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Shaping equality:
Insights from the
2022 Timor-Leste
census on gender

INTRODUCTION

The Government of Timor-Leste
has made numerous international
commitments that are important
for advancing gender equality
and women’s empowerment in
the country, including the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action,
the United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace,
and Security, the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals and the
Convention for the Elimination of
all Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW).

National laws, such as the Suco Law
(2016), the Law Against Domestic
Violence (2010), the Law Establishing
the Social Security Contribution
Scheme, the Law Establishing the
Special Regime for Definition of
Ownership of Immovable Property,
Suco Law, and the Law Against
Human Trafficking (2017) have
further proven such commitment.
In addition,  gender-responsive

budget planning was introduced, and
numerous gender policy mandates,
development plans and strategic
action plans have been developed.
In the beginning of 2024, the 9th
Constitutional Government, with
the support of UN Women, officially
launched the second generation of
the National Action Plan (2024-2028)
to implement UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace
and Security (NAP 1325), for example.
The establishment of agencies
or oversight bodies, such as the
Secretary of State for Gender Equality,
the Parliament Gender Resource
Center and the Secretary of State for
the Promotion of Equality, further
showcases national commitment to
tackling gender inequities. In 2002,
equal opportunity and access to all
rights were guaranteed for all men
and women under the Constitution.

“Women and men shall have the
same rights and duties in all areas
of family, political, economic, social
and cultural life”

(Government of Timor-Leste, 2002)
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Timor-Leste’s fourth periodic
report to CEDAW  highlights
significant progress, including

greater representation of women in
leadershiprolesandtheenhancement
of legal protections against gender-
based violence. However, challenges
remain, particularly in addressing
gender inequalities in education,
economic opportunities, and health
outcomes, with maternal health
being a notable concern (United
National Human Rights Office of the
High Commissioner, 2023).

This policy brief presents the latest
national data from the 2022 Timor-
Leste Population and Housing
Census (TLPHC) on gender and
further reinvigorates the findings
and recommendations concluded in
the CEDAW fourth-period report. It
is intended to support policymakers,
researchers, and decision-makers
in making evidence-based, gender-
sensitive decisions.

For further details, the reader is
referred to the Thematic Report
on Gender.

2022 Population and Housing Census

From September to October 2022
the fourth TLPHC was conducted. It
was the country’s first-ever digital
census, a remarkable achievement
in its quest to conduct the exercise
every five years.

Using census data for gender analysis
presents two main challenges. First,
statistical analysis of gender issues,
regardless of the data source, often
rely on overly simplistic analyses
of indicators that merely highlight
differences between sexes. Second,
census data cover only a limited range
of topics relevant to gender analysis,
such as demographic trends, marital
status, life expectancy, education,
labour market participation,
household headship, and disability.

Due to the inherent limitations
of census data, which offer broad
coverage but lack detailed insights
on gender, this report’s analysis
is confined to males and females,
as data on non-binary individuals
were unavailable. Even though the
2022 TLPHC must be applauded for
not only having included male and
female as gender variables but also
‘other’, the number of responses in
this last category was residual (less
than 50 cases) thus, an analysis of
the non-binary respondents was
impossible.

Gender and sex are defined as
follows:

Gender: roles, behaviors, activities
and attributes deemed appropriate
by society for men and women.
Sex: physical and biological

characteristics that distinguish males

and females
(UN Women, n.d.)
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KEY FINDINGS &
RECOMMENDATIONS!

Population dynamics in Timor-Leste

The 2022 TLPHC recorded a total
population of 1,341,737, with
681,229 males (50.8 percent) and
660,508 females (49.2 percent). For
every 100 females, there were 103.3
males in Timor-Leste, with minor
differences between rural and urban
areas. The census data show a wide
variety of sex ratios at birth between
the various municipalities. The sex
ratio at birth is lowest in Atauro (94
boys per 100 girls) and Manatuto
(95). The highest sex ratios are in
Manufahi (125) and Covalima (123).
The female population grew more
rapidly than the male population,
10.8 percent compared to 8.2 percent
during the 2010-2022 period.

Recommendation:

e Although sex-selective abortions
seem like an unlikely culprit for
the great variation in sex ratios
at birth given limited available
technologies to determine the

sex of the foetus, more in-depth

research would be useful in
better understanding the TLPHC
results in this regard.

' It should be noted that a scan of the policy
environment on gender was not part of this exercise,
and recommendations therefore serve a more
general purpose.

Marital status

The TLPHC shows noticeable
differences between males and
females. A higher percentage

of males than females above 14
years are never married across
municipalities (46.7 percent versus
37.1 percent), as females marry at
younger ages than males. The mean
age at first marriage for males and
females increased over the years,
standing at 28.8 and 25.3 yearsi,
respectively.

