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Welcome to the Global Gender and Environment Outlook The Critical Issues. The authors and the 
UNEP Secretariat provide in this assessment an overview of critical evaluations and analyses of the 

interlinkages between gender and the environment, and their importance for gender-sensitive policy-
making and actions. 

The Global Gender and Environment Outlook (GGEO) was first proposed by the Network of Women 
Ministers and Leaders for the Environment (NWMLE) to UNEP at the United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development (Rio+20) . The 2014 United Nations Environment Assembly subsequently welcomed 
the development of the GGEO, and the use of social science information and gender relevant indicators to 
examine the links between gender and the environment (UNEP GC Decision 27/11). 

The GGEO provides an overview of existing knowledge to generate insights and propose some answers to the 
following key policy-relevant questions:

• What social forces are producing the changes seen in the environment, and are they gender dependent?

• What are the large-scale consequences of ongoing ecological changes for social systems and human 
security, and are the impacts gender-differentiated? 

• What do future projections and outlooks look like, are they gender-differentiated, and will there be 
different outcomes for women and men? 

• What actions could be taken for a more sustainable future that will position women and men as equal 
agents in taking such actions, and which socio-economic factors will shape different outcomes and 
responses for women and men?

The GGEO has been developed and written by a global team of almost 50 experts, with inputs from major 
groups and international organizations. We wish to thank all those who have contributed to the GGEO and 
look forward to the uptake of its findings at the second United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA-2) in 
Nairobi in May 2016. 

GGEO The Critical Issues is an abridged version prepared specifically for UNEA-2 of the comprehensive GGEO. 
The full report will be available later in 2016.   

� Photo credit: © Pearl Media/ shutterstock.com
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Foreword

Virtually everywhere in the world, environmental change has different impacts on women 
and men. Gender also has a role in determining how – and sometimes whether – people 
are able to act as agents of change on their own natural environments. 

Perhaps recognizing this reality, the poet Maya Angelou has called on us “to recognize 
and celebrate our heroes and she-roes”. For me, these include people such as Rachel 
Carson, the author of Silent Spring, and Professor Wangari Maathai, who founded the 
Greenbelt movement in Kenya. It also includes the villagers in India who started the 
Chipko movement against deforestation, as well as the many people around the world 
who are protesting environmental degradation and the effects of climate change. 

At the 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), UNEP, in response to a request 
from the Network of Women Ministers and Leaders for Environment, committed to undertake a global assessment 
of the environment, focusing on gender. The result – which reflects the joint efforts of UNEP, UN Women and 
other partners – is the Global Gender and Environment Outlook (GGEO) report, the first comprehensive global 
assessment of the gender-and-environment nexus. 

The GGEO report is essential reading for those interested in the social dimensions of environmental issues. For 
readers who want to better understand current environmental challenges, and for those seeking innovative and 
effective solutions, the report describes policy options and concrete opportunities to contribute to the future we 
want: a future of justice and equality that leaves no one behind. It reflects and builds on the groundbreaking work 
of hundreds of scientists, policy experts, gender advocates and members of community groups. And it examines 
a wide range of topics, including food production, water and sanitation, energy, sustainable consumption and 
production, fisheries and fishing communities, and forests and those who depend on them for their livelihoods.
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development highlights the close links between gender and environment, 
and between gender and sustainable development more broadly. By working to eliminate gender inequalities in 
communities and societies around the world, we can open up new environmental solutions, and we can go a long 
way toward realizing all 17 Sustainable Development Goals. 

There has already been progress on many fronts. The importance of the gender-and-environment nexus has been 
acknowledged in several international agreements and many national policies. Analyses of gender-environment 
links are driving efforts such as the development of cleaner-burning cookstoves and more equitable water 
distribution schemes. The number of Global Environment Facility projects that take gender into account has more 
than doubled following the organization’s adoption of a gender-mainstreaming plan. 

But there is still a long way to go before both gender equality and a healthy environment are realized around 
the globe. The GGEO report represents an important step toward the development of more sustainable, just and 
equitable people-and-environment policies. 

Achim Steiner

United Nations Under-Secretary-General and  
Executive Director, United Nations Environment Programme
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Why the outlook on gender and the 
environment is needed

The Global Gender and Environment Outlook (GGEO) 
occupies a unique space in the landscape of global 
assessments, highlighting a new framework with 
which to look at social and economic development. 
The GGEO is not simply a matter of ‘add women to 
the environment and stir’; instead it makes use of 
gender-based assessment frameworks along with the 
traditional environmental assessment approach of 
the Drivers-Pressures-State-Impacts-Responses (DPSIR) 
methodology, thus requiring new questions and new 
methods.

Whether environmental change is acute, or slow and 
chronic, it has specific differentiated impacts on women 
and girls or on men and boys. Using a gender-specific 
approach to examine these complex linkages (which 
may be referred to as the “gender-and-environment 
nexus”) is therefore an appropriate way to investigate 
the dynamic relationships between environmental 
change and gender equality, as well as between 
impacts on sustainablity and the realization of women’s 
rights and empowerment (Leach 2015, Seager 2014).

Recognition of current environmental impacts is 
taking place at the same time that global policy and 
advocacy efforts aimed at gender equality (as well as 
equality with respect to class/income, race/ethnicity 
and other types of differences) are gaining traction. 
The push for gender equality is shaping environmental 
understanding, but notions of gender equality are also 
shaped by environmental imperatives including equal 
access to, and sharing of, the benefits of the use and 
protection of ecosystems and natural resources (UN 
2014, MEA 2005). 

Environmental feminist movements: 
stories of inspiration 

There is a long history leading up to today’s focus 
on the gender-and-environment nexus, including 
the path-breaking work of hundreds of scholars, 
practitioners, community groups and gender 
advocates. Rachel Carson’s 1962 book, Silent Spring, 
brought the environmentally harmful impacts of 
indiscriminate pesticide use to public attention and 
called for immediate policy response. Her work, and 
that of others who were inspired by it, led to a ban on 
general use of DDT in the United States in 1972. Silent 
Spring has continued to inspire environmentalists and 
environmental movements. 

In the 1970s some of the earliest ecofeminist writings 
constructed powerful narratives about women’s 
deep connections to nature and the environment. 
The women’s peace movements in the 1970s and 
1980s synthesized concerns about sustainability, 
environmental protection, women’s equality and 
environmental health. One of the best known of these 
was the Greenham Women’s Peace Camp in the United 
Kingdom (1981-2000).

A number of powerful movements concerned with 
women and the environment have set the stage for 
more ambitious and deep-rooted transformational 
approaches. In India the Chipko movement to protect 
forests essential for community livelihoods against 
destructive logging began in 1973; the Indian scientist 
and environmental activist Vandana Shiva’s work on 
food and agriculture, including food sovereignty and 
biodiversity conservation, is widely recognized. In 
Kenya the Green Belt Movement, launched by Nobel 
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laureate Professor Wangari Maathai, has planted 
over 51 million trees in Kenya.  These women and 
others are celebrated not only as symbols of women’s 
environmental protest, but also for helping to broaden 
conceptions of the gender-and-environment nexus. 

An impressive body of feminist theory, perspectives and 
initiatives has sharpened, enhanced and transformed 
environmental and sustainability analyses in different 
ways. The overall conclusion of this work is that the 
holistic nature of the gender-and-environment nexus 
requires:

• analysing the different dimensions of relationships 
between humans and the environment across 
geographic scales;

• establishing how environmental conditions shape 
the lives of women and men in different ways as a 
result of gender and other differentiators;

• developing frameworks and perspectives that 
allow an understanding that women and men are 
not only affected by, but also have important roles 
to play in enabling, environmental sustainability;

• demonstrating that ignoring these issues 
in environmental and climate policies and 
programmes, based on a belief in their gender 
neutrality, is a recipe for failure (Aguilar et al. 2015, 
Nightingale 2006). 

The Chipko Movement in India Photo credit: © Anupam Mishra; Wangari Maathai, 2004 Nobel Peach laureate and founder of the Green Belt 
Movement Photo credit: © Joseph Sohm / Shutterstock.com; Vandana Shiva, food sovereignty and biodiversity activist  

Photo credit: © www.navdanya.org 
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International commitments to gender 
equality and sustainable development

During several decades of women’s movements and 
activism, international agreements and commitments 
have evolved from being completely silent on the 
differential impacts of economic development on the 
environment and on women and men, to a situation 
today in which environment and gender equality are at 
the core of Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (UN 2015). 

In 1979 the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) was 
adopted by the UN General Assembly to provide for the 
advancement of non-discrimination and human rights 
through the obligation of governments to promote, 
protect and fulfil the equal rights of men and women 
(UN 1979).

The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action called for building on the progress made on 
environment and development at the UN Conference 
on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992, and for the full and equal participation 
of women and men as agents and beneficiaries of 
sustainable development (UN 1995). 

