).41 ¢ƘŜ ΨƭƻǎǎΩ ƛƴ ƘǳƳan 

development due to inequality is given by the difference between the HDI and the inequality adjusted HDI 

(IHDI) expressed as a percentage. As the inequality in a country increases, the loss in human development also 

increases. aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ I5L ŦƻǊ нлму Ŧŀƭls to 0.568 when the value is discounted for inequality, a loss of 21.0 per 

cent due to inequality in the distribution of the HDI dimension indices. Bhutan and Sri Lanka show losses due 

to inequality of 27.1 per cent and 12.1 per cent respectively. 

The Gender Development Index (GDI), based on the sex-disaggregated Human Development Index, is defined 

as a ratio of the female to the male HDI. The GDI measures gender inequalities in achievement in three basic 

dimensions of human development: health (measured by female and male life expectancy at birth), education 

(measured by female and male expected years of schooling for children and mean years for adults aged 25 

years and older) and command over economic resources (measured by female and male estimated GNI per 

capita). The 2018 female HDI value for Maldives is 0.689 in contrast with 0.734 for males, resulting in a GDI 

value of 0.93942 indicating that women continue to lag their male counterparts in human development. GDI 

values for Bhutan and Sri Lanka are 0.893 and 0.938 respectively.  

Maldives has been a remarkable and sustained development success, based primarily on the development of 

high-end tourism.  Over the last 40 years, interrupted only by the 2004 tsunami, it has experienced 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

has brought improved living conditions to every inhabited island.  

Ubiquitous public services have generated impressive health and education results, with a literacy rate 

approaching 100 per cent, and average life expectancy of 85 years for women and 79 years for men43.  

¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ D5t ǇŜǊ ŎŀǇƛta - only $200 in 1978 -reached $10,790 in 2019.  From a Least Developed Country 

it has quickly progressed to Upper-Middle Income Country status. Real GDP grew by 6.7 per cent in 2018, with 

strong performances in tourism, construction, and trade.  While this is so, it must be noted the GDP growth 

masks inequalities between social groups and geographic regions. 

The Human Development Index44 and Multidimensional Poverty Index45 reveals stark systemic inequalities 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΦ  aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ Human Development Index (HDI) for 2018 was at 0.719, placing 

Maldives in the high human development category, ranking 104 out of 189 countries46.  While the gap in basic 

standards is narrowing, a next generation of inequalities is opening in the Maldives, particularly around an 

urban-rural divide, technology, education, and the climate crisis. The MPI for the Maldives stands at 0.145.47   

Unsurprisingly, income-poverty ratios are 20 percent lower than multidimensional poverty headcount ratios 

across regions. COVID-19 exposed the extreme vulnerability of the urban city in Malé, due to high density, 

limited space, and lack of decent accommodations, where over 750 high-risk temporary accommodations are 

being monitored by the health authority48. Access to health services and most government administrative 

services were based on travel to Malé pre-COVID-19. However, with the lockdown and travel restrictions, 

several people living in the outer islands faced challenges to travel within the atolls and to Malé.  

The opening of new resorts, housing and infrastructure (led by expansion of the international airport and 

development of a connecting bridge) have fuelled the construction sector since 2014, and a slow rate of 

growth in the sector could be attributed to the completion of some large infrastructure projects, most of which 

 
41 ibid 
42 UNDP (2019). 2019 Human Development Report: Maldives 
43 Statistical Yearbook of Maldives, 2020, Table 3.6, National Bureau of Statistics 
44 http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/MDV 
45http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Multidimensional-Poverty-in-Maldives-2020_4th-june.pdf 
46 Human Development Report 2019, Maldives country notes.  
47 The MPI index ranges between 0 and 1 where values closer to 1 refer to higher levels of multidimensional poverty. 
48 Health Protection Agency Dashboard, Maldives.  

http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/MDV
http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Multidimensional-Poverty-in-Maldives-2020_4th-june.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/MDV
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/MDV.pdf
https://covid19.health.gov.mv/dashboard/
https://covid19.health.gov.mv/dashboard/
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were carried out off-budget.  aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǎǘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

climate change, vulnerability to disasters and challenges in ensuring environmental sustainability with 

expansion of construction on land and filling of lagoons, and rising levels of solid waste. Almost half of all 

settlements, and over two thirds of critical infrastructure are located within 100 metres of the shoreline, and 

are under immediate threat from rising sea levels.  

¢ƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŀǘƻƭƭ-based geography is of its dispersed small communities across 

many small islands, which makes service delivery difficult and very costly, and can limit opportunities for job 

creation and economic diversification. In additional reliance on foreign professionals especially doctors and 

teachers makes it challenging to retain them. Compounded by changes in family structure towards nuclear 

living arrangements, increasing Islamic conservatism and inclusion issues, this has caused relatively elevated 

levels of youth unemployment and low rates of women participating in the workforce. 

The country has experienced social stress as a result of rapid modernization, recent democratisation, and the 

effects of globalization. The capacities of the judiciary and independent institutions have not developed apace 

with these developmental changes.  There also appears to be only a partial understanding of rights among the 

public, with demands for public benefits leading politicians to seek to please voters with unsustainable 

programs, without full consideration as to the best course of action.  Maldives seeks to promote individualΩǎ 

rights, but it has not yet inculcated a sense of civic responsibility. 49 This has led to increased inequality, political 

polarization and populist policy responses.  New issues include youth alienation, drug use, sexual exploitation 

and abuse, and gangs, an epidemiological transition from infectious to chronic disease and mental health 

issues, and the emergence of extremist religious ideology.  

To respond to these challenges, the current government has reversed centralisation policies of the previous 

government, promising to empower local councils by allocating them a portion of the annual state budget and 

to develop at least 5 regional hubs across the archipelago. The government has embarked on reforms to 

restore democratic institutions and the freedom of the press, re-establish the justice system, and protect 

ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦ !ƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŀǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent global recession is creating an unprecedented health and 

socioeconomic impact on the Maldives. The number of infected cases has increased to 16,056, with 52 deaths, 

as of 1 February 202150. The sudden halt of international tourism brought an unprecedented economic shock, 

severely weakening the fiscal and external position, threatening the economic and developmental gains in the 

Maldives, and increasing food insecurity due to disruptions in the supply chain. Social and livelihoods costs to 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƳƳŜƴǎŜΥ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǎǘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ 

urgent protection. The Government reprioritized its Strategic Action Plan (2019-2023) and identified essential 

key policies and sectors for economic recovery and to build resilience. 

Political Situation and Trends 

The Constitution adopted by the Maldives in 2008 heralded an entirely open and liberal constitutional 

democracy with genuine universal adult suffrage and an extensive Bill of Rights enforceable by an independent 

judiciary. This radically new set of values and rules was not fully internalised by political stakeholders or 

Maldivian society. The decade after 2008 saw a succession of political confrontations and crises, often 

involving the Supreme Court.  An assessment of judicial reform concluded that the inexperienced and poorly 

trained judiciary had proved incapable of assuming the role envisioned in the 2008 Constitution, guiding 

inexperienced constitutional organs through their awkward early days in a constitutional democracy51.  

 
49 Stakeholder meeting, Attorney General Office. 
50 Health Protection Agency Covid-19 Dashboard, retrieved on 30 November 2020.  
51 UNDP (2019). Assessment of the Justice Sector Reform Proposals: Final Report (unpublished) 

https://covid19.health.gov.mv/dashboard/
https://covid19.health.gov.mv/dashboard/
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The 2018 Presidential elections resulted in a change of government, and 2019 Parliamentary elections 

provided a two thirds majority to the new ruling coalition which adopted an ambitious programme of reforms. 

While the constitution maintains a division of functions among Executive, Parliament and the Judiciary, current 

judicial reforms are directed by the Executive and the Parliament through their representatives in the Judicial 

Service Commission. One landmark intervention in 2019 has been the full replacement of the Supreme Court 

bench, with potential consequences yet to emerge for both building trust and national reconciliation. 

Figure 3: Governance Indicators 

While the country is enjoying a period of 

relative calm and political stability, 

potential sparks could ignite political 

turbulence in the country, namely the 

fragility of arrangements within coalition 

governments and polarisation over social 

and political issues. Weaknesses in the 

institutionalisation of the political party 

system in the Maldives could lead to 

instability in the lead-up to presidential 

elections as personality-based politics 

could once more take centre stage. 

  

The Constitution also paved the way for decentralised governance. The 2010 Decentralisation Act details the 

objectives to allow island communities to make their own decisions in a democratic and accountable manner, 

ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴdards through social, economic and cultural development, and to create an 

environment conducive for peace and prosperity. A review of decentralised governance52 in 2018 identified 

challenges as lack of political will to implement decentralisation, in particular, fiscal decentralisation, the 

politicisation of local government authorities, and lack of capacity of some local councils, and conflict with the 

administrative staff, who are accountable to the civil service rather than the council.  

Amendments were made to the Decentralisation Act in 2019, including provisions for one third representation 

of women the councils and allocation of 40 per cent of government revenues from the atoll jurisdiction to its 

council. While these amendments addressed some of the legal issues, challenges related to capacity at atoll 

level, politicisation and conflict with administrative civil service staff remain. 

 

COVID-19 impact on democratic governance  

As attention and resources were diverted to emergency health and frontline workers, services to vulnerable 

groups, including women and girls, were impacted (such as emergency security and safety, social protection, 

and state services). Delays in courts, prosecutions, and proceedings, further impact vulnerable groups. The 

tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

defendants, in order to ensure that the justice system continued during the pandemic. A total of 46 cases on 

sexual assault were submitted during just the first three months of the lockdown.  However, delays in court 

proceedings have impacted both public perception of, and access to justice.  

Local government elections were delayed for one year, and current council members being extended until the 

election (after January 2021). Delayed implementation of devolution of power, particularly the 

implementation of 33 percent seats reserved for women at local level, centralized decisions on COVID-19 

 
52 Transparency Maldives (2019). Review of the decentralisation framework in the Maldives 
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response, and reduced local budget allocation could risk disempowering local government. Lockdown and 

various restrictions witnessed 113 women withdrawing their candidacy (as at mid December 2020). On a 

positive note, the restrictions of movement between the capital, Malé, and islands has witnessed an increase 

in decentralized working of local councils. As a result, capacity gaps were highlighted throughout this period, 

for which digitalization and strengthened e-governance measures could, in part, support the closing of these 

gaps. Disruptions to public services have created an avenue for increased decentralization, as councils were 

forced to take emergency measures to provide essential services, showing the importance of digitalization, 

empowering councils, and strengthening decentralized public service provision.  

COVID-19 restrictions have created an avenue for radicalized groups and violent extremism to rise, echoing 

the events unfolding following the tsunami of 200453. This was notably marked by the first official confirmed 

case of terrorism by the Islamic State in the Maldives. The Maldives Police Service reported a 200 per cent 

increase in suspected cases of violent extremism, compared to the same period in the previous year, and a 42 

per cent increase in the number of confirmed cases of violent extremism from January-May 202054. Findings 

from recent research (not yet published) provides evidence of these deepening vulnerabilities, the growing 

Ψǳǎ Ǿǎ ǘƘŜƳΩ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴΣ ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /h±L5-19 pandemic.55  

Gender equality 

The Maldives achieved five out of the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) ahead of target and 

effectively eradicated extreme poverty.56 However, gender inequality ranked high among the three remaining 

MDGs. Achieving gender equality and gender parity is critical to realizing the Agenda 2030. 

¢ƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-

employment, egalitarian cultural ideologies and flexible marriage and divorce practices.57 Whereas women in 

the Maldives are among the best off in South Asia by many standards, they still suffer considerable inequality.58 

While the country performs well in measures of health and reproductive care, it performs poorly compared 

with similar countries in terms of political and socio-economic empowerment. The country has a particularly 

low representation of women in national and local governments59, low participation in the workforce, and 

now experiences high levels of inequality, with a growing gap between the rich and the poor.  