Census data on early marriage show
that 0.2 percent of all females 20
— 24 years old at the time of the
census were married before age 15,
and 4.9 percent before age 18. Oe-
cusse had the highest levels of child
marriage (9.2 percent before the
age of 18). On average, women who
married at ages 14, 15 and 16 had an
age difference of more than seven
years with their husbands. The older
the age at first marriage, the smaller
the difference between spouses: 3.7
years at marriage age 25, 2.5 at age
30, 1.5 at age 35 and 0.8 at age 39.
The level of female education is also
closely related to the age difference
between spouses. The average age
difference is the largest for women
with primary or pre-secondary
education.
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For all ages, the percentage of

Recommendations:
widowed females is considerably R T e e S
higher than that of widowed males. highest early marriage rates (e.g.
Between ages 60 and 64, a quarter Oe-Cusse).

of all females are widowed, against Improve access to education

only 7.3 percent of males. Nearly 60 for both males and females and

percent of widows live in an extended ERE U e L ez e

beyond primary and pre-

household.

secondary education.
Strengthen and enforce legal
framework that uphold the
minimum age of marriage

Invest in community-based
programs that raise awareness
among parents, community
leaders, teachers, and
adolescents on the negative

impacts of child marriage and

offer financial incentives to
ensure marriage delays.
Implement support and

empowerment programs for
widows that ensure equal
access to pensions, healthcare,
adequate housing and that
protect their property and

inheritance rights.
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Disability

The disability prevalence rate was
1.4 percent: 1.4 percent for males
and 1.5 percent for females. About
82.1 percent of females with a
disability aged five and older
never attended school. For males,

“photo Credit: ©” INETL, I.P)
Shaping equality: Insights from the 2022 Timor-Leste census on gender




this is 70.2 percent. Persons with
disabilities — females in particular
— are in more disadvantageous
positions in all sorts of areas,
including education, employment
and health.

Recommendation:

¢ Implement inclusive community-
based (CBR)
programs to provide accessible

rehabilitation
services, reduce stigma, and

empower individuals with

disabilities to participate fully in

social and economic life.

Health and Mortality

Life expectancy at birth for males
stood at 65.1 in 2022 and 69.2
years for females. The female life
expectancy in urban areas was 71.1
years compared to 65.7 years in rural
areas. Infant mortality was higher
among boys than girls, estimated
at 46.3 male versus 38.2 female
infant deaths per 1,000 live births.
In addition, child mortality among
males was higher than among
females: 8.1 deaths per 1,000 live
births compared to 6.8 (June 2021).
Albeit slightimprovements, maternal
mortality remains a considerable
concern. The 2022 MMR stood at
413 deaths per 100,000 live births,
well above the SDG target of 70.
About 68.5 percent of women aged

15 years and over, who had a birth
in the last five years before the
census, were assisted by skilled birth
attendants, with large variations
seen between municipalities, the
mother’s educational level and
household wealth.

Recommendations:

e Reduce mortality by investing

in child health programs (e.g.,

vaccination campaigns, post-

natal check-ups, encouraging
exclusive breastfeeding, nutrition
availability, etc.)

Target risk behavior among
males in particular (e.g. reducing
alcohol

violence, accidents,

intake, hazards,
etc.).

Direct

occupational

efforts towards rural
areas, where mortality is highest.
Increase skilled birth attendance
and ensure universal access to
quality maternal and neonatal

healthcare.

Fertility

Timor-Leste has the highest total
fertility rate (3.6) in Southeast Asia.
Total fertility in rural areas (4.0.
children per woman) is higher than
in urban areas (3.0 children per
woman). Over time, adolescent
fertility has shown a significant
downward trend. According to the
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2003 DHS, the AFR was 78 births
per 1,000 adolescent women. Over
the past two decades, this figure
has more than halved, reaching 34
births per 1,000 adolescent women
in 2022.

Recommendations:

e Implement age-appropriate

and culturally sensitive
comprehensive sexuality

education in all schools to
equip adolescents with accurate
information about reproductive

health, family planning, and the

social and economic impacts of

early childbearing.
Ensure youth-friendly
reproductive health, including
contraception, are available to
empower young people in both

rural and urban areas.
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Education

The TLPHC revealed that important
gender gaps exist in education in
Timor-Leste. Whilst younger females
are more likely to be literate
than males, illiteracy remains the
highest among older women. When
considering the level of education,
females attend primary and
secondary education more often
than males, also at the highest
level of education (university),
females outnumber males. Those
in the poorest quintile, with a
disability, living in a rural area, and
males have higher odds of being
illiterate. In addition, illiteracy is
much higher among young females
who have given birth. While 85.6
per cent of 15-year-old and 64.5
per cent of 19-year-old females
who are not mothers are in school,
the corresponding percentages for
adolescent mothers of the same age
are 56.6 per cent and 10.3 per cent,
respectively. Attendance rates for
adolescent mothers aged 15 to 19
were much lower in the 2022 TLPHC
(18.3) than in the 2015 TLPHC (32.6
per cent).
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Recommendations (education):

Strengthen efforts to ensure
children start pre-primary
education at the appropriate
age.