The three Rio Conventions on biodiversity, 
desertification and climate change, resulting from 
the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED), have incorporated gender 
concerns in varying ways: 

• The preamble to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) recognizes the vital role women 

play in the conservation and sustainable use of 
biodiversity. It promotes full participation by women 
at all levels of policy-making and implementation 
for biodiversity conservation activities.

• The UN Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD) has mainstreamed gender issues since 
its inception. Its prologue emphasizes the central 
role played by women in regions affected by 
desertification and/or drought, particularly in rural 
areas of developing countries, and the importance 
of ensuring full participation by both women 
and men at all levels in programmes to combat 
desertification and mitigate the effects of drought. 

• The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) first addressed gender in 2001 at the 
seventh Conference of the Parties (COP7), when 
it mandated that national adaptation programmes 
of action be guided by gender equality. COP13 in 
Bali, Indonesia, in 2007 saw the launch of groups 
such as the Women for Climate Justice Network 
and the Global Gender and Climate Alliance. In late 
2015 the UNFCCC Paris Agreement recognized 
the intersection of climate change and gender 
equality, empowerment of women and realization 
of their rights.

Gender was also addressed during the 2015 
Conferences of the Parties to the Basel, Rotterdam 
and Stockholm Conventions. The main gender 
focus in these conventions is on the impact of poor 
management of hazardous chemicals and wastes 
on vulnerable groups, including women and young 
children. There is now greater recognition of the links 
between gender, poverty, and hazardous chemicals 
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and wastes, as well as of the profound significance the 
gender/poverty nexus can have for both sensitivity and 
exposure over time – and thus on economic, social and 
environmental well-being.

In September 2015 world leaders committed to the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, in which 
gender issues are not only mainstreamed but taken 
forward through a global push to create lasting change 
based on one simple principle: everything is connected. 
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the 
2030 Agenda address human rights and well-being 
through a common understanding that a healthy 
environment is integral to the full enjoyment of basic 
human rights, including the rights to life, health, food, 
water and sanitation, and quality of life. Interwoven 
into this is the concept that by directly addressing the 
interlinkages between gender and the environment, 
new opportunities will open up to help achieve the 
SDGs in a more effective, sustainable and beneficial 
manner.

Overall, the level of engagement by the international 
community in the gender-and-environment nexus has 
significantly increased; the question remains, however, 
whether the 15 years of the 2030 Agenda will see 
greater gender equality in terms of access to natural 
resources, environmental livelihoods and a clean, 
healthy environment.

The need for gender-disaggregated 
information

One of the strongest messages emerging from the 
body of analyses and reports on the gender-and-
environment nexus is the crucial need for gender-
disaggregated data. In the absence of such data, 
environmental analyses remain inadequate and partial, 
and establishing baselines, monitoring progress and 
assessing outcomes is almost impossible. 

Progress on reducing gender gaps is difficult to 
measure if the data only “count women” without 
deeper consideration of gender discrimination and 
power relations, which by excluding women (or men) 
from certain rights, privileges and institutions can result 
in an imbalance of numbers and data. 

In practice, the term gender is still being used as a 
proxy for women with little or no analysis of the power 
relations between women and men within households 
and broadly in society, or of intersecting inequalities 
based on class/income, age, location, race/ethnicity 
and other characteristics (Harris 2011). 

The consideration of gender, in both policy and practice, 
is generally couched in heteronormative terms such as 
the binary sex variable: male or female. “Gender is used 
as an umbrella term for two mutually exclusive and 
stable categories of men and women (and sometimes 
boys and girls), but most often refers euphemistically 
to women. … Gender equality or inequality is most 
often presented as a comparative metric between the 
two sexes with little reference to structural origins 
or relations of power and domination” (Razavi and 
Qayum 2015).
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Inequality and gaps in gender 
inclusion 

Inequality globally is greater today than at any time 
since the 1950s. More than a billion people live in 
extreme poverty (out of a world population of some 
7.4 billion) and many more do not have access to basic 
services or social protection. 

In many places in the world women’s ability to fully 
participate in decision-making within different 
economic and environmental sectors is limited despite 
their significant role in production and consumption. 
In part, women’s lack of empowerment stems from 
reduced bargaining power within communities and 
households. 

Bargaining power is determined by a number of 
variables including sex, age, family structure, number 
of children, education, financial assets, and control 
or ownership of land. The specific mix of factors 
contributing to women’s influence can vary considerably 
from one region to another. 

Priority issues in regard to the gender-
and-environment nexus 

Rights to land, natural resources and 
biodiversity 

Natural resources underpin livelihoods for the vast 
majority of local populations worldwide. Persistent 
restrictions imposed on access to natural resources 
by certain communities (and groups of people) 
are examples of the structural inequalities and 
discrimination that can potentially destabilize a 

peaceful society. This is particularly evident with respect 
to land tenure, but also extends to access and usage 
rights to renewable resources such as water, as well 
as equitable distribution of benefits from extractive 
resources including minerals, metals, timber, and oil 
and gas. According to the OECD’s Social Institutions 
and Gender Index (SIGI), based on data for 160 
countries, in only 37% of these countries did women 
and men have equal rights to own, use and control 
land (OECD 2014). Addressing issues of gender and 
other inequalities related to sustainable environmental 
and natural resource access, participation and decision-
making can further efforts towards lasting peace and 
sustainable development. 

Access to food, energy, water and sanitation

Unpaid care work by women and girls is of particular 
relevance in regard to their access to food, energy, water 
and sanitation. In both rural and urban areas, especially 
in urban slums and low-income neighbourhoods, lack 
of basic infrastructure and lack of energy, water and 
sanitation services contributes to time poverty and 
social and economic pressures. Women tend to be the 
primary energy, water and sanitation managers in most 
developing countries. Together with children, they bear 
a disproportionate burden in regard to finding and 
fetching water and fuel (Grassi et al. 2015).

The food and nutrition security of women can be 
disproportionately compromised because they assume 
great responsibility for feeding their families and 
communities while they often eat last and eat least. 
Although women produce a significant proportion 
of food in the developing world, mainly through 
smallholder farming, they remain worse fed and more 
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undernourished than men and boys due to cultural and 
social norms. Providing food and nutrition security for 
women and girls is of foremost importance.

Well-being: climate change, sustainable 
consumption and production, and health

The impacts of climate change, including biodiversity 
loss and constraints on access to productive and 
natural resources, amplify existing gender inequalities 
and jeopardize the well-being of all. Climate change 
and its uncertainty put further pressure on the already 
fragile, under-valued and precarious gendered roles and 
responsibilities at community level, which shape the 
nature and extent of exposure, sensitivity and impacts. 
The gender-differentiated consequences of climate 
change can intensify the factors that place women 
who rely on agriculture and natural resources for their 
livelihoods at a disadvantage. As agricultural work 
becomes more labour-intensive or alternative sources 
of food and income need to be found, the burden of 
additional work often falls on women. Climate- and 
disaster-related health risks and water and fuel scarcity 
further add to women’s unpaid care work. 

Women have differentiated vulnerabilities to climate 
change due to gendered labour and care roles and social 
status, both in the case of disasters and in their everyday 
livelihood choices, constraints and expectations. 
From initial analysis focusing on women’s seemingly 
universalized vulnerability there has been progress 
towards a more nuanced understanding of intersecting 
power relations, including clear shifts in the adoption of 
new roles by women and men as climate change coping 
strategies (Arora-Jonsson 2011, Denton 2002).

The impacts of environmental and climate challenges 
on family and community well-being (and on the extent 
of women’s unpaid care work) are especially severe 
when health facilities and services are unavailable or 
unaffordable. 

Women’s empowerment is essential to build resilience 
and adapt to climate change. Gender-responsive 
climate change policy needs to be cognizant of and 
sensitive to the nuances of local and intra-household 
dynamics in efforts to mitigate and transform these 
patterns, as well as farsighted enough to support 
building resilience and preventing these gendered 
impacts from occurring.
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Introduction

Socially constructed gender roles often create 
differences in the ways women and men behave in 
relation to the environment, and in the ways they are 
enabled to act or prevented from acting as agents of 
environmental change. For example, simple gender-
based divisions of labour can affect how women and 
men know and experience different elements of the 
environment: if only men fish in the open sea and only 
women fish in coastal mangroves, or if many men drive 
to work in a private car and most women use public 
transportation, they will inevitably have different sets 
of environmental knowledge and experience. 

This different environmental positioning may mean 
women and men have exposures to very different 
environmental problems and risks, along with 
different perspectives on the degree of seriousness 
of environmental problems and on appropriate 
interventions, adaptations and solutions. Further, 
because of the social construction of gender roles, 
women and men may have different – usually unequal 
– capacities and approaches for acting as agents of 
environmental interpretation and change. 