The Strategic Action Plan60 άrecognizes the importance of gender as a governance issue and advocates polices 

on increasing women in decision making and participation in public life to achieve an inclusive, balanced and 

peaceful society. The policy prioritƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳōǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ 

making, minimizing sexual harassment, domestic violence, eliminating barriers for women to participate in 

economic activity ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ōȅ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦέ61  

²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƭŀǿΦ The Decentralization Act highlights the 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾelopment by mandating the establishment of 

an island WƻƳŜƴΩǎ Development Committee (WDCs) under each island council. The WDCs perform advisory 

functions to island councils on development concerns. The Act recognizes the role of non-government 

 
53 Reference is made to the findings of the Youth Vulnerability Report 2018.  
54 Maldives Police Service Statistics retrieved in June 2020. 
55 Ψ±ŀƭǳŜǎ ƛƴ /Ǌƛǎƛǎ ƻǊ ±L/Ω55 undertaken by the Maldives National University with UNDP (to be published in early 2021) 
56 5Ǌŀǿƴ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ {ƘŀŘƛȅŀ LōǊŀƘƛƳΣ aŀƭŘƛǾƛŀƴ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ wƛƎƘǘǎΣ aŀǊŎƘ нлмт 
57 Fulu, E. Domestic Violence in Asia ς Globalization, Gender, and Islam in the Maldives, 2014, Introduction.  
58 The various Human Development Indices developed by the UNDP show significant gender differences in the Maldives when it comes to economic 
opportunity and empowerment. http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/MDV.pdf  and 
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/MDV.pdf 
59 There are some notable improvements in some instances though. https://en.sun.mv/61297  
60 The Gender Equality Act (18/2016) seeks to prevent discrimination based on gender and to address ideas and practices that promote gender 
discrimination, while ensuring that women are guaranteed equal rights and opportunities in economic, political, civil, social and cultural life including 
access to reproductive health information and services.  
61 Strategic Action Plan, p420. 

https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/peace/governance/UNDP-MV-2019-DG-Youth-Vulnerability-in-the-Maldives.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/MDV.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/MDV.pdf
https://en.sun.mv/61297
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organizations in governance at the local level and opens opportunities for constructive engagement with local 

government bodies on various concerns including gender. 

While many Maldivian women are well-educated and proficient to take on leadership roles, they are not well 

represented in the top levels of society, business62 ƻǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

leadership activities is limited. Only 35 of the 386 candidates standing for parliamentary election in 2018 were 

women, and only 4 were elected (11 per cent of those who stood for election) compared to 83 men (24 per 

cent of those who stood for election).63 Women are filtered by party primaries limiting their competition, and 

lack of support from family members, limited political connections and financial resources are further barriers 

to participation.64 Socio-cultural beliefs, economic disadvantage, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ 

in the home are further constraints.65 Transparency Maldives noted άŀ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎe gap in 

effective campaigning, lobbying, fundraising, budgeting, legislative drafting, constituency relations, and public 

ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴϥǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ66 Whilst 

women perform better in education, this is not reflected in their representation in public life. 

Despite the allocation of one third of seats to women in the local councils, women are underrepresented in 

the judiciary, parliament, and local governing bodies. Other institutions are male dominated, as are the leading 

areas of the economy, particularly tourism and fishing, which almost exclusively employ men.  

The Gender Equality Act (2016) seeks to prevent discrimination based on gender, and to address ideas and 

practices that promote gender discrimination, while ensuring that women are guaranteed equal rights and 

opportunities in economic, political, civil, social and cultural life including access to reproductive health 

information and services. While the Act prohibits discrimination based on marital status, most health facilities 

outside of Male are not providing contraceptives to unmarried people and spousal consent was included in 

older versions of the national family planning standards.  

The Maldives is a State Party to the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW). The cabinet has endorsed withdrawal of reservations to Article 16 (1) b, e, f, g & h, and full 

withdrawal to reservations to Article 16 (2). However, reservations are expected to remain on Article 16 (1) a, 

c, and d relating to inequality in entering marriage, divorce, and parental rights, where Maldivian women face 

discriminatory laws, policies, and practices. Under the Constitution, the laws governing marriage do not confer 

equitable rights to women. According to the Citizenship Act, marriage by a foreigner to a national does not 

confer any right to apply for nationality. The Law also envisages that an applicant for Maldivian nationality 

should renounce his/her citizenship, thus making him/her statelessness if Maldivian Citizenship is not granted.  

Removing the reservation to Article 16 (2) addressing the minimum age of marriage and registration is a 

positive step by the government. However, this could potentially lead to an increase in unregistered marriages 

including child marriages, given the increase in conservative religious beliefs ς a number of fatwas have been 

issued by religious scholars on recognizing marriages outside the legal system as long as they meet the 

minimum requirements of Sharia Law. This is further exacerbated by a lack of a proper monitoring system.   

A withdrawal of all reservations to Article 16 would allow the government to align its interpretation of the 

Sharia on matters relating to Article 16 of the Convention with practices of countries with similar religious 

backgrounds and legal systems that have successfully harmonized their national legislation with international 

human rights obligations. 

 
62 Numbers of women in managerial positions are also low (at 19.5 per cent) and women earn 20 per cent less than men. Across the country, women 
have significantly less assets and financial capacity than men, to be used as collateral to obtain bank loans for small and medium enterprises. 
63 Reports of the Commonwealth Observer Group, Maldives Parliamentary Elections 6 April 2019, p.24, 
https://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/inline/MaldivesFinalReport_13-06-19.pdf  accessed 12 December 2019.   
64 UNDP - ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΣ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмт ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ мн 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нлмф    
65 214 Reports of the Commonwealth Observer Group, Maldives Parliamentary Elections 6 April 2019, p.24,   
66 ¢ǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ όнлмфύΣ Ψ²ƻƳŜƴϥǎ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ tƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ tŀǇŜǊΣ LǎǎǳŜ лмΣ мл CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ   

https://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/inline/MaldivesFinalReport_13-06-19.pdf
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In the 2015 review of the Maldives, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ άŀdopt strategies, including awareness-raising and educational campaigns 

for the general public, targeting in particular girls and women, parents and teachers, as well as conduct 

dialogues, forums and consultations with religious leaders aimed at the promotion of non-stereotypical and 

positive images of women and establish a baseline and clear indicators to measure the progress and results of 

ǎǳŎƘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΦέ During the sixty-ninth session of the CEDAW in March 2018, the general recommendation No 

37 highlighted the gender-related dimensions of disaster risk reduction in the context of climate change. 

Women, girls, men and boys are affected differently by climate change and disasters, with many women and 

girls experiencing greater risks, burdens and impacts.67 

Maldives submitted its 6th State report on CEDAW in April 201968 and a reply to the list of issues and questions 

in relation to its report in 2020.  Key challenges identified included limited inter-ministerial coordination in the 

implementation of the rapidly changing national legal and regulatory frameworks, including information to 

local authorities across the islands, lack of harmonized monitoring, and inadequate financial and technical 

resources including high turnover of staff and limited public awareness on issues influencing gender equality.     

A further reason for growing gender inequality is a reduction in women working outside the home. Historically, 

women held a strong economic position in the country, responsible for drying, salting and preserving fish after 

the men delivered the haul to the shore.69 With the industrialization of fish processing and with an increase in 

fresh fish exporǘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ǌƻƭe in the industry. The influx of international 

migrant labour has also contributed to displacement of Maldivian women from industries such as tailoring and 

agriculture, with the industrialisation of these industries. 

Women have become increasingly under-represented in the labor market, which in turn reduces their 

economic independence and stand up against violent relationships.70 Very few women participate in the 

tourism sector,71 because it is viewed as inappropriate for a woman to travel to other islands and work around 

tourists who drink alcohol and dreǎǎ ǎŎŀƴǘƛƭȅΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ 

women constitute only 7 per cent of the tourism labor force. Women suffer disproportionately high 

unemployment levels with a large proportion considered economically inactive. Women with disabilities are 

further marginalized72.Being financially reliant on their husbands, women have less social mobility and less 

decision-making power, and less opportunities to leave abusive and violent relationships. 

About 39 per cent of Maldivian households are female headed, with poverty rates slightly higher than for male 

headed households. 73 Households headed by females have poverty rates of 8.8% while those headed by males 

have poverty rates of 7.8 per cent. These higher poverty rates are most likely associated with differences in 

labor market characteristics of females. For example, labor force participation rate for women is 45.6 per cent 

compared to 77.1 per cent for men. The highest contribution to multidimensional poverty for women is from 

health, indicating lack of access. Women are also in lower paying jobs and engaged in informal and small 

enterprises. Additionally, unpaid care work by women is not considered and its contribution to the economy 

is unaccounted for. The Maldives 2016 National Transfer Accounts (NTA) indicates that prime age women 

spend almost 100 hours per week on paid market work and unpaid care work. However, time spent on unpaid 

housework is valued much less with women spending triple the amount of time than men. According to the 

 
67 http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GC/37&Lang=en 
68 Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services (April 2019). Sixth Periodic Report on the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 
against Women. 
69 El-Horr, J. and Pande, R. Understanding Gender in the Maldives: Toward Inclusive Development, World Bank Group, 2016, page 14.  
70 Fulu, E. and Miedema, S. Violence Against Women: Globalizing the Integrated Ecological Model, Violence Against Women 2015, Vol. 21(12) 1435, 
<https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1077801215596244> accessed 23 October 2019. 
71 www.un.org.mv/un-news-room/maldivian-womens-rights/ accessed 2 October 2019. 
72 At present there is a lack of data disaggregated by disability and gender. 
73 National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Finance & Treasury, Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES), Analytical Report IV, Poverty and 
Inequality, National Bureau of Statistics, 2016, MalŞ, Maldives, p.40.  

http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GC/37&Lang=en
http://www.un.org.mv/un-news-room/maldivian-womens-rights/
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NTA, unpaid work contributes 8.6 - 17.8 billion Maldivian Rufiyaa (US$559m-1.16b) to the economy which 

when added to the GDP at market costs would be at 14.9 per cent and at opportunity cost increase to 27.3 

per centΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ GDP. 

The Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services (MoGFSS) has taken some steps to counter growing gender 

inequality. Since 2016, MoFGSS holds an annual event, άDƛǊƭǎ [ŜŀŘ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜέ, to motivate girls to achieve their 

goals. This initiative however has not been widely publicised. In 2018, the Ministry expanded the activity to a 

six-day programme to promote the rights of the girl child and raise awareness on the challenges faced by girls 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻƴ-traditional roles as well as 

to provide career guidance from women working in sectors where women are largely under-represented.74  

The reported prevalence of intimate partner violence in the Maldives (at 16.3 per cent) 75  is lower than in 

other South Asian countries (except for Bhutan) due to a history of gender egalitarian norms, laws and 

traditions, historically highly flexible divorce practices (meaning that women can escape violent relationships 

more easily), a high level of female headed households and a traditionally moderate form of Islam, which does 

not discriminate against women or view them as inferior.76  Increasing radicalisation in the country has 

accompanied an upward trend in anecdotal information on domestic violence. Globally, all countries, including 

the Maldives, have experienced an increase in domestic and gender-based violence during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and the real scope of this crisis is yet to be reported.  

As the country transitions through a period of rapid social change, it is critical that gender equality is realized, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǇƘŜƭŘ. The newfound democratic space has paradoxically created openings for 

more conservative and even extreme thinking and practices. Though official figures are not available, there 

have been increased reports of child marriage, which are not recognised by courts, and which have been linked 

with increasingly extreme ideologies. DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

creating policies to solidify the gains achieved is essential for inclusive and sustainable development. 

 

Human Rights Situation 

The present administration has increased engagement with the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR) and various UN human rights mechanisms. It has been a receptive and accessible 

interlocutor and reiterated its commitments to human rights. The government maintains an open invitation 

to all human rights mandate holders to visit the country. 77  

The UN Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights, during her visit to the Maldives in 2019, noted that 

fundamentalism is one of the greatest threats to the rich culture of the Maldives, including Maldivian practices 

of Islam. She noted that fundamentalist ideology has resulted in violence, including the disappearances and 

killings of dissenting voices, with some fearing recurrence despite recent political changes. She recommended 

that the Government respond clearly, unequivocally, and regularly against fundamentalist ideology and called 

for a clear counternarrative to the fundamentalist narrative from a diversity of voices. She further noted that 

the education system as a key sphere for promoting tolerance and human rights, recommending the Maldives 

to introduce human rights education to emphasize the diversity of cultural expressions and the values of 

tolerance and mutual understanding. 

