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1 EU Gender Action Plan II: From Implementation to Impact

The EU’s second Gender Action Plan (GAP II) is the framework 
for promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment in 
the EU’s external relations. Lessons learnt from its predecessor, 
GAP I, have indicated that the quality of implementation will be 
key in GAP II. The European Commission’s first annual report is 
critical and reflective. However, qualitative studies are needed 
to complement its focus on quantitative data and process. This 

report aims to go beyond the question of whether or not 

GAP II is being effectively implemented to ask whether 

it is having an impact on the lives of diverse groups of 

women and girls, men and boys, in the partner countries. 

Impact is context-specific and needs to be measured within the 
broader social, economic, political and cultural environment. 
The experiences and views of civil society organisations (CSOs) 
and beneficiaries, as well as those responsible for implementing 
the GAP, are crucial to the case studies, which ask what lessons 
have been learnt and what challenges remain.

GHANA 

The wider external environment is relatively conducive to policy 
and practice that advance gender equality. Legal and policy 
frameworks are in place, but implementation remains a concern. 
Challenges include the influence of patriarchal cultural norms, 
beliefs and practices; poverty; and the lack of resources, including 
the effect of declining overseas development aid (ODA). Gender 
inequalities intersect with regional diversity and are accentuated 
for women with disabilities. Implementation of GAP II has been 

stalled by the failure to conduct a Country Gender Analysis 
before 2018. Efforts are being made to increase coordination 
between the European Union Delegation (EUD) and Member 
States (MS) around GAP II. In Ghana, as in the other countries in 
this study, Member States are critical of the reporting template 
and timetable, and there is under-reporting of their activities. 
Projects funded by the EU and the Member States, and 
implemented by CSOs, are having an impact in communities 
and contributing to the transformation of ideas, beliefs and 
practices at the local level. A causal link between GAP II and 
positive change is hard to establish. However, the efforts of the 
various actors are mutually reinforcing and, combined with the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), have a positive effect in 
galvanising support for shared objectives. Awareness of GAP II 
outside the EU Delegation is low and communication with, and 
coordination of, the various actors could be improved and could 
be harnessed into GAP II impact. CSO activity is bringing about 
change, but this is not reflected in the GAP II process. CSOs 
are keen to engage with the EU Delegation and call for closer 
collaboration in order to achieve shared aims.

VIETNAM

The wider context is relatively conducive to gender equality 
policy and practice. Political will and leadership exist. There 
is increased awareness and a commitment to the SDGs. 
Constitutional, legal and policy commitments to gender equality 
are in place, but implementation remains weak, and social 
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and cultural norms act as a barrier to the realisation of gender 
equality. Vietnam’s progress towards gender equality masks 
significant differences across regions, ethnic groups and social 
classes. Declining overseas development aid and the increasing 
role of non-traditional donors represent a challenge for the 
sustainability of gender projects and programmes. There was 
no Gender Impact Assessment for the EU-Vietnam Free Trade 
Agreement, due to be signed in 2018, despite the fact that 
all trade agreements need to be gender sensitive in order to 
avoid adverse gendered effects. The EU Delegation is showing 
signs of good practice in its implementation of GAP II. There is 
internal commitment and gender champions, and there is some 
external advocacy, including policy dialogue. There is also some 
collaboration with CSOs. Some Member States are very active 
on gender, but this is not always reflected in GAP II reporting. 
Projects and programmes funded by the EU Delegation and 
Member States and implemented by CSOs are having a positive 
impact on the lives of women and girls and on gender relations 
at the community level. However, the EU Delegation should 
engage more actively with CSOs around GAP II to enhance the 
positive impact of their work on the ground.

RWANDA 

Rwanda has perhaps been a victim of its own perceived 
success as a country where gender equality is seen as an 
issue which has been solved. The wider external environment 
is eminently conducive to gender equality policy and practice. 
There is strong political will and commitment by the country’s 
leadership. Gender-responsive budgeting is a requirement for 
all sectors. Laws and policy on gender are extensive. However, 
implementation remains a challenge and inequalities persist. 
Mindsets and social norms need to change, particularly in 
rural areas. The EU Delegation has a committed Gender 
Focal Point, but no senior gender champions. It has not yet 
conducted a Country Gender Analysis, and neither of the two 
policy dialogues in 2017 mentioned gender. Engagement with 
CSOs around GAP II is limited, although at the community level, 
CSOs (sometimes funded by the EU Delegation or the Member 
States) are bringing about change and contributing to the 
achievement of GAP II objectives. The EU Delegation’s gender 
mainstreamed agricultural programmes could be more visible, 
and the EU Delegation could play a more active leadership role 
on gender, bringing the Member States together to speak with 
a single voice, engaging fully with CSOs, and reaching out to 
government. This requires commitment throughout the EU 
Delegation. Member states are active around gender. However, 
many of their activities have not been reported through the GAP 
process. 

CONCLUSION

The impact of GAP II could not have been fully realised in the 
short time since its introduction. However, this study shows 
evidence of enabling factors for its positive impact in the mid-
long-term. In all three countries, there is an awareness of, 
and political commitment to, gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. Policies and gender machinery are in place, 
although questions remain around implementation, and impact 
varies across population groups. Where the objectives of GAP II 

match those of other donors and of the SDGs, strategic efforts 
to achieve them have a mutually reinforcing effect. The EU 
Delegation can play a leadership role in this coordination. In the 
three countries studied here, this potential for leadership has 
not been fully realised. GAP II has had little impact in areas of 
EU external action traditionally untouched by gender, including 
trade, energy and migration. In all three countries, there needs 
to be increased knowledge and commitment within the sectors 
and amongst those responsible for programming, especially in 
the priority sectors where large sums of money are directed to 
government through budget support. There are examples from 
all three countries of projects and programmes which reflect the 
priorities outlined in GAP II and where positive change has been 
experienced by diverse groups of women and men. Projects 
funded by the EU and Member States and implemented by 
CSOs are transforming lives, contributing to the achievement of 
the GAP II objectives. Changes in ideas, practices and beliefs 
are taking place more slowly, although this study has highlighted 
some examples of projects which are changing social norms 
and gender relations at the community level. EU Delegations, 
Member States and CSOs should coordinate their work with 
government to change social norms, so that existing laws and 
policies can be effectively implemented and gender equality 
achieved. CSOs have the knowledge, expertise and contacts on 
the ground to engage all sections of the population in a way that 
is informed by and sensitive to the local context. The EU must 
promote CSO inclusion at all levels if GAP II is to achieve its goal 
of transforming the lives of women and girls. 

Key recommendations are that the EU should build on the 
good practice identified in this study to enhance the positive 
impact of GAP II. The EU should play an active role in bringing 
about the transformation of gender relations, using its position 
to influence government and to coordinate partners. The EU 
must promote CSO inclusion at all levels. Trade agreements 
should be gender sensitive to ensure that they do not exacerbate 
existing inequalities or create new ones. Implementation is a 
pre-condition for impact. GAP II therefore needs to be fully 
implemented by all actors, including those at a senior level. The 
final evaluation for GAP II, and the drafting process of GAP III, 
should highlight enabling factors and markers of change, as this 
will be the best way to evaluate its impact. 
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