The GGEO methodology framework

At the heart of environmental gender analysis is 
curiosity about whether women and men (and girls 
and boys) experience the environment differently, 
and whether they have different needs, encounters, 
vulnerability and resilience. This necessitates a basic 
curiosity about gender equality and inequality – how 
inequalities are created, perpetuated, and sometimes 
effectively challenged and changed.

The GGEO methodological model (Figure 1) shows 
the analytical flow among Drivers-Pressures-State-
Effects/Impacts-Response/Policies, which are mediated 
through Knowledge/Perceptions including traditional 
and indigenous knowledge; these then inform the 
Outlook on the transformative changes needed to 
achieve a sustainable and just future.

To emphasize its people-oriented character and address 
a key challenge (the lack of gender-disaggregated 
information in many of the assessed areas), the GGEO 
methodology employs several analytical approaches:

• A human-centred analytical approach: Using 
this approach, environmental relationships are 
examined through the lens of social relationships 
and in the context of human economic activities, 
rather than the environment being defined 
primarily in physical terms. 

p
re

ss
ur

es

DRIVERS
e.g., population 
dynamics, social 
norms; types of 

economic growth; 
unequal 

distribution of 
resources

STATE AND 
TRENDS

of gender and 
environment 

linkages

IMPACTS AND 
EFFECTS
Health;

ecosystem;
economic loss;

gender inequality

RESPONSE AND 
POLICY

Innovation; social 
action; gender 
empowerment

OUTLOOK
KNOWLEDGE 

AND 

PERCEPTION

Figure 1: GGEO methodological model

Source: Seager (2014)
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• Incorporating the social construction of knowledge: 
Shifting the boundaries of environmental 
assessment to include qualitative and quantitative 
information (measurable as well as “real-world” 
knowledge) broadens the range of expertise on 
which we can draw. Among other social forces, 
perceptions intervene and these perceptions are 
inevitably gender-differentiated. 

• “Lifting the roof off the household”: Household-
based, environmentally relevant decisions and 
behaviours are negotiated, often unequally, 
between women and men inside households 
– including on matters such as water use, the 
division of labour, energy-source choices and 
financial allocations for agricultural adaptation. 
Intra-household dynamics are critically important 
in terms of the use, conservation and consumption 
of resources and the ways that women and men 
(may) act as agents of environmental change. All 
environmentally consequential decisions made 
within households are filtered through gender 
norms and roles.

• Drawing on a diverse mix of information sources: 
Gender analysis recognizes the value of both 
quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative 
information is necessary, but insufficient; it does 
not capture “experience” and cannot capture 
most aspects of “empowerment”. Qualitative 
understanding is all the more important in view 
of the lack of gender-disaggregated quantitative 
information needed to carry out environmental 
assessments.

Understanding drivers, trends and 
interconnections 

The interconnections among drivers, pressures and 
impacts on gender equality and environmental 
sustainability are complex. The relationships between 
gender and environment are often manifested over a 
long time period; in many cases, the available evidence 
and data do not capture these relationships fully. 

The fifth Global Environment Outlook (GEO-5) 
identified population and economic development 
as two major drivers of environmental changes and 
impacts, while a range of economic activities and 
natural resource exploitation were also considered 
to put pressures on the environment (UNEP 2012).  
Assessing gender and environmental linkages requires 
a different perspective on what are the drivers and 
pressures of gender inequality in relation to achieving 
a healthy environment, as well as their contributions 
as agents of change.  Besides demographic changes 
and economic development, this includes the social, 
political-structure and gender norms of a society.  

This chapter demonstrates that gender norms and 
environmental changes affect each other, and their 
roles as drivers/pressures and effects/impacts could 
be interchanged. For example, environmental factors 
have a significant influence on the global burden of 
disease; it has been estimated that 23% of lost years of 
human health in men and more than 20% in women 
are attributable to the environment (Table 1). Children 
under five are among the most affected group; it has 
been estimated that up to 26% of all deaths among 
children of this age could be prevented by an improved 
environment (WHO 2016). Environmental factors 
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have a negative impact on maternal health and child 
mortality in many regions – often in least developing 
and developing countries, where they frequently 
contribute (among other factors) to a high fertility 
rates related to risks that children may not survive. 
This in turn may increase population pressures on the 
environment (Kaplan et al. 2015, Cleland 2013).  

Similarly, armed conflicts often cause heavy and 
long-term damage to the environment and natural 
resources, which impact women and men differently 
in terms of migration processes, livelihood viability, 
resource scarcity, and the ability to carry out basic 
support activities such as water and fuelwood collection. 
In turn, inequality and unsound environmental 

Disease group Males Females

Total DALYs 
(‘000)

DALYs 
attributable 
to the 
environment 
(‘000)

Percentage 
attributable 
to the 
environment
(%)

Total DALYs 
(‘000)

DALYs 
attributable 
to the 
environment 
(‘000)

Percentage 
attributable 
to the 
environment

Infectious, parasitic, 
maternal, neonatal 
and nutritional 
causes

481 530 105 513 21.9 443 308 96 209 21.7

Noncommunicable 
diseases

790 449 154 587 19.6 715 852 121 637 17.0

Injuries 206 480 77 628 37.6 98 155 40 838 41.6

Total 1 478 459 337 728 22.8 1 257 315 258 684 20.6

Table 1. Contribution of environmental factors to human health in women and men in 2012

Source: Prüss-Ustün et al. (2016)

management and environmental scarcity may lead to 
conflicts between different groups of users and parties 
(Koubi et al. 2014, Kennedy 2001).

Global drivers and trends establish the overarching 
context of life on this planet. They are ideologically 
and culturally rooted and include gender norms. For 
a more comprehensive understanding of gender 
equality issues, the root causes of gender inequalities 
need to be examined: that is, socially constructed roles 
and responsibilities that have resulted in centuries of 
domination by masculine attitudes and perceptions, 
definitions of problems, and the establishment of 
norms and values (thereby defining deviations from the 
norms).
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FOOD PRODUCTION AND FOOD SECURITY

2.1

Key Messages

• Closing the gender gap in access to and control over resources such as land and production inputs, 
and in access to information and technology, would increase agricultural productivity and therefore 

reduce poverty and hunger. 

•  Subsistence farming, home food production and wild food collection (sectors heavily dominated by women) 
are not sufficiently valued in national and global data sets, or by research and extension services. Yet they 

contribute more to household food security and gender equality than does production of commodity crops, 
especially in times of price and market instability. 

• The environmental impacts of the currently dominant high-input, large-scale model of agriculture and the 
failure to meet food security goals, together with the onset of the effects of climate change, have led to 
widespread acknowledgement that a “business-as-usual” approach to agriculture is inadequate. 

• Women and men may be exposed to agricultural pesticides along different pathways. The health effects of 
chronic pesticide exposures on women and men vary considerably.

• The prevalence and nature of food insecurity differ across types of households and within households. Within 
food-scarce households, women and men typically use different strategies to cope with food insecurity.

• Agroecological approaches that consider the entire food system (including ecological, economic and social 
dimensions) support gender equality. Such approaches can reduce the negative environmental impacts of 
agriculture, promote participation and decision-making by women and men, and so contribute to both food 
security and food sovereignty.
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Gender aspects of agricultural and 
food production

Globally, food production systems are under stress and 
are largely unsustainable in their present form. The 
negative environmental impacts of current agricultural 
practices include soil erosion and damaged soil structure; 
altered food web structure and function; contamination 
of the atmosphere, soil, groundwater and surface waters; 
deforestation to meet new needs for farmland; nitrogen 
and phosphorous losses to the ocean and inland water 
bodies, resulting in algal blooms and reduced fishery 
resources and biodiversity; greenhouse gas emissions; 
and unsustainable water use.

Closing the gender gap in access to and control over 
resources such as land and production inputs, and in 
access to information and technology, would increase 
productivity and generate a range of other social and 
economic benefits. Gender inequality is exacerbated in 
the current food production system and, at the same 
time, is one of the principal reasons the “agricultural 
sector is underperforming in many countries” 
(UNWomen/UNDP/UNEP/WB 2015, FAO 2011).

The prevalence and nature of food insecurity vary 
considerably across types of households and within 
households. Households headed by women, by youth 
(female or male) and by lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) individuals are particularly affected 
by food insecurity (UN 2014, Boris et al. 2008, Gates 
2004). These households could also be especially 
vulnerable to food insecurity related to natural disasters 
and environmental change.

Food security is about food quality and quantity. Even 
if the amount of food available has increased or is 
sufficient, lack of dietary diversity may persist along with 
micronutrient deficiency. For example, iron deficiency 
anaemia is the most frequent nutritional problem in 
both developing and developed countries, affecting 
mainly infants, children during early childhood, and 
pregnant women. 

Access to work, land, inputs and 
services 

Women and men tend to have different roles and 
responsibilities in food production. While gender-based 
patterns are context-specific, global trends indicate 
that while women play important roles in agricultural, 
livestock, fishery and non-timber forest product 
activities, they have limited access to (or control of) 
land, labour and finance. 