 
74 Ministry of Gender and Family, Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Children, Women, Elderly and Persons with Disabilities, 2013-2018. 
75 ¢ƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ DŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅΣ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΣ ¢ƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ {ǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ [ƛŦŜ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ Lƴƛǘƛŀƭ results on 
prevalence health ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ нллсΣ ǾƛƛΦ  
76 Fulu, E.  Domestic Violence in Asia ς Globalisation, Gender and Islam in the Maldives, 2014, quoted in Fulu, E. and Miedema, S. Violence Against 
Women: Globalizing the Integrated Ecological Model, Violence Against Women 2015, Vol. 21(12) 1431ς1455, 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1077801215596244 accessed 22.10.19.   

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1077801215596244
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The Government acknowledges the presence of violent extremism and its adverse impacts on vulnerable 

groups such as women and children in the Maldivian society and remains committed to eliminating these 

influences through law enforcement and raising awareness. The National Action Plan on Preventing and 

Countering Violent Extremism should provide the security and preventative measures needed to reduce  risks 

and build social cohesion. Repatriation and rehabilitation of foreign fighters and their family members is a 

Government priority, emphasizing  deradicalization, psycho-social support and vocational training.   

Civil Society and non-profit organisations are integral to ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ. Strengthening civic space 

is a must if active participation of all citizens is to be achieved, in line with the vision of the SAP. The ban on a 

prominent civic human rights organization, Maldivian Democracy Network, is a reminder of how vulnerable 

human rights groups and human rights defenders remain in the Maldives.7879 However civil society must 

become an active partner in the country´s efforts to overcome the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Aiming to strengthen the legal framework governing associations, a revised Associations Bill was submitted to 

Parliament in 2019, superseding the Associations Act of 2003. This legislation aims to enhance the governance 

of associations and provide an improved mechanism of accountability that focuses on due process and 

upholding fundamental freedoms. New Bills on freedom of expression and freedom of press80 are in draft. 

The Human Rights Commission of Maldives (HRCM) has major capacity and technical expertise gaps. The public 

approval rating of HRCM has dropped from 39.9 per cent in 2005 to 27 per cent in 2019. The proportion of 

people who thought that the role of HRCM was to protect human rights had declined from 70 per cent in 2011 

to 42.8 per cent in 2019.81 Legislative amendments to strengthen the independent functioning of the HRCM, 

Elections Commission, Anti-Corruption Commission, Judicial Service Commission, Civil Service Commission, 

Auditor General and the Prosecutor General, contain provisions to ensure that the members of these 

institutions act independently and uphold strict ethical standards. 

The {!tΩǎ legislative agenda identifies over 200 laws to be enacted or amended. In 2019 the Act on Presidential 

Commissions, Legal Professions Act, Heritage Act, Whistle Blower Protection Act, Juvenile Justice Act, CRPA 

and Second Amendment to the Prevention of Terrorism Act were enacted. The Gender Equality Act, Criminal 

Procedure Act, National Wage Policy Act, and the Act to repeal the Defamation Act were recently adopted. 

The Judiciary has been tainted by long-standing allegations of corruption, political influence and inefficiency. 

¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ 

upholds fundamental freedoms and serves justice in a timely manner. The first step of implementing judicial 

reforms was an assessment on the deficiencies of the judiciary, and the feasibility of implementing proposals 

for justice sector reform. The assessment82 revealed the urgent need ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ 5W!Ωǎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀƴ 

efficient case management system, ensure effective implementation of rules of conduct for judges and 

highlighted the need for gender parity within the judiciary. The absence of a continuing legal education regime 

affects the competency of judges and quality of justice.  

Although Government prioritizes empowerment of women at all levels, significant efforts are needed to 

ensure gender equality and effective protection of women83. Despite positive developments such as the 

appointment of the first female justices of the Maldives Supreme Court84, women are still largely 

ǳƴŘŜǊǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƧǳŘiciary, parliament, and local governing bodies.  

 
78 ¢ƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾƛŀƴ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ όa5bύ ǿŀǎ ōŀƴƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ нлмф ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ a5bΩǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŦǊƻƳ conservative 
ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ a5bΩǎ нлмр ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ άtǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ wŀŘƛŎŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎέΣ ƛƴǎǳƭǘŜd the Prophet Muhammad. 
79 CIVICUS Monitor, an index which tracks civic space globally, rates Maldives civic space as obstructed, a medium ranking out of five possible ratings.   
80 Note in the World Press Freedom Index 2020, Maldives ranked 79 out of 180, an improvement of 19 places on the previous year. 
81 ¦b5t ϧ Iw/aΣ ¢ƘŜ άwƛƎƘǘǎ {ƛŘŜ ƻŦ [ƛŦŜέΣ ¢ƘƛǊŘ wŜǇƻǊǘΣ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŘǊŀŦǘ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлнлΣ ǇŀƎŜ опΦ 
82 National report submitted in accordance with paragraph 5 of the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 16/21 - Human Rights Council, Working 
Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Thirty-sixth session, 4ς15 May 2020, Maldives, page 14. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/MVIndex.aspx  
83Gender Equality Policy wŀǎ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƛƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмф ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ of a Gender Equality Action Plan is underway.  
84In September 2019, for the first time ever, two female justices were appointed to the Supreme Court of Maldives.  

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/MVIndex.aspx
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¢ƻǊǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ƻŦŦŜƴŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ !ƴǘƛπ¢ƻǊǘǳǊŜ !Ŏǘ όмоκнлмоύ ŀƴŘ tŜƴŀƭ /ƻŘŜ 

(6/2014) and the Prison and Parole Act (14/2013). From 2008 to 2017 the Human Rights Commission (HRCM) 

investigated 630 alleged cases of torture.85 These included complaints related to arbitrary detention, search 

or seizure without a reasonable cause, denial of rights to legal counsel, right to be brought before a judge 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘǿŜƴǘȅπŦƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ Ǌight not to be detained without a valid reason, delay in prosecution and 

investigation, inhumane treatment of persons and conditions of detention facilities.  During the last three 

years HRCM has investigated 11 cases where children were allegedly subjected to torture. None of these cases 

have been forwarded for prosecution due to insufficient evidence.86 

The material conditions of all prisons are seriously inadequate, but particularly so for juveniles. Juveniles in 

detention are not segregated from adults, or according to the seriousness of alleged crimes.  They do not 

receive any rehabilitation services87, nor access to education or psychosocial support while in detention. 

Moreover, the prison lacked a regulation for administration of disciplinary action against juveniles. With regard 

to public perception of the prison service, in 2019, 24.8 per cent indicated general dissatisfaction with the 

performance of prisons services with cited reasons being corruption (10.7 per cent), lack of supervision (5.2 

per cent), abuse (4.2 per cent) and torture (2.5 per cent) of prisoners.88 

The Government has revived the role of the Inspector of Correctional Services as an efficient oversight body, 

by guaranteeing increased access to prisons and custodial facilities. A hotline has also been established for 

families of detainees to lodge complaints, allowing them remote and enhanced accessibility. 

Ensuring the independence of the Maldivian Judiciary to attain speedy and quality delivery of justice was one 

of the most important reform measures conducted by the Government in 2019. Numerous achievements have 

been made to instill public confidence in the judicial system. There is an urgent need to ensure the 

independence of the ŎƻǳǊǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƳǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ 

of the Judicial Service Commission (JSC) and the need to ensure gender parity within the judiciary.89 During 

2019, five Supreme Court Justices were investigated for abuse of power and professional breach of conduct, 

and four of the Justices were impeached by an overwhelming majority in the Parliament. The first female 

Justices were appointed to the Supreme Court of Maldives in 2019, followed by a complete reconstitution of 

ǘƘŜ {ǳǇǊŜƳŜ /ƻǳǊǘΩǎ ōŜƴŎƘ ƻŦ WǳǎǘƛŎŜǎΦ A full appraisal of all sitting Judges by the JSC is ongoing.  

In 2019, Maldives acceded to the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a 

communications procedure, and the Government has implemented significant steps to strengthen the legal 

framework pertaining to the protection of children. A reconstituted Child Rights Protection Act (CRPA) enacted 

in November 2019 clarifies the rights of the child, responsibilities of parents in ensuring the protection and 

wellbeing of the child, and establishes State apparatus to ensure the protection and unhindered provisions of 

the rights stipulated in the Act. The CRPA provides for the establishment of a Child Rights Protection Council, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ Lǘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ŀ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ hƳōǳŘǎǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ 

implementation of the Act. ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ hƳōǳŘǎǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘed in July 2020.  

In order to ensure special protection for children in conflict with the law within the criminal justice system, 

the Juvenile Justice Act was enacted on 20 November 2019. The Act prioritizes rehabilitation and introduces 

diversion mechanisms, and for all minors currently in detention will be redirected unto diversion mechanisms. 

The Act mandates establishment of specific departments within MPS and PGO, with trained staff. 

 
85Human Rights Commission of the Maldives (October 2018). Submission from the Human Rights Commission of the Maldives for information on the 
initial report submitted by Maldives under Article 19 of Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 
86 ibid 
87The revised organizational structure of Maldives Correctional Service has established a Rehabilitation and Reintegration Command. Efforts are also 
underway to develop an all-inclusive rehabilitation center within the largest prison establishment in the Maldives. This will enable the engagement of 
many the prison population in rehabilitation programs. 
88 ibid 
89 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), August 2020.  



14 
 

Furthermore, criminal cases involving minors shall only be heard at Juvenile Courts by specially trained judges, 

and the Department of Juvenile Justice will be mandated with implementing the Act. 

Despite these reforms, the Government acknowledges numerous deficits in the system which compromises 

the safety of women and children. In 2019, 1241 cases of violence against children, including sexual abuse of 

children and 433 cases of gender-based violence were reported and attended to by MoGFSS. 790 cases of 

crimes against women were investigated by the Maldives Police Service, but only 68 were sent to the 

tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΦ Although Government efforts are hindered by the lack of mobile resources and 

technical staff, extensive efforts are undertaken through the Family Children Service Centers (FCSCs) in 19 

atolls to provide protection to women and children, out of which four shelters are designated for domestic 

violence survivors. Operationalizing state care shelters is a Government priority as defined in the SAP.  

The CRPA includes new provisions to protect children from discrimination, bias, harm, cruel punishment, 

neglect and physical and emotional abuse, and to ensure the right to education and health care, as well as 

special provisions to protect the rights of children with special needs. The definition of a child from conception 

to 18 is problematic as it is not aligned with the rights of women, especially Sexual Health and Reproductive 

Health (SHRH). The law makes health protection measures such as vaccination of children mandatory and 

raises the legal age of consent for marriage to 18 years and protects children below 15 years of age from all 

regular judicial punishments. The Juvenile Justice Act (18/2019) outlines the rights of children and adolescents 

coming in conflict with the law and means to prevent juvenile delinquency.90 It prescribes swift resolution of 

cases and rehabilitation, through a Department of Juvenile Justice, a specialised police department to address 

juvenile cases, designated State Prosecutors for children, a probation and corrections unit, a juvenile diversion 

programme, rehabilitation programmes, and residential facilities and correctional centres. The law prohibits 

the death penalty for minors. The provisions of these two laws largely remain to be implemented.  

The Education Bill and Higher Education Bill were submitted to the Parliament in December 2019 with the aim 

of strengthening the legal framework governing education in Maldives. Having achieved near-universal literacy 

rate, Maldives should continue prioritizing provision of quality education at all levels without any 

discrimination, offering equal opportunities to all citizens, including persons with disabilities (PWDs). 

wŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ t²5ǎΩ Ƴƻbility and access to education facilities needs to be strengthened. 