Promote gender equality at all
education levels by providing
scholarships, family incentives,
and awareness campaigns on
the value of education for both
sexes.

Establish community-based,
flexible adult literacy programs
tailored to older women and
explore digital platforms for
remote access.

Ensure inclusive education for
vulnerable groups with disability-
friendly schools, improved rural
infrastructure and resources,
and reintegration programs for
young mothers.

Address male disengagement
from education by ensuring the
availability of quality education
and vocational schooling and
reduce the need for children
to work in order to support
households.

o Enforce laws banning child
labor and marriage under 18 to
keep young males and females in
school.

o Train teachers to identify
and address gender disparities,
and revise curricula to challenge
stereotypes and promote
equality.

o Provide comprehensive
sexuality education in schools
and engage families, including
males, in discussions on sexual
and reproductive health.

o Investigatethereasonsbehind
higher female representation in
primary/secondary education
and develop policies to address
imbalances at all levels.

Economic activity

About half of all females (50.1
percent) are in vulnerable
employment, against 39.2 percent
of males. Labour force participation
for females is considerably lower
than for males, taking economic
independence away from women.
Women are often found in low-
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paying jobs or in the informal sector.
Moreover, many times, women
are paid less than men for the
same work, increasing the income
gap between both sexes. Time is
another contributing factor, as
women disproportionately bear the
responsibility for unpaid domestic
work and the care of children and
the elderly. Specifics on this were not
included in the TLPHC questionnaire.

Recommendations:
national coding of
Standard
Classification of Occupations
(ISCO) to be able to accurately

determine the occupation of

e Improve
the International

males and females.
Ensure availability of support
services and conditions, such
as childcare, including in rural
areas, so that the burden of
unpaid work can be reduced.

Strengthen (enforcement
of) labour protection laws to
guarantee women’s access to
formal employment and social
security coverage, closing the
pay gap,

gender improving

training and

employment
opportunities for marginalized
such as those with
protecting
the rights of women domestic

women,
disabilities, and

workers.

Social Status

Vulnerabilities are more common
in older adults and female-headed
households. About 11.6 percent of
all older females and 6.0 percent of
all older males live alone in a one-
person household. More female-
headed one-person householdsarein
the lowest wealth quintile compared
to male-headed households.
Another observation is that a larger
percentage of older females (59.0
percent) than males (53.4 percent)
live in extended households.

Recommendations:

e Establish female leadership in
the household, but also beyond,
by providing capacity building
and training to women (e.g. in
the private sector) to further
bolster female participation and
leadership in political and public
life.

(older)

adequately

Ensure women are
supported in
economic and social terms. This
could be through community-
based programs (e.g. women'’s
cooperatives), social protection
programs, ensuring access to
health care and land ownership,

and creating livelihood programs

that improve female economic

resilience.
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Consider the provision of

incentives to encourage
multigenerational  living  or
caregiver support programs that
take care of the elderly.
o Mainstream gender
consistently into national
social protection strategies and
ensure females are meaningfully
involved.

o Further dismantle

patriarchal attitudes and gender

stereotypes that impede equal

access by rural women to land
and productive
affordable  and
housing and regulations; better

resources;
law-abiding

access to basic services; and
more active female participation
in planning and decision-making
related agricultural and rural

development policies.

Final reflections

The CEDAW fourth periodic report
of Timor-Leste (United National
Human Rights Office of the High
Commissioner, 2023), which
highlighted the need for improved
women’s access to maternal health
care and skilled birth attendants,
women and girls’ access to sexual
and reproductive health services
(including those with a disability)
and supplies (e.g. contraception),

legalizing abortion, improving HIV
testing and treatment, collecting
disaggregated data by age and
region on women’s health, among
others. The recommendations
outlined in this Policy Brief further
confirm the cruciality to act on
these recommendations to achieve
gender equality and women’s
empowerment.

In terms of gender data production,
the next census could also benefit
from several improvements to the
questionnaire:

/
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INETL, I.P. = Instituto Nacional de
Instituto Publico

Contact

Telefone: +670 3311348
E-mail: dge@mof.gov.tl
Wesite: https://inetl-ip.gov.tl