Often women’s contributions to agriculture are hidden 
or underestimated in formal statistics. Statistical systems 
typically focus on formal employment in agricultural 
sectors and on commercially related agriculture. This 
bias shrouds the considerable contributions to food 
security made by women through activities such as 
subsistence agriculture, collection of wild foods, and 
home gardening.

There are significant gender gaps in many countries 
regarding access and legal rights to land resources. Only 
one country in the world, Cape Verde, has reported that 
over half of agricultural holdings (50.5%) belong to 
women (FAO 2011). In more than half the countries in 
the world customary, traditional and religious practices 
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discriminate against women even when statutory law 
guarantees them the same rights as men to own, 
control or use control land. Thus cultural norms prevent 
full implementation of equal-tenure legislative efforts. 
In 4% of countries women explicitly have no legal right 
to own, use and control land.

Assessments of gender equality in terms of land 
tenure need to include evaluations of the qualitative 
aspects of land ownership. Evidence from South Asia 
suggests that even when women own land, the plots 
they are allocated are often smaller and less fertile than 
those belonging to men (Rao 2011). Inheritance laws 
frequently have a direct impact on land ownership.

When land is in the hands of women, their decision-
making capacity and livelihoods are improved, which 
is likely to have a positive impact on the health and 
well-being of their children (Paris et al. 2015). The 
consequences for women farmers of lacking security 
of land tenure include inefficient land use (resulting 
in lower yields) and reduced access to credit and to 
external inputs (World Bank 2011).

Access to financial services is generally a challenge for 
women and men who live below the poverty line. At the 
household level this access is exacerbated for women, 
who typically have less control over fixed assets that 
can be used as collateral. In most parts of the world 
female farmers and fishers generally have less access to 
financial services than their male counterparts. Even if 
women can obtain credit, traditional cultural practices 
often require them to relinquish control of a loan to 
male household members (FAO 2011). Where formal 
credit is not readily available, in many cases women 
have organized to assist each other through self-help 
microfinance groups.

In nearly all countries for which data exist, male-
headed households are more likely to use commercial 
fertilizers than female-headed ones. They are also much 
more likely to use insecticides, improved seeds and 
mechanized agriculture (Peterman et al. 2010). Lower 
use of agricultural inputs by women reflects not only 
credit constraints, but also lack of access to extension 
services and markets (Dolan 2004). 

Women have a traditional role as seed collectors and 
savers – one that contributes to their status in many 
communities. The seeds saved may be traditional 
or improved varieties (IRDP 2014). In recent years 
community seed banks, which preserve local seeds, 
have been re-established in some areas and are 
frequently managed by women. This activity gives 
women a measure of autonomy while contributing to 
agrobiodiversity and climate change resilience. 

Small-scale farming and agroecology support crop biodiversity and 
gender equality. Photo credit: © Kamira/ shutterstock.com
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Even where access to mechanized farm equipment 
such as tractors, tillers, mechanical weeders and 
seeders is relatively gender-equitable, many women 
are disadvantaged since such equipment is usually 
designed for use by men. Redesigning or making 
available better farming tools and equipment (and 
introducing or increasing the use of personal protective 
equipment) would improve efficiency, reduce the 
number of accidents in which women, men and 
children are harmed, and contribute to gender equity 
(Molineri et al. 2015, FAO 2011).

Globally, the use of mobile phone technology to 
share agricultural information (e.g. on markets, 
weather conditions and farming best practices) has 
greatly increased in the last decade or so. However, 
women and men do not always have equal access to 
information or to technology such as mobile phones, 
internet connections and computers (Box 1).

In an analysis of 97 countries, only 5% of extension 
services were directed to women; further, only 15% 
of extension personnel were women, meaning that 

Box 1: Using information technology to share information useful to farmers

In several countries, such as Kenya, micro-insurance drought protection schemes are operated almost entirely 
through deploying mobile phone technology to provide information about growing conditions and to pay out 

insurance settlements (Burness Communications 2010). In 2014 the Ethiopian government piloted a programme to 
make agricultural extension services available via mobile phones (Ethiopia ATA 2014). Programmes for disseminating 

advice and good practices also exist in other countries. Nevertheless, using mobile technology may exacerbate gender 
differences in regard to access to information. A global survey found that women were significantly less likely than men 

to own mobile phones in Africa (23% less likely), the Middle East (24%) and South Asia (37%). “Household” ownership 
of a mobile phone did not mean women and men had equal access: 82% of married women reported that using them 

made their husbands suspicious and, in many cases, husbands would not allow their wives to use the phone at all (GSMA 
Development Fund 2012).

in some cultures women engaged in agriculture were 
effectively barred from participating (FAO 2011). In 
Ethiopia, where traditional customs prevent male 
extension agents working with female farmers (World 
Bank and IFPRI 2010), only 12% of agricultural 
extension workers were female (Davis et al. 2010). 
A later study in Ethiopia (Elias et al. 2015) highlights 
the discriminatory attitudes of extension workers and 
underscores the close linkages between lack of credit 
access and level of education. Extension workers were 
encouraged to target resource-rich farmers, while 
women had poor access to resources. The authors 
recommend that differences between women and 
men in terms of productive assets be considered in 
the design of gender-responsive services, along with 
minimizing quantitative targeting of clients.

Unequal power in households

Farmers’ decisions about adopting new technologies 
and strategies for food production are usually made 
within the context of households, where women and 
men typically have unequal power. Food production is 
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therefore influenced by the bargaining and decision-
making power of different members of households. 
Strengthening women’s bargaining power and their 
overall empowerment in households is important 
intrinsically, but also because gender equity in decision-
making has been linked to positive outcomes with 
respect to food security and the well-being of children; 
women’s disempowerment, on the other hand, is 
associated with poor nutritional outcomes for both 
women and children (Ziaei et al. 2014, World Bank 
2010).

Key trends in food production

In many developing countries agricultural production 
is increasingly shifting from the household subsistence 
level to larger-scale production, based on community-
based co-operative models or large commercial 
schemes. This has changed women’s and men’s roles 
in the farming system and influenced intra-household 
power dynamics. 

Reliable data are not available – but needed – on 
women’s involvement in subsistence farming, 
gathering of wild food, and home garden production, 
which are essential to household food security. These 
activities may fall outside definitions of “employment”. 
However, indications are that women are important 
actors (even if not heavily dominating) in these food 
production systems. In the context of male migration 
to cities to find jobs, women who stay behind in rural 
areas bear an even greater food production burden.

Pesticides

There are gender differences in pesticide use, exposures, 
health outcomes and environmental impacts (Figure 
2). Data on pesticide use by women and men in food 
production are incomplete and inconsistent. In a 
number of production systems in certain countries it 
is predominantly men who apply pesticides and are at 
great risk; in other countries, and on other crops, mainly 
women apply them. There are a number of reasons for 
these differences, including cultural and social norms, 
educational levels and awareness (Gupta et al. 2012).

Gender differences in the effects of chronic exposures 
to pesticides are related to the different physiologies 
of men and women. Overall, women are more 

0

20

40

30

10

 

 

50

70

90

80

60

100

39%

25%

36%
31%

Arm
en

ia

Be
lar

us

Geo
rg

ia

Kyrg
yz

sta
n

Pe
rc

en
ta

g
e

Figure 2: Percentage of women responding that they did not 
handle pesticides but washed pesticide-contaminated clothes 
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biologically sensitive than men to many pesticides 
(Watts 2007, Hardell 2003). Moreover, in some 
situations of psychological distress women tend to be 
more vulnerable and to become victims of intentional 
poisoning by pesticides. There are pesticides to which 
men are more sensitive than women or that may have 
effects specific to their physiology, such as those that 
increase the risk of prostate cancer (Slotkin et al. 2008).

Gender roles in livestock tending 

The gender balance of ownership, decision-making, 
livestock management and marketing of livestock 
products is highly variable. Sometimes women own 
(generally small) livestock, have control over the use 
and marketing of products such as eggs, milk and 
poultry meat, and make management decisions, but 
in other cases men exercise these functions (Staal et al. 
2014). When livestock-based production is scaled up, 
control over decision-making and income often shifts 
to men. Male-headed households generally have larger 
livestock holdings (FAO 2016a, FAO 2011). 

Fisheries and aquaculture

Because aquaculture is a highly nutritious source of 
protein and micronutrients, it is of great importance for 
food security. Women play a major role in aquaculture 
(GIZ 2013, Baluyut n.d.). In India and other countries 
they are involved in activities such as fingerling 
stocking, preparing and feeding fish, fertilizing and 
liming ponds, making and repairing nets, harvesting, 
and drying and marketing fish. Inland, men often 
tend to fish for cash and women for sustenance. 
This is also usual in many Pacific Island nations where 
fishing beyond the reef is often the domain of men  
(Dalzell et al. 1996) (see also Section 2.5).