Additional efforts need to be reinforced to seek technical assistance to develop alternative pathways that can 

accommodate dropouts and children in conflict with the law. 

Maldives has signed and ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and national 

legislation was passed in 2010.  The SAP includes numerous policies to increase employability of and physical 

accessibility for PWDs, enhance accessibility to medical treatments, and strengthen social protection 

programmes. The Constitution ensures special assistance to elderly and disadvantaged people and emphasizes 

the principle of non-discrimination based on mental or physical disability. 

The Disability Act established a Disability Council, mandated to oversee the implementation of its provisions. 

Efforts are underway to strengthen enforcement of the Act and review the structure of the Council. Despite 

legislation in this area, there has been limited action towards the inclusion of PWDs in national social and 

economic development. In the absence of primary data indicating the types and geographical distribution of 

PWDs in Maldives, stakeholder institutions are unable to effectively devise and conduct skills and development 

programmes in a timely manner. The register of PWDs maintained by NSPA is incomplete and burdensome, 

as it places the onus on PWDs to get registered through voluntary initiation. The SAP includes the development 

of a National Registry of PWDs by 2023.  

 
90 Aboobakuru Z N (2017). A Maldivian perspective on juvenile justice. In Resource material series no. 102. UNAFEI.  
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The MoGFSS is formulating a classification guideline for PWDs, to enable stakeholders to better attend to the 

needs of PWDs country wide. Physical access to buildings, roads and centralized healthcare continue to be a 

challenge for PWDs. The Building Code adopted in 2019 mandates all public service buildings to designate 

access routes for PWDs requiring wheelchair access. Currently, a monthly allowance of MVR 2000 (USD 130) 

is given to all PWDs registered with NSPA. By 2018, 7771 PWDs were registered to receive the allowance across 

Maldives. Limited sexual and reproductive health information and services are accessible for PWDs. 

With respect to migrant workers, following the enactment of the Anti-Human Trafficking Act, the National 

Steering Committee on Human Trafficking was established in 2016. The Government finalised the National 

Anti-Human Trafficking Action Plan in 2019. This Action Plan endorsed by the Cabinet in February 2020 came 

into effect on 30 March 2020, aiming to accelerate the elimination of trafficking in persons in Maldives. Due 

to the constraints imposed by COVID-19, the Government reprioritised ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

for 2020 include setting up a dedicated office for Trafficking in Persons, setting up a permanent shelter for 

Victims of Trafficking and conducting a public awareness campaign. 

In 2019, Maldives Immigration forwarded 27 cases of suspected fraudulent recruitment and human trafficking 

to MPS for further investigation and charges were raised against 4 individuals (trials ongoing). In February 

2019, 24 recruitment companies were blacklisted on the Expat Online System. MED has ceased provision of 

all administrative services to these companies. Lack of technical expertise in investigation, prosecution and 

within the judiciary continue to impede successful prosecutions. Limited availability of translators, lack of legal 

representation in courts and delay in prosecution, have resulted in the infrinƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦ 

Budgetary constraints, the absence of a permanent shelter, and victim support also pose obstacles to 

effectively combatting human trafficking. 

Efforts are underway to enact necessary legislative amendments to align the definition of human trafficking 

with the UN Trafficking in Persons Protocol, and to revise the composition of the National Steering Committee 

on Human Trafficking. The Regularization Programme initiated for migrant workers in September 2019 allows 

the Government to identify and attend to victims of human trafficking. Two victims who were housed in a 

temporary shelter have now been allocated to new employers and reintegrated into society. 

Maldives is a destination country for international migrant workers mostly from Bangladesh, but also from 

India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Nepal and the Philippines. The Maldives is also a transit country for international 

migrants from the Middle East, South and West Asia, as well as Sub-Saharan Africa on their way to Europe. 

Migrant smuggling has recently emerged as an area of concern in the Maldives. An increase in irregular 

migration movements has been recorded, as well as a surge in detected fraudulent travel and identity 

documents, and a range of other fraudulent practices linked to recruitment practices,91 work contracts and 

visas for foreign workers.  Such practices have also led to trafficking and situations of forced labour of 

international migrant workers. While the absence of specific legislation on international migrant smuggling 

makes it difficult to classify cases, an analysis of the indicators observed by different government agencies 

points to the existence of international migrant smuggling from, into and through the country. 

Regulating the migrant labour population remains a major challenge. A skills mismatch in the labour market 

has amplified the need for migrant workers. Population projections predict a rise in the number of foreign 

resident population to approximately 52 per cent by 205492 . 

Maldives has been party to all eight fundamental Conventions of the International Labor Organization since 

January 2013, and the Employment Act governs all facets of employment.   Maldives is not party to the ICRMW. 

Migrants undŜǊ ƛǘǎ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ 

 
91 Including inflows and outflows (e.g. attempts at irregular entry, movements into irregular status, and possibly facilitated departures of Maldivian 
citizens for irregular entry in foreign countries). 
92 Maldives Population Projections 2014-2054, National Bureau of Statistics 
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ratification of other core instruments. The Fifth Amendment to the Employment Act entails specific provisions 

empowering MED to impose administrative measures against employers violating requirements to pay 

salaries, allowances and other emoluments to migrant workers. With the enactment of the Income Tax Act in 

2019, the remittance tax requirement has now been repealed. 

A revised Employment Agency Regulation was enacted in July 2019. It mandates employment agencies to 

establish service outlets accessible to the public, obligates recruitment of migrant workers through registered 

and regulated employment agencies in source countries, and affords authority to MED to blacklist agencies in 

contravention of the Employment Act and anti-human trafficking laws. 

In mid-2019, LRA established an online portal to enable local councils maintain a registry of expatriates. 

Expatriate Employment Regulation was completely overhauled in August 2020 to address registration of 

employers for hiring migrant workers, issuing of quota and employment approvals and to introduce 

mandatory security deposits in favour of the migrant worker. The regulation demarcates the responsibilities 

of both employers and employees, and outlines a grievance mechanism through which contravening parties 

may be penalized. Following commencement of the regulation, all local councils have been mandated to 

maintain an Expatriate Workers Registry to facilitate timely data collection. 

A National Task Force on Issues Related to Migrant Workers was subsequently established on 17 September 

2019 to formulate policy on all issues relating to migrant workers. A nationwide regularization programme 

was initiated in early 2019 to provide a pathway for undocumented workers to register within the system and 

transition to legal work.  Over 40,000 undocumented workers were registered during the first phase, being 

around two thirds of the estimated undocumented workforce (noting that total numbers are still estimates). 

During the pandemic, Maldives launched a voluntary repatriation programme for undocumented workers 

after borders opened. In collaboration with the Bangladesh High Commission, over 7,200 undocumented 

workers have been voluntarily repatriated. 
 

COVID 19 and the Impact on Human Rights  

As witnessed globally, COVID-19 has had a negative impact on the ability of people to fully enjoy their rights, 

especially those pertaining to civil and political rights. State-enforced lockdowns and curfews strictly restricted 

the right to freedom of movement, the right to education, the right to equality and non-discrimination, and 

the right to privacy ς which has limited the opportunities and spaces for civic engagement. This has especially 

affected vulnerable groups such as women, young people, at-risk groups, migrant workers, and detainees.  

An estimated 250,000 migrants reside in the Maldives, employed predominantly in construction, hospitality, 

agriculture, and fisheries sectors. Of these, an estimated 60,000 migrants are irregular, having been trafficked 

or lost their immigration status and lacking formal employment opportunities.  Due to lack of monitoring, 

oversight, and advocacy, these migrants are vulnerable to human rights violations, including labor 

exploitation, including debt bondage, document, and wage confiscation, and have been stranded in the 

Maldives, accommodated in congested, unhygienic guesthouses. 

The pre-existing vulnerabilities of the migrant population - health and socio-economic well-being, including 

the lack of equal access to basic rights to social protection and health services, lack of access to adequate 

housing - have worsened during the pandemic, particularly due to border closures and lockdown in the greater 

Malé area. Migrants have been impacted by worsening living conditions, evicted by negligent employers, or 

moved to temporary Government shelters. Employed in the hardest hit sectors ς hospitality, construction ς 

they have faced income reductions, terminations, and furloughs (with migrants representing over 50 percent 

of the total resort workforce). The conditions have been quite stark for irregular migrants who have been 

largely excluded from government social assistance relief measures. Migrants comprise 50 percent of the total 

number of COVID-19 infections in the Maldives, and they have been confined in relocation sites under police 
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monitoring, without being given a specific timeframe for confinement, nor having recourse to a complaints 

mechanism or legal counsel, in situations that may amount to arbitrary detention. 

These issues have been further compounded due to lack of information, and lack of mechanisms for 

monitoring or anonymous reporting (especially for irregular migrants), and lack of access to redress 

mechanisms including legal services.93  Speaking at the 2020 UPR of the Maldives, the Minister of Economic 

Development said that migrant workers and human trafficking have posed numerous challenges to Maldivian 

policymakers over the past few decades, and the foreign labour management practices have been in dire need 

of modernisation and reform, to combat exploitation and to ensure the welfare of the migrant workforce. 

However the Government is reluctant to access to the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families. 

Economic Context 

Graduating from Least Developed Country status in 2012, Maldives is now an upper-middle income country. 

This incredibly rapid shift illustrates the dual nature of the economy: a small island developing state (SIDS) 

with serious geographic challenges and human capital, and an open economy that is heavily dependent on 

tourism.  Tourism, largely in high-end resorts, accounted for 73.4 per cent of GDP, followed by secondary 

industries (largely construction and transport) at 10.5 per cent and primary industries (primarily fisheries and 

agriculture) at 4.9 per cent.94 Findings from the Rapid Livelihood Assessment95, revealed that the impact of the 

COVID-19 crisis on employment was immediate and widespread, with the tourism sector being the first 

industry to absorb the economic shock from the crisis. Due to a four-month closure of its borders, Maldives 

saw a drop in tourist arrivals in 2020 (close to 460,000 tourists as of December 2nd), with an expected slow 

return of up to 1.1 million tourists in 2021 (a drop from 1.5 million in 2019)96. As the largest employer in the 

Maldives, tourism workers have been the hardest hit, with 95 percent of the operations at a complete 

standstill since the borders closed in March 2020. 97 A total of 45,000 are employed by the resorts (of which 

23,000 are migrant workers) with 85 percent working below managerial levels. From April to June 2020, only 

55 percent of resorts retained all payroll employees at reduced salary packages98. According to the data 

collected from Jobcenter, 54 percent of the impacted employees were from the tourism sector, followed by 

14 percent in the transportation sector. Most of those terminated are young people age 15-20.   

Tourism-led growth in Maldives has (until recently) followed an enclave model, separating tourists from local 

inhabitants on designated islands.  This model is reliant on imported goods, labour and finance, which limits 

the backward linkages that could otherwise spur indirect job and growth effects.99 There is now government 

commitment to the expansion of middle-range tourist guest houses on locally inhabited islands, targeting 

middle income tourists, but there are still unrealized opportunities for linking tourism to local communities 

(including but not limited to local provision of fish and agriculture products).   

The guesthouse sector has grown rapidly since 2010. In 2018, guesthouses totaled nearly 459 facilities with 

around 8,000 beds100. The sector is projected to double in the next three years as global travel trends shift 

toward mid-level travel options with self-catering accommodations instead of traditional hotels. 

Opportunities for service-provision linkages are more limited. This is in part because many resorts already own 

and operate their support services and ancillary functions, due to geo-spatial challenges and inadequate 

 
93 Rapid Livelihood Assessment: Impact of the COVID-19 crisis in the Maldives.   
94 National Bureau of Statistics (2018): Statistical Yearbook of Maldives 2018, Table 16.3: Share of GDP by Activity, 2003-2017 
95 Rapid Livelihood Assessment: Impact of covid-19 crisis in the Maldives, 2020 
96 Management of Public Finance Impact of COVID-19, Ministry of Finance, Press Release March 2020.  
97 Rapid Livelihood Assessment ς Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis in the Maldives, Part II: Impact on Employment, Ministry of Economic Development and 
UNDP Maldives, July 2020.  
98 Ibid, Resort Management Survey.  
99 Ministry of Higher Education (2019). Environmental & social management framework 
100 Maldives independent. Sep2, 2018. https://maldivesindependent.com/business/guesthouses-to-control-half-of-maldives-tourist-bed-capacity-by-2028-140762 

https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/km-qap/UNDP-MV-Rapid-Livelihood-Assessment-Impact-of-COVID-19-Crisis-in-the-Maldives-2020.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/poverty-reduction/rapid-livelihood-assessment-impact-of-covid-19-crisis-in-the-maldives.html
https://www.finance.gov.mv/media/press-releases/management-of-public-finance-impact-of-covid-19
https://maldivesindependent.com/business/guesthouses-to-control-half-of-maldives-tourist-bed-capacity-by-2028-140762
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quality of local service provision. There are a limited number of Maldivians with qualifications and experience 

to perform higher skilled jobs in the resorts. The percentage of female employees is significantly lower at only 

10 per cent of which just 3 per cent of local female employees in 2019. This is largely due to societal 

perceptions and norms that household responsibilities and caring are the role of women. This further restricts 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ101.  

In addition to the tourism industry, fishing, agriculture and shipping are the key economic mainstays, despite 

their shrinking size in the economy in recent years. Construction is growing enormously. Fishing sustainability 

is increasingly threatened by overfishing, high fuel costs and rising ocean temperatures. Its share of GDP 

decreased from 6 per cent in 2007 to 3.7 per cent in 2017, driven to some extent by lower engagement of 

Maldivian youth in the sector, and growth of other industries. The value of fish exports declined by 46 percent 

in May 2020, mainly due to the fluctuations in international fish prices. 102    

The share of agriculture declined from 1.8 to 1.2% of GDP during the same period. The small contribution of 

agriculture is due to the scarcity of arable land and fresh water, the limited size of the domestic market and 

high transport costs for agricultural products. Maldives imports 90 per cent of its food, except for fresh tuna 

(a main trade commodity) and coconuts. Staple food imports come from single source countries, which poses 

a substantial risk to food security in the Maldives from natural disasters or external shocks such as COVID-19, 

or economic and political situations in the source country. In 2018, Maldives imported 95 per cent of its rice 

from India and 80 per cent of its flour from Turkey.103 With fishing providing almost 10 per cent of food 

reqǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ worrisome sign for the countryΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦ  

Maldives has reached an Average Dietary Energy Supply Adequacy ratio of above 120, which is higher than the 

average in Asia at 117. However, it is estimated that 20 per cent of Maldivians suffer from food insecurity. The 

Maldives is extremely vulnerable to changes or shocks in global food supply and prices. Food trade, storage 

and distribution play a critical role in the access and availability dimensions of food security. With water being 

99 per cent of Maldives territory, and with distantly located small island populations scattered across the 

country, marine transport is the most important mode for the transport of all goods including food items. The 

quantity of food items transported to outlying islands in a single trip by a cargo boat is limited and delivery is 

often unreliable. It is common for remote communities to experience periodic food shortages, especially of 

nutritious fresh products such as milk, eggs, vegetables and fruit. Food storage facilities in the north (main 

warehouse in Kulhudhuffushi) and south (main warehouse in Hithadhoo) are insufficient to maintain food 

reserves. Given the dependence on imports, unreliable distribution patterns, and inadequate decentralised 

storage facilities, the rural population in the Maldives face serious risks of periodic food insecurity. 

As the third sector of the Maldives economy, agriculture lags behind. The countryΩǎ fragile ecology and climate 

change vulnerability, combined with limited cultivable and, ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΦ  Logistics and market 

access are also significant challenges. Farming is mostly practiced on a limited scale. Small farmers in the outer 

atolls suffer the most from periodic food insecurity. There is limited public and private investment in the 

sector, and as a result, the country relies heavily on imported agricultural products. 

Potential impacts include salt-water intrusion and erosion due to gradual rise in the sea level, change in rainfall 

patterns and increase in frequency of extreme climatic events. Salt-water intrusion due to gradual rise in the 

sea level is devastating for agriculture. The global mean sea level rose 10-20 cm during the 20th century at the 

rate of 1 to 2 mm/year. Investment in the agriculture sector must necessarily be climate smart. 

The future of agriculture in Maldives largely depends on demand in the tourism sector. However, concerns 

about the volume, supply and quality of locally produced food have rŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǊŜǎƻǊǘǎΩ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

 
101 http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Resort-Employee-Survey-2019-1.pdf, National Bureau of Statistics, 2020 
102 Monthly Statistics, May 2020, Maldives Monetary Authority.  
103 Najeeb, F (2019). Food security: Are we stable in staples. Maldives Economic Review 

http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/nbs/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Resort-Employee-Survey-2019-1.pdf
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agricultural products. This is an opportunity to invest in training and standards setting in the agricultural sector, 

which has the potential to create jobs as well as generate income and address food security, as well as the 

needs of the hospitality industry. 

As of 2018, resorts were buying the majority of the Maldivian grown products, bananas, papayas and 

watermelons, and cultivating themselves or importing all other goods.104 Public perception firmly rates 

imported food as of better quality.  Consumerism, uncontrolled imports of food, and challenges in marketing 

and selling local produce make the growth of agriculture in the country difficult. However, fisheries and 

agriculture still play a crucial role in food security and generating employment.  

Industrial development in the energy and other sectors ƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻƛƭ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΦ 

According to the Ministry of Energy, ongoing renewable energy projects were planned to provide 13 kilowatts 

of renewable energy (solar photovoltaic) by the end of 2018.  Renewables should have a significant impact on 

imported fuel costs in the medium term, increasing the feasibility of local manufacturing. 

The absence of an active small and medium enterprise (SME) ecosystem is noteworthy. Limited 

entrepreneurial skills among youth, high costs of land, labor and raw materials makes it difficult for self-

starters and limited seed funding/startup capital constrains entrepreneurial activities. The government has 

proactively fostered entrepreneurship for the past five years. Three ongoing loan schemes provide access to 

seed finance for new and existing businesses: the SME loan scheme; the Get-Set program; and the Women 

Enterprise Fund (WEF).105 Early results indicate poor quality of business plans, low success rate of the 

businesses that have received support, inadequate business support services and skills support, and low 

repayment rates. Impacts on MSME operations during COVID-19 revealed disruption to businesses, supply 

disruptions, impacts on cost of operations, loss of sales and revenue, impact on cashflow, and employment 

adjustments made by MSMEs. Interviews with MSMEs indicated that a small proportion of businesses said 

that they can manage cashflow up to six months. Among the challenges to doing business included barriers to 

access finance, limited access to business support services, unmet skills requirements in areas of business 

management, slow technology uptake, limited scale of transition to green/environmentally friendly 

technology, and weak enforcement of laws.  

The construction sector has been growing over the last two decades, increasing its share of GDP at an average 

annual growth rate of 14.6 from 2014-2019. In 2019, the sector contributed MVR 4.8 billion (US$308m) to  

GDP (6.4 per cent. In 2018 and 2019, the sector contributed more than two and a half times more to the GDP 

than manufacturing, and added more to the GDP than manufacturing and electricity and water industries 

combined. However the construction sector has noted slow growth of 3.7 per cent in 2019 when compared to 

other secondary sectors in 2019 (e.g. manufacturing was at 9.1 per cent). 

The sector, upon close assessment, boasts several special characteristics. It is heavily dependent on foreign 

labour, employing 13 foreigners for every 1 Maldivian, and excessively reliant on imports. Preliminary 

estimates for 2019 show that sector imports totaled US$ 406 million, second only to tourism imports (USD 

450 million) on free on board (FOB) basis. Moreover, mega-infrastructure and construction projects are 

generally financed by overseas lenders and this is illuminated by the fact that, in 2020, the national budget 

envisaged an uptick in capital spending by 75 per cent, to a record-high 14 per cent of the GDP financed 

externally106. The sector is also dependent on international organizations to implement projects. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has adversely affected tourism due to prevention measures that have been enforced 

both nationally and internationally to arrest the spread of the virus. As a result, delivery of projects have 

slowed, overseas recruitment to the workforce has been paused, and impacts on logistics and procurement 

 
104 Plewa P (2019). Migration in Maldives: A country Profile, International Organisation for Migration 
105 Ministry of Higher Education (2019). Environmental & social management framework 
106 IMF, Regional economic outlook, 2020. 
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processes have been experienced. This in turn has had a compound effect on revenue and cash flow and has 

the potential to increase costs due to a depreciating national currency. The Government has introduced 

multiple support measures to stabilize the sector, foremost of which have been recommencing Public Sector 

Infrastructure Projects (PSIP), providing concessions for importers of construction supplies, and issuing 

permits for some construction to resume at halted work sites by introducing new health and safety guidelines 

for construction sites. All construction companies were permitted to resume operations from July 2020. 

The Government has repurposed the Strategic Action Plan in light of the impact of COVID-19. The Government 

will continue its strategic infrastructure development programme, which includes expansion and upgrading of 

three international airports; Velana Internatiƻƴŀƭ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ DǊŜŀǘŜǊ aŀƭŜΩ wŜƎƛƻƴΣ !ŘŘǳ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘ  

(South) and Hanimaadhoo International Airport (North). The central maritime port will be relocated from 

aŀƭŜΩ to Gulhifalhu, and the Greater aŀƭŜΩ Connectivity project aimed at improving greater connectivity 

between islands near aŀƭŜΩ will be implemented. These strategic projects have been marked for completion 

by 2023 noting their importance for economic diversification and growth. 

 

Employment 

The current labour force participation rate (LFPR) in the Maldives stands at 60.2%, LFPR for women aged 15-

64, is 45.6 per cent compared to 77.1 percent of Maldivian men as per 2016 HIES. The service sector accounted 

for 70 per cent of total employment followed by industry (18 per cent), public administration (15 per cent), 

trade (13 per cent) and agriculture (9 per cent).107 In 2019 the overall unemployment rate was 5.3 per cent, 

higher among men (5.6 per cent) than among women (4.8 per cent).  The youth unemployment rate (18-34 

years) at 8 per cent was higher than the national average. WomenΩǎ LFPR declined in comparison to 2010108.. 