Agroecology and organic farming

Agroecological techniques (such as use of nitrogen-
fixing green manure crops, diversified cropping, 
agroforestry, and beneficial insects to control pests) 
focus on building healthy soils, replacing external inputs 
with internally generated nutrients, and maintaining 
ecological balance.   

Case studies from South Asian countries, Brazil 
and Malawi confirm that there are positive links 
between an agroecological approach, especially when 
supported by participatory, farmer-led group activities, 
and improved gender relations and social equality in 
farming communities (Chan and Fantle-Lepzcyk 2015, 
Kerr et al. 2013, Lopes and Jomalinis 2011).  

Numerous examples support the view that women are 
embracing a shift to agroecology as a way not only 
to improve their family’s food security, but also to 
enhance their empowerment and reduce the drudgery 
previously experienced in household food provision.

Gender perceptions of emerging food 
production issues

Animal rights in industrialized livestock production: 
Animal rights have long been integrated with feminist 
environmentalism. Since the 1970s, notably in India, 
Oceania, Europe and the United States, women activists 
have been primary drivers of animal rights movements. 
In a 2015 Gallup poll of attitudes to animal rights in 
the United States, gender-differentiated findings were 
significant: 42% of women said they wanted the same 
rights for animals as people, compared with 22% of 
men (Gallup 2015).
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Genetically modified food: Women are generally 
more sceptical about the safety of GM food than 
men. In the United States a survey in 2015 identified 
significant racial and gender differences: 47% of men 
said eating GM food is generally  safe, while only 
28% of women agreed; 41% of white Americans said 
eating it is generally safe, while only 32% of Hispanics 
and 24% of African Americans agreed (Pew Research 
Center 2015). A 2003 global survey revealed a very 
large gender gap in Canada, with 73% of women 
saying that “genetic foods are bad” compared to 52% 
of men; in Japan 82% of women but only 69% of men 
thought genetic foods were bad (Pew Research Center 
2003).

Policy and way forward

Gender inequality is at least partly a result of the 
dominant food production system and its drivers. 
Moreover, under-representation of subsistence farmers 
in national and global records vastly skews our 
understanding of women’s true contributions to food 
production and our focus on how to improve women’s 
empowerment in agriculture. Women’s expertise, skills, 
knowledge, and stewardship of the genetic material 
in seeds are more heavily oriented towards organic, 
agroecological farming systems which prioritize local 
seed varieties, biodiversity, farm family self-provisioning, 
and provision to local markets where poor and hungry 
people can better access food (Brownhill et al. 2016).
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DOMESTIC WATER AND SANITATION

2.2

Key Messages

• Water use, supply and access are associated primarily with the hydrological cycle. Understanding 
that there is also a “hydro-social cycle” draws attention to gender differences. Every stage in the hydro-

social cycle entails different demands, risks and benefits for women and men.

• It is largely women’s responsibility everywhere to manage household needs for water. This responsibility 
becomes even greater in the face of pervasive water quality problems in both developed and developing 

countries, which are likely to become worse with climate disruption.

• Within households, women and men typically express different views on water priorities and the solutions to 
water deficits.

• Women and girls remain the primary water collectors in households where piped water is not available, which 
can place them at risk of violence and sexual assault. 

• The gendered profile of water collection varies with access to mechanization: men assume water collection 
responsibilities mostly when mechanized transport is available.

• The health effects of polluted or poor quality water are gendered. More males than females suffer and die 
from diarrhoea in every region except Southeast Asia.  

• Public toilet provision for women almost everywhere in the world lags far behind that for men. Absence or 
inadequate provision of public toilets for women reflects and reinforces the exclusion of women from public 
power and public space more generally. 

• Gender inequity in access to toilets has stimulated robust activist movements that are shifting toilet and 
menstrual hygiene management needs from being considered a “private” concern to a “public” one.

• Women are poorly represented in staffing and formal employment in the water and sanitation 
sectors.
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Recognizing the gendered dimensions 
of water, sanitation and hygiene 

The hydro-social cycle

Access to and control over water, and water 
management and use, are shaped as much by social 
factors (including gendered power relations) as by 
physical ones. Every stage in the hydro-social cycle 
involves different demands, risks and benefits for 
women and men (Joshi 2015, Zwarteveen et al. 2012, 
Seager et al.2009, Sultana 2007, UN-Water 2006).

Policy and legislation

The need for gender equality in provision of clean 
water and sanitation has been recognized in numerous 
national policies and multilateral agreements since 
the late 1970s. Gender analysis is still limited overall 
and has been introduced unevenly. A 2012 UN-Water 
report on national water and sanitation policies 
revealed that fewer than 40% of the 64 responding 
countries included specific equity provisions in national 
strategy or funding decisions that addressed women’s 
rights to water, and fewer than 20% had applied 
or implemented those addressing women’s right to 
sanitation (WHO and UN-Water 2012). Only a few 
countries had national policies that included specific 
provisions to meet women’s needs, including menstrual 
hygiene management (Figure 3).

Formal employment and decision-making

Women are poorly represented in staffing and formal 
employment in the water and sanitation sectors. Half 
the governments that responded to the 2011 Global 

Source: WHO and UN-Water (2012)
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sanitation and drinking-water policies/strategies include 
specific provisions for women, including menstrual hygiene 
management needs? 

Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-
Water (GLAAS) survey reported that women made 
up less than 10% of the professional and managerial 
staff in these sectors (WHO and UN-Water 2012). 
Even when women are participants in formal decision-
making processes, their interests are rarely taken 
into account due to gender-related inequalities and 
restrictive definitions of appropriate female behaviour.

Water use, access, quality, production 
and distribution 

Water poverty, time poverty, access and use

Women and men everywhere are affected by water 
availability, access and quality, but in different ways due 
to prevailing gender roles and norms. In settings where 
water must be collected from a source outside the 
home, women and girls have the main responsibility 
for collecting it. 
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Water-related chores often keep girls from going to 
school (UNICEF 2012, Haggart and McGuire n.d.). 
In addition, time spent collecting water diminishes 
women’s overall ability to control their own time 
and participate in other pursuits, whether these are 
waged work, recreation, cultural activities or political 
involvement. It also represents a tremendous economic 
loss: in India, for example, it has been estimated that 
women spend 150 million work days per year fetching 
and carrying water, the equivalent of a national loss of 
income of 10 billion rupees (US$160 million)  (WaterAid/
Unilever/Oxfam/NextDrop 2015); a Sub-Saharan survey  
in 25 countries reveals that collectively women spent 
a combined total of at least 16 million hours per day 
collecting drinking water, men 6 million and children  
4 million (UNICEF and WHO 2012).

In many cases the water collection burden could be 
alleviated through changes in transport. The gendered 
profile of water collection varies with access to 
mechanization. Men and boys are much more likely to 
collect water when they can use mechanized transport 
such as bikes, scooters and trucks. A survey of water 
collection in Mongolia showed that in Ulaanbaatar 
men made up the majority of water collectors across 
all forms of water collection, but were particularly 
prominent in water collection by vehicle and by animal 
(Hawkins and Seager 2010). In rural Kenya 87% of 
women who collected water reportedly did so without 
mechanical assistance, compared with 42% of men 
(WHO 2011).

Evidence to date concerning water supply privatization 
suggests that it often leads to increased water use 
efficiency, but also to increased pressure on the poorest, 
who may be almost entirely unable to pay.

Water, health and security

Water collection can be dangerous, especially for 
women. Walking to remote locations to collect water 
for drinking, cooking and clothes washing or to use 
water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) facilities, 
particularly after dark, puts women and girls at risk 
of harassment, sexual assault and rape (Anand 2014, 
Amnesty International 2010).

Women and girls in conflict-affected settings routinely 
experience physical insecurity, including sexual violence, 
when performing daily tasks linked to use of natural 
resources such as fuel, wood and water (UNEP/UN 
Women/UNPSO/UNDP 2013). It is also not uncommon 
in conflict and post-conflict situations for men and 
boys to be vulnerable to abduction, murder or rape 
when they visit water points outside camp boundaries 
(House et al. 2014).

Water shortages due to long-term climate change, 
short-term weather fluctuations, disasters and conflict 
have gendered dimensions. Individuals’ capacities to 
cope with physical and food insecurity, displacement, 
loss of livelihood assets, social exclusion and other 
impacts are strongly influenced by gendered roles and 
responsibilities.