 

 

 
107 National Bureau of Statistics (2019). Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
108 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 2012, Hope for Women pg. 54   

Women Men Total Women Men Total Women Men Total

Population (15+ years)1 169,729       147,753         317,482          80,151         74,439           154,590          89,578         73,314           162,892          

Labour force 77,421         113,849         191,270          38,935         60,776           99,711            38,486         53,072           91,559            

Employment 73,717         107,426         181,144          36,889         56,729           93,618            36,829         50,697           87,526            

Labour underutilized 17,905         11,494           29,398            8,694           5,971             14,666            9,210           5,523             14,733            

-Time related underemployment 360              103                464                 99                 -                 99                   261              103                364                 

-Unemployment 3,704           6,422             10,127            2,046           4,047             6,094              1,658           2,375             4,033              

-Potential labour force 13,840         4,968             18,808            6,549           1,924             8,473              7,291           3,044             10,335            

Labour force participation rate 45.6% 77.1% 60.2% 48.6% 81.6% 64.5% 43.0% 72.4% 56.2%

Employment-to-population ratio 43.4% 72.7% 57.1% 46.0% 76.2% 60.6% 41.1% 69.2% 53.7%

LU4: Labour underutilization 19.6% 9.7% 14.0% 19.1% 9.5% 13.6% 20.1% 9.8% 14.5%

Education level of employed population 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

-Primary education and below 26% 32% 30% 14% 17% 16% 38% 49% 44%

-Secondary & higher secondary education 56% 55% 55% 59% 63% 61% 53% 45% 49%

-Tertiary education 18% 13% 15% 26% 20% 23% 9% 5% 7%

Top 5 occupation at National level

- Cleaners and Helpers in offices, Hotels and Other Establishments4,899           3,077             7,976              1,931           479                2,410              2,968           2,598             5,566              

- Deep-sea Fishery Workers 7                   6,811             6,818              -               428                428                 7                   6,382             6,390              

- Cashiers and ticket clerks 5,070           2,657             7,726              3,290           1,500             4,790              1,780           1,156             2,936              

- General office clerks 3,695           2,521             6,216              2,397           1,659             4,056              1,298           862                2,160              

- Administrative and executive secretaries 3,306           1,842             5,148              2,592           1,053             3,646              714              789                1,503              

Branch of economic activity 3

-Agriculture 2% 11% 7% 0% 1% 1% 3% 23% 14%

-Industry 20% 16% 18% 10% 12% 11% 30% 22% 25%

-Manufacturing 18% 5% 10% 8% 2% 4% 28% 8% 17%

-Service 78% 72% 74% 89% 87% 88% 66% 56% 60%

-Public administration 14% 18% 16% 18% 22% 21% 9% 13% 11%

-Trade 11% 11% 11% 13% 15% 15% 9% 7% 8%

Status in employment

-Employees 73% 78% 76% 85% 84% 84% 61% 71% 66%

-Employers 1% 5% 3% 1% 5% 4% 1% 4% 3%

-Own account workers 23% 12% 16% 13% 9% 11% 33% 15% 22%

-Contributing family workers 2% 2% 2% 0% 1% 1% 4% 2% 3%

-Group workers 1% 4% 3% 0% 1% 1% 2% 8% 5%

Informal sector 25% 16% 19% 13% 7% 9% 37% 26% 31%

Informal Employment 44% 36% 39% 34% 25% 28% 54% 49% 51%

Male'Republic Atolls

Indicator
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Nationally, the gender pay gap for the 

resident population is 20 per cent. If only 

Maldivians are considered (excluding 

foreign migrant population), the gender 

pay gap at national level is 26 per cent. 

This means that on average Maldivian 

women earn MVR 22.51 per hour less 

ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ Ƴƻnthly 

earnings are MVR 7,510 (approximately 

USD$487) as compared to MVR 11,977 

(approximately USD$776) for men.109  

Maldivians typically occupy lower-paying 

jobs in the tourism sector which is 

dominated by foreign workers, and 

women continue to be side-lined from 

the biggest employment sector other 

than the government.110 It is evident that 

there are data gaps to give a clear picture 

of women representation in tourism 

sector as these data are not captured in 

HIES. However, local female 

participation in the tourism sector is 2 

per cent and local male participation is 

47 per cent. The expatriate labour force 

in the sector is significant at 5 per cent 

for foreign females and 46 per cent 

foreign males.111  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that these 

figures may have increased slightly, with 

more female staff joining tourism sector, 

with a few resorts running programs to attract females to join. The main reason women do not seek resort 

employment is the negative perceptions of resort life that conflict with Islamic values, and both parents and 

young women perceive resorts as being unsafe112. With growing guest house tourism in inhabited islands in 

the last decade, it is unclear how many women benefit from this new sector. This is a potential employment 

sector where women residing in the islands could tap into with adequate policies and interventions. 

Historically, fishing and agriculture were the main sources of traditional livelihoods of rural women outside 

the public sector. However, this has faded away overtime due to modernization of these sectors. The 

Government has pledged special loan schemes to develop agricultural sector businesses and states that a 

specific portion of the loan scheme will be allocated to women. Similarly, the government stated that 

measures will be introduced to increase women role in the fishing industry113.  

 

 
109 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Planning and Infrastructure, Maldives page 21   
110 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Planning and Infrastructure, Maldives page 31.   
111 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 2012, Hope for Women pg. 53   
112 Gender Analysis of Mangrove for Future Program in Seenu Hithadhoo 2017, UNDP Mangrove For Future Program, pg. 14   
113 /ƻǊŜ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΣ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά¦ƴƛǘȅ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ōȅ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŜǎΩ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ нлмуΣ ǳƴƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ¦b5t aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ   
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Due to the reproductive and care work roles assigned to women, a significant number of employed women 

are engaged in the informal sector. Women in the informal sector consist of 40 per cent114 and they are 

excluded from the social protection system (such as participation in the national pension scheme). A potential 

MSME sector is emerging with the new technological advances and introduction of social media platforms, 

women are increasingly capitalizing on these platforms to do home-based businesses such as craft making, 

retail and other types of home businesses. As per the stakeholder consultations, some of these retail home-

based businesses are taking off customer bases from established retail setups due to reduced overhead costs. 

These need to be taken into the national accounts, and a system created to assess the impact of small 

businesses towards women financial independence and to the economy. This research needs to be conducted 

before any policy interventions are carried out to bring any transformative development.  

 

  

The main reason why women do not engage in productive work is because unpaid care work at home limits 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ŀƴŘ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ labor force participation. The HIES 2019 indicates that the proportion of time spent 

on domestic and unpaid care work is significantly higher for women at 15 per cent compared to just 5 per cent 

for men. It is equally important to recognize the care economy contribution to national accounts which is a 

major contribution is from women. The National Transfer Accounts (NTA) projects that unpaid work 

 
114 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016, Employment Leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Finance and Treasury, 
Government of Maldives   

Employed  population and percentage shares by industry and sex, 2019

Both sexes Males Females
Female 

Shares (%)

Both 

sexes
Males Females

Female 

Shares (%)

Both 

sexes
Males Females

Female 

Shares (%)

A Agriculture, forestry and fishing 7.4 11.3 1.7 9.4 0.9 1.4 0.2 8.6 14.4 22.5 3.2 9.4

B Mining and quarrying 0.2 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.5 0.0 0.0

C Manufacturing 10.4 5.0 18.2 71.3 4.4 2.1 8.0 71.1 16.8 8.3 28.5 71.3

D Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 2.7 3.6 1.3 19.6 1.3 1.4 1.1 33.7 4.2 6.1 1.5 15.1

E
Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation

activities
1.4 2.0 0.5 14.2 2.0 2.8 0.7 14.7 0.7 1.1 0.2 12.8

F Construction 3.4 5.4 0.3 3.9 3.3 5.0 0.6 6.8 3.5 5.9 0.1 0.9

G Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles11.3 11.4 11.2 40.2 14.5 15.2 13.4 36.3 8.0 7.2 9.0 47.8

H Transportation and storage 9.5 13.8 3.2 13.7 13.3 18.8 4.9 14.4 5.4 8.2 1.5 11.7

I Accommodation and food service activities 6.7 8.3 4.4 26.6 5.9 6.9 4.4 29.3 7.5 9.8 4.4 24.4

J Information and communication 1.8 2.3 1.0 22.4 3.0 3.9 1.5 20.3 0.5 0.5 0.4 36.8

K Financial and insurance activities 1.4 1.5 1.2 36.8 2.3 2.3 2.3 39.2 0.4 0.6 0.2 22.8

L Real estate activities 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

M Professional, scientific and technical activities 2.4 2.8 1.9 32.1 4.5 5.0 3.7 32.7 0.2 0.3 0.1 18.7

N Administrative and support service activities 1.6 1.5 1.7 42.8 2.3 2.6 1.9 32.2 0.9 0.4 1.5 72.3

O Public administration and defence; compulsory social security 16.1 17.8 13.7 34.5 20.6 22.4 18.0 34.4 11.3 12.8 9.4 34.8

P Education 12.5 5.4 22.9 74.6 10.4 3.9 20.3 77.4 14.8 7.0 25.6 72.5

Q Human health and social work activities 6.2 3.2 10.6 69.4 5.3 2.2 10.1 75.4 7.2 4.4 11.1 64.7

R Arts, entertainment and recreation 1.2 1.4 0.7 26.2 1.8 2.0 1.4 30.4 0.5 0.8 0.1 10.1

s Other service activities 1.4 1.8 0.9 26.1 0.8 1.0 0.5 23.9 2.2 2.7 1.4 26.9

T

Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- 

and

services-producing activities of households for own use

2.1 0.6 4.3 82.7 3.0 0.5 6.8 90.1 1.2 0.8 1.8 62.8

U Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 0.0 0.0 0.1 86.3 0.1 0.0 0.1 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Unable to codify 0.3 0.4 0.2 21.7 0.4 0.6 0.2 20.5 0.1 0.1 0.1 26.6

Total all groups 100.0 100.0 100.0 40.7 100.0 100.0 100.0 39.4 100.0 100.0 100.0 42.1

Percentage shares (%)

Industry / Activity (ISIC)

Republic Male' Atolls

Employed  population and percentage shares, by occupational groups and sex, 2019

Both sexes Male Both sexes Male Both sexes Male

1. Managers 16,840 13,612 3,227 12,612 10,026 2,586 4,228 3,586 642

2. Professionals 27,990 9,792 18,198 15,571 6,357 9,214 12,420 3,435 8,985

3. Technicians and associate professionals 32,601 23,373 9,228 21,438 15,060 6,378 11,163 8,313 2,850

4. Clerical support workers 15,502 7,035 8,467 10,386 4,923 5,464 5,116 2,113 3,003

5. Service and sales workers 25,410 14,852 10,558 13,766 7,584 6,182 11,644 7,269 4,376

6. Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers 11,919 10,783 1,136 621 621 11,298 10,162 1,136

7. Craft and related trades workers 22,389 9,110 13,279 5,736 2,803 2,932 16,653 6,307 10,346

8. Plant and machine operators and assemblers 6,995 6,703 293 3,712 3,670 42 3,283 3,033 251

9. Elementary occupations 18,343 9,095 9,248 7,044 3,005 4,040 11,298 6,090 5,208

0. Armed forces occupations 2,767 2,700 67 2,550 2,499 51 217 201.121 15

99. Unable to codify 389 372 17 183 183 206 189 17

Total all groups 181,144 107,426 73,717 93,618 56,729 36,889 87,526 50,697 36,829

Occupational groups (ISCO)

Republic Male' Atolls

Female Female Female
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contributes MVR 8.6 - 17.8 billion (US$549m-1.136b) to the economy which when added to the GDP at market 

costs would be at 14.9 per cent and at opportunity cost increase to 27.3 per cent. Women with care 

responsibilities are more likely to be self-employed, to work in the informal economy, and less likely to 

contribute to social security.  

New graduates and young people completing grade 12 typically seek administrative jobs, but these are in short 

supply, particularly in the private sector where employment opportunities are concentrated in the tourism 

and services-based economy. The large number of government jobs in the civil service and the many state-

ƻǿƴŜŘ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ό{h9ǎύ Ƙŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜέ115 ς whether through social 

protection benefits, services, training, or employment. The high reservation wages limit attractive job 

opportunities for new entrants, who are priced out of the market by international migrant workers at both 

the low and high ends of the skills spectrum.116  aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎΩ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ƛƳōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ 

between labor supply and demand, such as increasing educational attainment among the younger generation 

ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ άƻŦŦƛŎŜ Ƨƻōέ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘing with rapid growth in low-skilled service jobs associated with 

tourism and construction.117. 

This has resulted in unmet expectations of Maldivian job seekers vis-à-vis available jobs. Recent improvements 

in household wealth, declining poverty and the introduction of generous social pensions have raised the 

reservation wage of young labour force entrants. A decade after the enactment of the Employment Act 

(2/2008), there is a need to effectively operationalize and enforce some of the rights enshrined in the legal 

framework. An adequate minimum wage system opens the possibility of increasing job opportunities that 

match the aspirations of nationals, especially young people.  However, a minimum wage policy by itself will 

not be able to increase the participation of national workers in the labour market.  

Specific strategies are needed to increase employability and to close the gap between supply and demand for 

labour. Policy changes required to obtain better labour market outcomes include addressing capacity 

weaknesses in the education system for teaching technical, vocational and life skills, creating adequate up 

skilling programmes, proper public employment services, monitoring occupational safety, and cultural mind-

set changes among youth towards productive work and self-sustenance. These are essential steps to ensure 

decent working conditions for all workers in the Maldives. The Government is taking the initiative to roll-out 

a minimum wage system for the country. 

The enclave model of tourism development ς one resort, one island ς has increased the imbalance between 

labour supply in the inhabited islands and the demand for skilled and unskilled labour in nearby island resorts. 

The growth of mostly luxury tourism services has outpaced the capacity of the Maldivian labour market to 

provide internationally competitive skills required by employers. The persistence of traditional gender roles, 

particularly the caring role assigned to women, and the narrow scope of occupations deemed acceptable by 

young women (and especially their parents) have limited the female labour supply, particularly for many job 

openings in tourism-related services. The ensuing demand for labour has been easily and willingly met by 

foreign migrant workers.  Many of these migrants are undocumented, and therefore often do not have an 

alternative to accepting significantly lower wages than nationals. 

Many Maldivian youth are discouraged workers who have effectively exited the labour force and are best 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ άb99¢ǎέ όbƻǘ ƛƴ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎύΦ !ōƻǳǘ нн ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪing-age 

Maldivian youth fall into this category.118  The largest number of unemployed and discouraged youth (44 per 

cent) live in Malé , and the second highest number live in the south of Maldives.119  

 
115 Ministry of Higher Education (2019). Environmental & social management framework 
116 ibid 
117 ibid 
118 National Bureau of Statistics (2016). Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) Analytical Report III: Employment. p7. 
119 ibid 
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Unlike other culturally similar 

countries in South Asia, 

Maldivian women have a 

relatively high labour force 

participation rate, at 42 per 

cent (on par with other 

countries at the same level of 

development). 

The NEET rate is very similar for 

the two age groups (15-24 and 

18-35 population), but is much 

higher for women, at 30% and 

41% respectively. For men, the 

NEET rate decreases with age 

to 15% at age 18-35 years as 

compared to 25% at 15-24 year 

olds.120 A high NEET rate among 

women as compared to men is 

often an indication that they 

are engaged in household 

duties or the care economy, 

which reflects traditional 

gender roles. Despite the low 

number of women reporting 

employment complaints in the 

JobCenter, redundancy and 

complete loss of income was 

higher for women than men. 

Increasing unemployment 

pressures may push these 

young women out of the labour 

force permanently or may 

prevent young women from 

entering the labour force 

altogether. 

The reasons for being out of 

school and unemployed vary by gender. Male youth indicate that the biggest reasons for unemployment are 

the lack of economic opportunities in their island of residence and inability to find suitable employment which 

matches their education or training. Fifty per cent of young females give household chores and childcare as 

reasons for economic inactivity. 

There is growing concern over discouraged youth, due to their rising NEET rate, as it can be an indication of 

risk of exclusion, discrimination, victimisation by domestic and gender-based violence and being drawn to 

undesirable activities (gangs, drugs and extremism).  

 
120 National Bureau of Statistics (2019). Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES)  
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The main challenges of unemployment in Maldives are not a lack of jobs, but the limited linkages with 

employment opportunities that results from skills mismatch of youth exiting the school system and 

preferences toward white collar jobs that limit job uptake by young Maldivians.121  

The tourism and construction sectors are the largest employers besides public administration jobs, but these 

sectors also register the greatest numbers of foreign labour participation. From the demand side, employers 

indicate that there are significant challenges with hiring Maldivian youth. The absence of a proper work ethic, 

the absence of a minimum wage, inadequate social, interpersonal, customer service and communication skills, 

and inadequate technical/vocational skills are cited as some of the key challenges to recruiting nationals.  

Current laws, including the Employment Act of 2008, do not protect the formation of trade unions or safeguard 

workers from unfair labor practices. Several cases of worker mistreatment and unfair labour practices have 

been reported, with workers being arrested, dismissed, or transferred for complaining or attempting to 

organize. International migrant workers, especially those employed in the tourism and construction sectors, 

are particularly vulnerable to labour abuses. Labour authorities lack the resources and training to prevent, 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜΣ ƻǊ ǇŜƴŀƭƛȊŜ Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦ There are no general regulations for occupational safety 

and health preventing labor inspectors from identifying and correcting hazardous working conditions. 

The whole range of economic policies ς for both immediate response and long-term recovery ς need to be 

designed and implemented with a gender lens. This includes removal of barriers that prevent full involvement 

of women in economic activities, equal pay and equal opportunities, social protection schemes that factor in 

ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ōƛŀǎŜǎΣ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-employment. 

Such economic responses would include both the public and private spheres. Equally, narrowing gender-based 

education gaps and ensuring women remain in and expand their participation in the formal labour market will 

Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨǊŜōƻǳƴŘΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊƻnger, more 

equitable and sustainable growth. Current social protection systems are not wide enough. Many women will 

not have access as safety nets frequently depend on formal participation in the labor force. For example, single 

parent allowance (translated in Dhivehi as άsingle mother allowanceέ) is not eligible when the mother gets 

married or even if the woman is employed in a low paying job. Access to benefits such as health insurance, 

paid sick and maternity leave, pensions and unemployment benefits need to reach beyond formal 

employment and be accessible to women in all spheres of work. 

Fiscal performance 

During the last few years, fiscal expenditure continued to grow at a faster pace than revenue. The Government 

borrowed heavily for infrastructure development, largely from China. A large construction-driven deficit, 

reaching 9.1 per cent of GDP in 2016, induced a rise in public debt as a percentage of GDP from 52.7 per cent 

in 2010 to 73 per cent in 2018, and was projected to expand further to 80 per cent122 of GDP by the end of 

2019. Real GDP declined significantly by 51.6 per cent in Q2-2020, when compared with the same quarter a 

year ago. This was a deeper plunge when compared with the revised growth rate of -5.0 per cent for Q1-2020 

(previously at -5.9 per cent). Real GDP growth is now projected to decline significantly in 2020 due to the 

severe impact of COVID-19 on tourist arrivals amid strict measures taken by governments across the world to 

contain the ǾƛǊǳǎΩ spread. During January to August 2020, total revenue recorded a 39 per cent decline, while 

total expenditure increased by 3 per cent compared to the same period in 2019. The fiscal balance is also 

forecasted to reach -22 per cent of GDP in 2020 with only a modest improvement by 2022 at 16.6 per cent. 

Total government debt amounted to MVR57.3 billion at the end of Q2-2020, a 3 per cent increase from Q1-

2020. Similarly, total government debt as a percentage of GDP increased to 84 per cent at the end of Q2-2020. 

Debt to GDP is expected to reach 120 per cent for 2020 with an expected trajectory of reaching 129 per cent 

 
121 Ministry of Higher Education (2019). Environmental & social management framework 
122 Ministry of Finance and Treasury (2019). Medium Term Debt Management Strategy 2020-2022 
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by the end of 2022. One of the biggest challenges facing Maldives is constraints due to the increase in foreign 

currency debt, and that the state needs to reduce its expenditure, reduce its fiscal deficit, and manage debt 

at a sustainable level. Maldives is set to pay MVR 10 billion as debt repayment in Q4 of this year.  The largest 

contribution to debt in 2019 will be publicly guaranteed debt, as projects being implemented with guaranteed 

loans are near completion, and loans are expected to be fully utilized in the short term.  

The real exchange rate and the current account are projected to converge towards fundamentals with the 

winding down of large infrastructure projects, and since the Maldives maintains a defector peg123, that there 

is little room for monetary policy124. The IMF notes the high contingent liability exerted by the State-Owned 

EnterprisesΩ (SOEs) public guaranteed external borrowing and the need to limit such guarantees and reduce 

inefficiencies in SOEs125. 

The current Government has reversed reliance on borrowing from China.  This has been offset by new 

commitments from India, which has pledged $1.4 billion to Maldives. Grants from India at the end of June 

2019 include $25 million, with an investment of MVR 1,542 million in government securities, and a further 

investment of MVR 771 million in government securities in 2020. Total revenue and grants received at the end 

of June 2019 were 5.3 per cent more compared to the same period of 2018. The main reason for this is the 

growth experienced by the tourism sector in 2019.126 Import duties, business profit tax and general GST also 

increased due to the growth of the economy and the subsequent increase in imports. 
 

Social Context 

Education 

The Maldives allocates a significant portion of the national budget to education ς MVR 4 billion (US$255m) in 

2021 (MVR 3.3 billion (US$210m) in 2019 - 11.0 per cent, which accounts for 3.6 per cent of GDP.127 Public 

education unit costs show a growth of over 6 per cent annually over the past 10 years while households spend 

about 0.5 per cent of GDP on education.  The Maldives achieved MDG 2 on universal primary education in 

2010.128
 Public school education is free and is a Constitutional provision until middle-school, with all children 

are provided access to free education until the completion of lower secondary level. Ministry of Education 

data shows that student enrolment figures have been maintained over the past 5 years. Sustained at near 

ǇŀǊƛǘȅΣ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊy education surpassed boys by 11 per cent in 2018, which is a slight 

improvement towards balancing the same disparity from 2014, to achieve parity for boys.  Special Education 

Needs (SEN) are especially weak, which is evident in data showing the existing gender gap in school enrolment 

ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ {9bΦ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ нлмпΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ {9b ōȅ 

2018. This evidence shows the increased vulnerabilities of the girl child and compounding factors. 

There is a significant gender imbalance among teachers in the school system in the country, given the 

traditional bias for women to enter the teaching profession. Data for 2014 and 2018 shows a persistent gender 

gap among the permanent teaching staff, whether they are trained or untrained. In 2014, among local 

graduate teachers 77 per cent were women and 23 per cent men, while this disparity had increased by 2018 

in this group, with 80 per cent women and 20 per cent men.129
 The school system is served by a significant 

number of expatriate teachers, with a higher proportion of men to women. 

 
123 Although the Maldivian rufiyaa is not officially pegged to the dollar, the Monetary Authority of Maldives determines a reference rate that the 
exchange rate between the rufiyaa and the dollar can fluctuate around. 
124 World bank. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/309381562292055521/text/Maldives-First-Fiscal-Sustainability-and-Budget-Credibility-
Development-Policy-Financing-Operation.txt 
125 IMF country report 19/156. Maldives 2019 article iv consultationτpress release; staff report; and statement by the executive director for Maldives 
126 Ministry of finance and treasury (2019). Medium Term Fiscal Strategy 2020-2022 
127 Ministry of Education (2019). Education Sector Analysis. p.56 
128 MDGs : Maldives Country Report 2010, Department of National Planning, Ministry of Finance and Treasury, Government of Maldives   
129 School Statistics 2014 ; School Statistics 2018, Ministry of Education, Government of Maldives   
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Data published by the MNU shows a significant and persistent gender gap in graduate numbers with a clear 

downward trend for women graduates, which is inconsistent with the previously cited enrolment figures. 

Consulted stakeholders cite a series of challenges to women students to continue their studies, with the triple 

burden of paid work, unpaid care-work and study being unfeasibly challenging to many students. In February 

2019, the Government introduced a scheme making undergraduate education at public and private 

institutions tuition-free, which may improve opportunities for women to remain in higher education to 

complete their studies.130 

Overall, social attitudes and gender stereotyping affect the higher education and employment prospects for 

women who are disproportionately represented in the insecure informal sector, in lower paid jobs, in both 

public and private sectors, regardless of educational achieǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ tŜǊǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƛƴƘƛōƛǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

access to key industries like tourism, which is perceived as a sector unfit for a woman.131
 Consulted 

stakeholders state that girls participation and uptake in science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

(STEM) subjects is problematic, which should be addressed. Stakeholders consider facilitating graduate 

women entry to the job market by providing child-care facilities to sustain formal and stable employment as 

a key priority. Furthermore, professional women who have managed to continue contributing economically 

must be retained in productive work, to ensure they may move up the ranks to decision-making positions 

without interruptions to their career due to reproductive responsibilities. Stakeholders observe the loss in 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ 

employment market and contribute, due to the lack of an enabling environment to do so for women.132 
 

In 2018, the net enrolment ratio (NER) for both girls 

and boys at pre-primary level were over 92 per cent.  

For Primary level, NER was above 95 per cent. The 

NER starts to fall at lower secondary level to 90.5 per 

cent and steeply drops at higher secondary to 44.5 

per cent (50.4 per cent for girls and 38.9 per cent for 

boys).133  This is largely due to non-availability of 

higher education opportunities in the Atolls, which 

forces a number of adolescents to migrate to Malé. 