Head-loading, a common way to carry water in several 
parts of the world, is gendered. Almost no men carry 
water in this way. A study in South Africa found that 
for women who head-carried, catastrophic spinal injury 
and knee injuries were not uncommon; there were also 
frequent accidents as women and girls carried water 
burdens that could easily weigh 40% of their own 
body weight along uneven pathways and roads (Geere 
et al. 2010). 
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It has been estimated that improving water, sanitation, 
hygiene and water resource management globally 
could prevent around 10% of the global disease 
burden and more than 6% of all deaths (Prüss-Üstün 
et al. 2008). Of the almost 2 million total global 
deaths in 2004 attributed to unsafe WASH, 48% were 
female and 52% male (UN DESA 2012). The gender 
profile for deaths from diarrhoea due to poor water 
and sanitation is consistent across most regions: more 
males suffer and die from diarrhoea everywhere except 
Southeast Asia, where the share of female deaths and 
illness is notable and produces a global tilt towards 
higher female deaths and DALYs overall (Prüss-Üstün 
et al. 2014) (Table 2).

Sanitation and wastewater 

Sanitation access and use

In 2015 an estimated 2.4 billion people did not have 
access to improved sanitation (UNICEF and WHO 
2015). The number of people without access to safe 

Region Deaths (male) Deaths (female) DALYs (male) DALYs (female)

Africa 186 130 181 476 14 408 971 13 764 653

Americas (low and middle income) 6 021  5 525 498 565 443 354

Eastern Mediterranean (low and 
middle income)

41 227 39 838 3 337 950 3 154 444

Europe (low and middle income)           1 890 1 675 191 048 175 136

Southeast Asia 150 179 213 725 8 101 272 10 786 489

Western Pacific region (low and 
middle income)

7 626 6 536 869 126 740 089

Total 393 073 448 775 27 406 932 29 064 165

Table 2: Deaths and disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) from diarrhoea due to poor water and sanitation 

Source: Prüss-Üstün et al. (2014) 

sanitation is under-recorded, but is likely to be several 
orders of magnitude higher. 

Monitoring gender inequalities in access to improved 
sanitation is challenging. While some cross-sectional 
surveys (e.g. on health) may assess disparities in access 
to sanitation between female- and male-headed 
households, they seldom provide data at the individual 
level, where access to sanitation really counts. To better 
understand the gendered nature of access to improved 
sanitation, new indicators are required that provide 
detailed gender-disaggregated data at the intra-
household level.

The great majority of rural households rely on pit 
latrines outside their dwellings. Individuals resort to 
open defecation if there is no space for latrines. In 
urban slums and informal settlements there is usually 
no room to build latrines, or there are no tenure or 
property rights that would make this possible. Open 
defecation is generally a greater health and safety risk 
for women and girls, especially during menstruation; it 
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may also put them in a position of contravening socially 
constructed notions of appropriate feminine behaviour 
(Wendland et al. 2012). WaterAid, an NGO, estimates 
that one in three women worldwide lacks access to 
safe toilets, risking not only shame and disease but also 
sexual assaults and attacks (WaterAid 2012).

Lack of suitable sanitation provision in schools can 
prevent girls receiving an education. Schools without 
toilets, or with shared toilets, pose health and safety 
risks.  They also represent a significant cultural barrier 
that can keep girls away from such schools (Roma and 
Pugh 2012).

On a larger scale, toilet provision reflects broad equality 
struggles. The absence of public toilets for women is 
associated with their exclusion from public power and 
from public spaces more generally (Plaskow 2008). In 
some parts of the world transgender rights movements, 
and actions by other citizens who are sensitive to the 
needs of transgender people, are calling attention to 
the need for appropriate transgender toilet facilities 
(Johnston 2016).

Menstrual hygiene management and 
sanitation facilities

Menstrual hygiene management (MHM) is essential 
to ensure gender equality. Without appropriate 
provisions, women cannot fully participate in all 
aspects of society and economy. The absence of 
adequate sanitation facilities for menstrual hygiene 
has direct impacts on women’s rights to education, to 
work and to health (George 2013). Very few countries 
have national targets for menstrual hygiene promotion 
programmes, and only about 2% of total WASH 
expenditure is used for menstrual hygiene promotion 
(WHO and UN-Water 2012). A consequence (as well 

as a cause) of official inattention to MHM is a lack of 
robust gender-segregated data on sanitation policies 
and technologies. 

The greatest progress in regard to MHM has occurred 
as a result of community activism, which is breaking 
taboos and gaining popular and official attention. In 
2015 a “Breaking the Silence” campaign in South 
Asia won a national media awareness award (Chanam 
2015); in 2013, WASH United, an NGO, initiated a 
global Menstrual Hygiene Day on 28 May (Keiser 2013).

Sustainable sanitation and wastewater 
management 

Provision and management of sustainable sanitation 
and wastewater management are of basic importance 
not only for environmental sustainability, but also 
for gender equality. Long experience has shown that 
sustainability in sanitation and wastewater management 
requires more than toilets and infrastructure. It also 
requires social change in which women play a key 
role, together with reliable long-term financing, new 
or adapted institutional structures, monitoring and 
testing, and co-ordination and joint planning across 
government sectors including health, water, energy, 
agriculture and environment.

There are recent trends towards the development of 
environmentally sustainable sanitation systems, which 
are increasingly under consideration as feasible and 
affordable alternatives for rural municipalities, low-
income small communities, or groups of households 
(Wendland and Albold 2010). These systems range 
from natural approaches such as use of ponds and 
constructed wetlands (which are low-tech and low-
maintenance) as filters and for cleaning wastewater, to 
high-tech vacuum biogas installations.
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Key Messages

• Using renewable and sustainable energy can catalyze gender equality, but this type of energy is 
not inevitably socially and environmentally friendly. Without the use of a social justice lens for energy 

planning, large-scale renewable energy projects can be environmentally damaging and may do little to 
enhance gender equality.

•  Decision-making in the formal energy sectors is heavily gender-skewed, as are staffing and formal 
employment. Decision-making in the energy sector often excludes women, and policies are mostly gender-

unaware.

• There are significant gender differences in perceptions of current energy options, and of the risks and choices 
relating to various energy technologies.

• Insecure land ownership and energy-related land grabbing have different gendered impacts.

• At the community and grassroots levels, women and men are not waiting for top-down energy transformation. 
In many cases they are creating their own pathways to clean energy technology that level the playing field in 
regard to economic and social opportunity.

• In developing countries the time spent, predominantly by women, in collecting biomass-based energy supplies 
is responsible for tremendous time poverty and foregone opportunities.

• In both developed and developing countries energy poverty is a large and often invisible problem, and one 
which is gendered.

• Pervasive lack of gender-differentiated data has implications for the assessment of technology needs with 
respect to technical training and capacity building activities. It has the potential to reduce development 
initiatives directed at gender and energy since the deep inequalities in the energy sector cannot easily 
be quantified.

• A priority for all energy plans should be to make safe and sustainable 
household energy available to the 3 billion people who currently do not 
have it. Enabling the creation of local renewable energy user groups 
and co-operatives, and empowering women to fully participate at 
all levels of decision-making, is essential for sustainable energy.28



29

2.3. ENERGY

Energy divides: global, social and 
gendered

Energy production and consumption are key drivers of 
livelihoods, economies and environmental conditions. 
Since 1990 overall global energy use has increased 
by more than 50%; in 2015 ten countries consumed 
about two-thirds of the world’s energy (Enerdata 2015, 
GCEC 2014). Average per capita energy consumption 
is high in developed countries and lowest in the least 
developed ones (World Bank 2015). Lack of energy is a 
barrier to development.

Socially constructed gender roles, identities and 
underlying power dynamics affect whether and how 
women and men access and use energy and participate 
in decisions and investments. Surveys have repeatedly 
shown that women and men express different energy 
needs and priorities and perceive different risks in 
regard to energy choices.

In the least developed countries, women who play 
traditional roles as primary household managers 
suffer most from lack of access to adequate energy. 
Decentralized renewable and efficient energy-related 
technologies could make a major economic and social 
difference for many rural women if they resulted 
in increased income. However, acquiring energy 
equipment is expensive. The lending expectations 
of banks and credit institutions often disadvantage 
women and, in many countries, women still face legal 
restrictions that keep them from accessing credit in their 
own name or without the consent of their husbands. 

Millions of people in North America, Eastern Europe, 
Central Asia and other parts of the developed world 

suffer from energy poverty (CAFOD 2015). Energy 
poverty in developed countries affects elderly women 
and female single parents in particular (Pye and Dobbin 
2015). The number of households whose energy 
supply is temporarily interrupted because of unpaid 
bills is increasing in many European countries, and 
recent research shows the number of countries with 
“vulnerable consumers” is increasing (Pye and Dobbin 
2015).

Gender aspects of centralized energy 
planning and policy

Gender in energy planning 

Gender aspects in the planning and policy cycles and 
sectors have little visibility in formal and centralized 
policy frameworks. Globally gender is scarcely 
mainstreamed in energy policies, even in the case 
of the newest energy sectors. As of early 2015, 145 
countries had enacted policies to regulate and promote 
renewables in the power generation, heating and 
cooling, and transport sectors, the majority of which 
are not gender-sensitive (REN21 2015). 