Science stream is offered mainly in larger islands and 

Arts stream is almost non-existent. In addition, 19 

girls dropped out of school in 2018-2019 for 

becoming pregnant134. While the NER is high in 

primary and lower secondary, the quality of 

education is not on par. The education sector analysis notes that the proportion of 4th and 7th grade students 

who have attained mastery level competence in language (Dhivehi and English) and Mathematics is low 

compared to many other countries. As per the national assessment of learning outcomes (NALO) 2015 and 

2016, approximately 37.8 per cent of the students in Grade 4 and 43.24 per cent of students in Grade 7 failed 

to achieve the minimum pass percentage of 40 per cent. Girls perform better in achieving the desired 

outcomes than boys at both Grades 4 and 7 in Mathematics, English and Dhivehi language. There is a clear 

geographical difference in the results.135  

 
130 First degrees in Maldives made tuition-free, Maldives Independent, 14 February 2019, https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/first-degrees-in-
maldives-made-tuition-free-14376    
131 vǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ Υ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ tǳōƭƛŎ [ƛŦŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƭŘƛǾŜǎ, IFES, 2015   
132 Review of the progress and remaining challenges in implementing the BPfA. Ibid 
133 Ibid.p4 
134 Communication from Ministry of Education 
135 Ibid. p6-7 
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Students scored generally lower in competencies based on higher order thinking. The National Curriculum 

Framework (NCF) in the Maldives was revised in 2015. There is not yet an impact evaluation study to examine 

to what extent the curricula reform contributes to the improvement of learning. The situation calls for a 

sharper focus on improving the quality of learning at the system level with particular attention to reducing 

disparities across geographical locations and gender.  

The limited skills of teachers significantly impact quality of education. The education sector analysis noted that 

there is a need for the pre-service teacher training institutions to incorporate training in many aspects of the 

national curriculum in a more explicit manner, and to improve skills for subject specific teaching. Technical 

expertise of staff must be improved, including school principals and leading teachers at the school level. Skills 

of teacher trainers need to be enhanced to ensure effective implementation of the curriculum. In addition, 

student-teacher ratios, especially in schools at both extremes of enrolment size, need to be further improved.  

Inclusive Education Policy and children with SEN have received greater attention with a specialized 

department with a professional team at the National Institute of Education to support the schools. The 

inclusive education program of the Maldives is focused on 16 types of students from 3 distinct categories, 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴ όL9tύΩΦ Lƴ нлмуΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нмн DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 

schools there were a total of 3,215 students requiring an IEP based on the diagnosis or on suspicion of needing 

support through an IEP.136 Implementation of the SEN Policy however needs to be strengthened, primarily 

through increased awareness of what special needs involves, and clear leadership on the issue amongst 

principals and the Ministry of Education. There is a disconnect between the courses offered at Maldives 

National University (MNU) and the curriculum that is expected to be delivered in the school system. The in-

service training on changes to school curriculum is carried out by the NIE/MOE itself. 

The integration of pre-primary education into the national education system raises major access, equity and 

quality issues. No significant progress has been made and quality assurance and regulation for nursery and 

daycare centres remain unclear.  

The Snapshot of the Maldivian School System in 2016-2017 found  a large number of schools across the country 

needed additional buildings/classrooms and that 55 (or 20  per cent) of schools do not meet national minimum 

standards for educational facilities, including WASH requirements.137 It found that 11 of the 55 schools 

assessed did not have toilets for students, affecting 21 per cent of the students enrolled in these 55 schools; 

with 10.6 per cent without access to hand washing facilities and 12.3 per cent without access to drinking 

water.138 The lack of toilet facilities disproportionately affects girls, and needs to be addressed urgently. 

The student-teacher ratio in Malé is 12:1 while in the outer islands it is 8:1.139 Proportionally, the number of 

expatriate teachers and untrained teachers are higher in the outer islands. The percentage of untrained 

teachers working in primary schools has dropped to approximately 6 per cent in 2018 from 23 per cent in 

2010. With over 500 untrained teachers still working in the system, serious learning gaps are likely, particularly 

for children in the more isolated islands140. One of the most significant efforts made to upgrade local teachers 

is a new requirement of a minimum of a diploma. There is an ongoing partnership between the Maldives 

National University (MNU) and the Ministry of Education since 2016 to train 3000 in-service teachers to 

ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ of this 5-year project, more than 80% of teachers should have a 

ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ 

aligned with the new curriculum implementation, there are several gaps in teacher allocations for teaching 

different subject areas, especially from Key Stage 3 and up. Despite the innovative teaching and learning 

 
136 Ministry of Education (2019). Education Sector Analysis.p186-7 
137 Ministry of Education (2019). Analytical Report of Issues and Challenges from External School Reviews of 2016 & 2017 
138 Ministry of Education (2019). Assessment Report of the Disadvantaged and Underperforming 55 Schools in the Maldives 
139 Ministry of Education (2019). Education Sector Analysis.p205 
140 ibid 
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practices promoted in the NCF, some teaching practices continue the promotion of memorization rather than 

comprehension and higher order cognitive thinking skills. Despite the curriculum including health and physical 

education, this subject has not been implemented in Key stage 4 and 5, especially when the subjects includes 

comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) topics and associated life skills for healthy and productive behavior 

and only 47 per cent of CSE topics covered in Key Stage 1 to 3. 

TVET programs for secondary school students at risk were also initiated and while options have grown, the 

school-to-work transition is still challenging due to (a) lack of soft skills and training in both technical and 

academic programs ranked high for getting jobs; (b) weak quality and relevance of TVET, which also reduces 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΤ όŎύ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ƭƛƴƪŀƎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŦƛǊƳǎΤ όŘύ ƭƻǿ 

quality of teaching in TVET; (e) a lack of competency and outcome based curriculum and assessment; and (f) 

limited career guidance and counselling to students. Although sector skills councils exist, there is insufficient 

feedback to the tertiary education institutions and policy makers.  

The higher education sector is growing with two public Universities, nine new private colleges and two 

polytechnics, but there is no proper mechanism or regulation to assist in their governance. There are more 

than 200 higher education institutions (HEIs) registered and 35 of them offer programmes at diploma and 

above qualifications.141 Although not officially recognized, the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨōƭƻŎƪ ƳƻŘŜΩ ǘŜŀŎƘƛng is widely used 

in HEIs. Currently, full-time equivalent progrŀƳƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨōƭƻŎƪ ƳƻŘŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ-time 

arrangement, while qualifications are awarded in the full-time duration.  

The Ministry of Higher Education and the Maldives Qualification Authority, though mandated for regulation 

and quality assurance of higher education, do not have qualified staff to properly regulate the sector. The lack 

of qualified staff has been an issue that has been identified by higher education institutions as well.  Though 

the MNU, the IUM and some private colleges have their own funds for research, there is limited research to 

guide policy making and no public research grant/facility available in the country.  

In 2019, the Government announced a free education policy through completion of undergraduate level in-

country, and loans for study abroad.  This highly ambitious policy is laudable, but without cost controls and 

workforce planning systems in place, its cost effectiveness and sustainability are open to question.  

Nor is educational policy linked to the skills needed for the implementation of government priorities identified 

in the SAP. While a number of government institutions suffer from a high turnover of staff and lack of human 

and technical capacity, there is no clear policy or process to ensure recruitment and retention of trained and 

skilled staff in the civil service, nor is there a strategy to limit brain drain from the Maldives. 

Health 

The health of the people of Maldives has improved significantly in the past few decades. Life expectancy at 

birth has increased from 70 years to 79 years for 

men and from 70.1 to 85 years for women during the 

period 2000 to 2015.142 Child survival has improved 

significantly with the Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) 

falling from 17 per 1,000 live births in 2001 to 8 per 

1,000 live births in 2016. The Maternal Mortality 

Ratio (MMR) has come down from 143 per 100,000 

births in 2001 to 44 per 100,000 births in 2016, 

owing to better Emergency Obstetric Care (EmOC) at 

atoll level and antenatal care at the island level.143 

 
141 Ministry of Higher Education (2019). Environmental & social management framework 
142 Ministry of Health (2017). Maldives Health Statistics 2015/16.  
143 ibid 
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Total Fertility Rate (TFR) has decreased 2.5 in 2009 to 2.1 in 2016-17, despite the drop in contraceptive 

prevalence rate from 35 to 19 per cent for any method during the same period.144 The national total fertility 

rate (TFR) has been declining and stood at 2.5 in 2009 further lowering to 2.1 in 2016-2017, with a trend of 

higher TFR in rural areas compared to urban Male.  

Health services are currently delivered by a four-tier system comprising of island, atoll, regional and central 

level services. The Indira Gandhi Memorial Hospital in Malé serves as the tertiary referral hospital.  Six regional 

and 13 atoll hospitals across the country serve as the first referral while each of the inhabited islands has a 

fully functional health centre with a medical doctor, nurse and a primary health care worker. Maldives 

continues to rely heavily on international migrant health professionals, who account for 82 per cent of 

physicians and 55 per cent of nurses,145 and it faces the challenges of not only high turnover but assuring the 

quality of health workforce performance, due to their unfamiliarity with national guidelines and protocols, as 

well as possible language and cultural barriers.  Managing logistics and ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎΩ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ and 

hospitals is challenging, and there is sub-optimal use of information and communication technology. 

Although child nutrition status improved over the last decade, progress is slow with small improvements in 

stunting, wasting and underweight among children under 5 years. Recent research reveals that feeding 

practices linked to limited responsive feeding skills of parents are a contributing factor146. The nutritional 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎtly affects their physical health and cognitive 

development and has lifelong impact. Nutritional parameters show both under and over nutrition with high 

levels of obesity or overweight among women 15-49 years (49 per cent of women, 33 per cent men)147 that 

predisposes to NCDs. At the same time, undernutrition is common among the 15-19 years age group, with 38 

per cent of women and 35 per cent of men being underweight.148 Micronutrient deficiencies continue to be a 

challenge with 50 per cent of children and 63 per cent of women being classified to have anaemia. While part 

of this situation stems from to the high prevalence of Thalassemia among the Maldivian population, unhealthy 

dietary habits are a major contributor. 

Most communicable diseases have been controlled, and Maldives has been certified free of diseases such as 

malaria, lymphatic filariasis, measles and polio. The Maldives has halted mother-to-child transmission of HIV 

and is on track to eliminate leprosy. 149 However, there is an increased public health threat from HIV, other 

sexually transmitted infections (STIs), Hepatitis B and TB due to high risk behaviors such as unprotected sex 

related to drug abuse. Children born out of wedlock to drug using mothers are often taken up for state care. 

Despite the elimination of measles, in 2020 a case of measles was detected that risks reversing past 

achievements. With urbanization and climate change effects, vector-borne diseases such as Dengue fever and 

Chikungunya remain a major cause of morbidity.150 The dengue outbreak in 2019 was not controlled and 

remained high at outbreak level throughout the year. Similarly, a significant drop in vaccination coverage was 

noted in recent DHS findings (from 93 per cent in 2009, to 77 per cent in 2016-2017 as per MDHS). 

Immunization has been one of the strongest performing and earliest programs of the HPA and the Ministry of 

Health (MoH) for many years, the decreasing coverage raises major concerns. A system-wide approach to 

strengthen supply and the demand for vaccine through strategic communication is required to prevent further 

sliding back. The situation signals the need to place emphasis on the preventive health segment of the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ Ǉŀst successes, particularly on disease 

surveillance and appropriate public health response.  

 
144 Ministry of Health and ICF (2019). Maldives Demographic Health Survey 2016/2017.Ministry of Health, Maldives.p90 
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147 Ministry of Health and ICF (2019). Maldives Demographic Health Survey 2016/2017. Page 162-3 
148 Ibid.p153-4 
149 World Health Organisation (2017). Maldives: A journey of health 
150 Ministry of Health (2016). Health Master Plan 2016-2025. 






















































































































