Some shifts are evident. Uganda’s Renewable Energy 
Policy has special gender strategies, including promotion 
of microfinance, to ensure that women can benefit from 
renewable energy technologies in their household tasks. 
India’s national biofuels programme specifically refers 
to the role of women in cultivating biodiesel crops. The 
Kenyan government has made considerable progress 
on recognizing the gender-and-environment nexus. At 
COP21, where 140 countries presented their plans for 
emission reductions (Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions or INDCs), some 50 countries submitted 



30

GLOBAL GENDER AND ENVIRONMENT OUTLOOK

SCP

Fish

Forest

Cross-cut

Food

Water

Energy

Chapter 3

Chapter 1

Chapter 4: 

Chapter 2

INDCs that referred to gender as important in combatting 
climate change  (Rojas et al. 2015). 

Energy policies typically focus on issues of investment, 
tariffs, pricing, access, availability, infrastructure 
development, participation and environment (Woroniuk 
and Schalkwyk 1998). All these issues are intrinsically 
linked to gender roles and responsibilities, although 
energy policy is often erroneously considered gender-
neutral.

In the absence of gender-disaggregated data on energy 
use, needs and access, macro-level energy policies that 
focus on topics such as investment, imports and pricing 
will continue to be gender-blind. Throughout the 
energy sector, in all its diversity, gender-disaggregated 
data are mostly missing (and are needed) on energy-
related needs, preferences, income and expenditures, 
decision-making, benefits and impacts, staffing, 
employment, and access to credit and information 
(Cecelski 2002).

Gendered leadership and participation in 
formal planning and policy

Women are under-represented in national government 
positions of importance to the energy sector, with 
only 7% female ministers in the fields of environment, 
natural resources and energy and 3% in science and 
technology (UNIDO and UN Women 2013). In the 
European Union in 2011 high-level positions in national 
ministries covering environmental affairs were occupied 
by men in 66.1% of cases compared with 33.9% by 
women (EIGE 2012). In international decision-making 
processes concerned with responding to climate 
change, which will require transforming the energy 

sector, most negotiators are men. Consequently, the 
fora in which energy issues are identified and potential 
solutions proposed are likely to have an inadvertent 
male bias (UNIDO and UN Women 2013). In addition 
to the leadership gap, the share of women in the 
workforce in the energy sector is generally quite low.

Energy production, supply and 
consumption

Energy production at zero monetary cost: on 
the shoulders of women

Almost 3 billion people, most of whom live in Asia and 
Sub-Saharan Africa, rely on open fires and traditional 
biomass such as wood, dung and crop waste for 
cooking and heating (WHO 2015, IEA 2014).  Reflecting 
gendered social norms, women and children perform 
a large share of the unpaid work required to collect 
biomass fuels, with differences according to regions 
and types of fuel. Depending on region, season and 
availability, average biomass collection time in Africa is 
estimated at four to ten hours per week (World LP Gas 
Association 2014, Matinga 2010).

While biomass energy sources are collected without 
direct financial outlays (“at no cost”), the indirect 
economic costs are enormous in terms of missed 
opportunities for employment, education and self-
improvement, all of which are essential to improve 
community livelihoods. A World Bank report argues 
that much of this unpaid work could be reduced or 
eliminated by, among other interventions, improving 
infrastructure for energy and other services. These 
interventions would result in a higher gross domestic 
product (GDP), lead to women’s financial independence, 
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and possibly have a ripple effect on intergenerational 
benefits, as research in 24 countries has shown that 
daughters of mothers who work for pay are more likely 
to be employed themselves and to have supervisory 
roles (World Bank 2015). 

Social costs and benefits of expanding the 
electricity grid

Expanding the grid and extending the reach of electricity 
is a critical goal for gender empowerment, social 
equity and eliminating poverty. In low- and middle-
income countries energy expansion is proceeding 
rapidly, often by means of large-scale energy projects. 
Large-scale energy projects (including for renewable 
energy such as hydropower) not uncommonly result 
in displacement of local communities. Although there 
has been progress in recent years on laws recognizing 
women’s land ownership, women are still particularly 
disadvantaged by displacement (Davis and Fisk 2014). 
Globally less than 20% of land titles are registered 
in women’s names (less than 10% in most parts of 
Africa) and if compensation is provided for dislocation 
of communities due to large-scale energy projects, 
women are compensated at lower levels – if at all – 
because of their invisibility in land titling and claims 
processes. Communal land use is often not recognized 
(Skinner 2016). 

Women may have greater difficulty recovering from 
dislocations. If compensation by governments or 
companies for large-scale project displacement includes 
compensation for lost employment, women who work 
in the informal sector and do not have an official 
employment record will have no basis for a formal 
claim. Construction of large energy installations often 

provides employment to local people. Although there 
has been little research on this topic, given patterns in 
other labour sectors – in industrialized countries 65-
90% of all part-time workers are women (ILO  and EU 
2011, ILO 1995) – if women are hired they are likely to 
make up a greater share of the informal and part-time 
workers that such projects require.

Women’s entrepreneurship in small-scale 
energy service delivery

In both developed and developing countries women’s 
best chance of becoming involved in sustainable energy 
provision is at the community level. Many women-led 
sustainable energy initiatives in the community energy 
sector have been successful. Business models for small-
scale energy production range from consignment 
arrangements, to linking of entrepreneurs to micro-
financing institutions (possibly through the use of loan 
guarantee funds, which lowers the risk for financing 
institutions), to women individually or in groups taking 
on the manufacture or assembly of devices (sometimes 
as part of family businesses), to women’s networks 
raising awareness of, for example, policy, options, 
pricing and safety (Box 2).

Gender differences in energy consumption

In the area of energy consumption it is crucial to “lift 
the roof off the household” to analyze access, use 
and needs not only by “household” but by gender. 
Analysis of gender differences in energy consumption 
is an emerging area of research that is not yet well 
developed.
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Concerning energy use in the transport sector, for 
example, gender differences seem fairly consistent 
across countries. Since transport is a great and growing 
climate polluter (23% of overall CO

2
 emissions globally, 

with a high growth rate) (Kahn et al. 2007), it is useful 
to look at these differences. A recent study in Spain 
reflects almost universal findings that women make 
greater use of more sustainable (walking and public) 
transport than men in both urban and rural areas: in 
urban municipalities 48.3% of women’s trips were made 
by walking and 25.4% by public transport, compared 
to 34% and 18.6%, respectively, of men’s trips; in rural 
areas fewer women used private transport than men: 
62.1% and 74.7%, respectively. The study concluded 
that the modal asymmetry between women and men 
is structural and related to masculinity expressed in 
relation to private transport and the “performance” of 
gender in everyday life (Miralles-Guasch et al. 2015). 

Energy and health

Biomass health impacts

Cooking and heating with solid fuels (wood, charcoal, 
crop waste, dung and coal) produces high levels of 
indoor air pollution that can lead to a wide range of 
child and adult diseases, including acute and chronic 
respiratory conditions (e.g. pneumonia, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease), lung cancer, ischemic 
heart disease, stroke and cataracts (WHO 2015). 
Exposure to household air pollution (HAP) from biomass 
burning kills over 4 million people per year. Millions 
more suffer from cancer, pneumonia, heart and lung 
disease, blindness and burns; smoke from cooking 
fires is associated with cataracts, the leading cause 
of blindness in the world, and other health problems 
(Prüss-Ustün et al. 2016, GACC 2013, WHO n.d.). The 
premature deaths of more than 2 million women and 
children annually due to household air pollution are 

Box 2: Entrepreneurial opportunities for women in renewables 

wPower: The United States Department of State launched the Partnership on Women’s Entrepreneurship in 
Renewables (wPOWER) in January 2013. wPOWER aims to empower more than 8000 women clean energy 

entrepreneurs across East Africa, Nigeria and India, who will deliver clean energy access to more than 3.5 million 
people over the next three years. 

A wPower partner in India, Swayam Shikshan Prayog, has trained more than 1000 women to be entrepreneurs selling 
clean energy and renewable household technologies (SSP 2016). Another wPower partner, Solar Sister, established in 

2010, has worked with more than 1200 women entrepreneurs in Uganda, Nigeria and the United Republic of Tanzania. 
Solar Sister equips women to build their own technology-driven businesses by providing a holistic package of inputs 
including business and technical training, access to products and service, marketing support and ongoing coaching. 
A study conducted by the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) in 2012 showed that the Solar Sister 
Entrepreneurs earn an average of US$48 a month, a significant amount compared to average incomes in the region. 
There are also indirect economic benefits. As users of solar lanterns, the women can save about 30% of fuel expenses on 
kerosene (paraffin); less time spent collecting fuelwood means more time for other pursuits (Gill et al. 2012). 
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directly related to use of solid fuels for cooking and 
heating. In the premature deaths of almost 2 million 
men associated with HAP other factors such as smoking 
also play an important role (Prüss-Ustün et al. 2016, 
WHO 2014). The first step towards cleaner and safer 
use of fuels is to move away from open fires to better 
cooking technologies including improved cookstoves.

The physical burden of collecting, transporting and 
processing solid fuels also creates significant health 
problems. For example, the effect of head-loads on 
women’s bodies is very damaging (Geere et al. 2010, 
Matinga 2010) (Box 3).

Pollution from conventional energy 
production

Airborne pollution has become an especially pressing 
issue in countries where industrial growth has been 
rapid but environmental controls are weak. Technologies 
currently in use in many rapidly industrializing countries 
produce high emissions of air pollutants. Recent 
research confirms that large numbers of premature 
deaths are due to air pollution linked to small particles 
and mercury in emissions from coal-fired power plants. 
Emissions from these plants are linked to dozens of 

Box 3: Average weight of fuelwood 
head-loads that women carry  

Malawi, Tanzania and Botswana: 27-31 kg
Ethiopia: 36 kg

Congo: 25-50 kg
South Africa: 24 and 38 kg in different regions

Source: Matinga (2010)

diseases including cancer and asthma (WHO 2013). 
There is preliminary evidence that women, children 
and older adults are particularly vulnerable to PM

10
 and 

to PM
2.5

 (particulate matter 10 and 2.5 micrometres or 
less in diameter) (Villeneuve et al. 2015, Sacks et al. 
2011). 

Gender, energy transitions, and renewables

Renewable energy and energy efficiency can 
significantly reduce air pollution resulting from energy 
use and improve public health. Replacing polluting 
fossil fuels with renewable energy sources can reduce 
premature mortality and the number of lost workdays, 
thereby lowering overall healthcare costs (Machol 
and Rizk 2013). The potential health benefits include 
reduced symptoms of respiratory and cardiovascular 
conditions, rheumatism, arthritis and allergies, as well 
as fewer injuries (OECD and IEA 2014). Renewables 
and energy efficiency can be game changers for energy 
– and gender – poverty. 

Renewable energy is not inherently socially and 
environmentally benign. Large-scale energy projects 
(including for renewables such as hydropower) not 
uncommonly result in displacement of local communities. 
Although there has been progress in recent years on 
laws increasing women’s land ownership, women are 
still particularly disadvantaged by displacement (Davis 
and Fisk 2014). Biofuel production can diminish food 
security through land use change or rising food prices. 
Active evaluation and monitoring for gender, social, 
and environmental impacts are just as important for 
sustainable and gender-just renewable energy as in the 
case of conventional energy. 
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Gender gaps and inequalities in the renewable energy 
sector, in terms of employment and education, are in 
many instances comparable to those in the conventional 
energy sector. Nevertheless, positive examples point 
towards the possibilities of a gender-balanced and 
gender-responsive renewable energy sector.

Technologies to enable a transition to better household 
energy solutions have often proved unsatisfactory when 
the specific needs of women (as the main users, in 
their traditional roles) were not taken into account. For 
example, solar cookers, which work only in the daytime, 
do not allow flexibility in meal preparation times. In 
a survey of 42 renewable energy companies in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America, a number of entrepreneurs 
indicated they felt that involving women in the design 
of equipment (e.g. improved cookstoves) for use in the 
home was important to the ultimate success of their 
products (REN21 2015). Involving women and men in 
developing technologies to ensure a transition to safe 
and more sustainable energy is crucial for success.

Gendered perceptions of energy technology 
choices

A wide range of research shows that women are less 
positive about emerging and possibly risky technologies  
for energy production (Boudet et al. 2014). 

Nuclear energy: In a European Union survey more 
women than men said nuclear energy should constitute 
a lower share of overall energy production (EC 2007). In 
the United Kingdom the level of support for building new 
nuclear power stations shows a 40% discrepancy, with 
considerably more men wanting to see new power plants 
built (Populus 2011). In a study in the United States 72% 

of men favoured nuclear power as a source of electricity 
while only 42% of women did so; a correspondingly 
large gender gap existed in views about the safety of 
nuclear power plants (Newport 2012). In Australia a 
2015 survey found that 19% of men favoured nuclear 
power as one of three energy preferences, compared 
with 8% of women (Hasham 2015).

Hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”): Similar results 
have been found in attitudes to fracking to extract 
natural gas trapped in shale formations. Studies, 
mainly in the United States, showed that women and 
men who associated the process with environmental 
threats were most likely to oppose fracking (Boudet 
et al. 2014, Brasier et al. 2013). A 2013 survey on 
knowledge about (and support for) fracking identified 
a significant gender gap (Figure 4).

Renewables: Some evidence suggests that women 
also support a transition to renewable energy more 
strongly than men. In Australia wind power was 
preferred by more women (76%) than men (60%); in 
the same survey women were also slightly more likely 
to favour solar power (Hasham 2015). 

The way forward

Renewable energies are projected to grow significantly 
in the near future. Moderate outlooks project a 
renewable energy share of 30-45% by 2050 (REN21 
2013). Energy efficiency is predicted to make even 
greater advances. Governments will need effective 
policies to support this major transformation of energy 
markets and infrastructure. If the following conditions 
are met, renewable energy development can be a very 
powerful catalyst for gender equality: 
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Figure 4: Perceptions of and support for fracking in the 
United States • A foremost priority for all energy plans must be 

to enable safe and sustainable household energy. 
The creation of local renewable energy user groups 
and co-operatives, and empowerment of women 
to fully participate at all levels of decision-making, 
will be essential for sustainable success. 

• Financial mechanisms need to be created; low-
interest loans, start-up and capacity building 
grants, solidarity pricing mechanisms and specific 
access for women to funding should be developed. 

• Policies, programmes and projects should equitably 
valorize women’s and men’s time and labour 
burdens and expenditures (UN Women 2016). 

• Women should be recognized as independent 
users of energy solutions and enabled to benefit 
from energy access, taking into consideration the 
challenges of land ownership/rights, access to 
credit, and social constraints (UN Women 2016). 

With increasingly rapid transition from finite to 
renewable energy sources, the risks of accidents 
could increase. Insurance and liability should become 
mandatory for the entire energy industry (including 
nuclear) to fully cover the costs of decommissioning, 
tailings clean-up and accidents, and compensation of 
direct and indirect victims. Free and affordable legal 
support should be made available to women and men 
in land rights, pollution and compensation cases. 

For effective risk prevention and management in 
development projects, existing environmental and 
social safeguards need to be strengthened, including 
their gender components and ensuring compliance 
with these safeguards. 

• The negative gender and human rights impacts of 
large-scale renewable energy development should 
be avoided. From monoculture biomass plantations 
to hydropower dams, gender-equality safeguards 
and equal participation by women in all stages of 
the renewable energy cycle need to be ensured, 
including through monitoring, evaluation and 
verification schemes and participation by women’s 
civil society organizations in these schemes.   
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The planned increase in renewable small-grid and off-
grid energy solutions has great potential to address the 
gendered face of energy poverty by reducing unpaid 
work burdens and increasing economic and personal 
development opportunities for women and men. 

Increasingly, governments and the private sector are 
convinced of the need for greater parity in decision-
making. A trend towards the presence of more women 
on boards and in government positions is expected to 
continue; however, technical areas such as the energy 
sector should be a specific focus. 

Policy-makers need to recognize the importance 
of women in the energy sector and to engage 
them directly in policy-making and project design. 
Strengthening women’s leadership and participation in 
sustainable energy solutions is critical in the transition 
to sustainable energy for all, and critical to reaching 
internationally agreed development goals (UN Women 
2016).
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SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION

2.4

Key Messages

• Households are seen as primary sites of consumption, but prevailing assumptions that women 
“control” household-based consumption choices oversimplify gender dynamics within households.

•    Gendering of consumer goods is explicitly used as a tool to increase demand. From cars to cosmetics to 
recreational goods, notions of femininity and masculinity shape production and consumption decisions.

•  Chronic exposure to now-ubiquitous plastics and industrial chemicals causes millions of deaths each year, 
and even more disease and disability. The health effects of such exposures are markedly gender-differentiated.  

• Many developing countries rely on an economic growth strategy based on export-oriented industrial 
production. The economic benefits of these growth strategies are unevenly distributed, and pre-existing 
gender inequalities in wages are often used as a selling point to attract low-entry industrial investment.    

• While women and men express considerable commitment to more sustainable futures, they have different 
levels of personal commitment to enabling transformations towards sustainability.
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Types of consumption

The current global pace and trajectory of consumption 
and production are environmentally unsustainable 
and socially inequitable (WWF 2015, Hoekstra and 
Wiedmann 2014). Rapid economic growth and human 
development since the 1950s have come at a significant 
cost in terms of global environmental pressures and 
impacts. Over-consumption as a cultural norm, and as 
a conspicuous signifier of modernity and class status, is 
a defining characteristic in developed countries and is 
increasingly an aspirational signifier in middle-income 
and developing countries. 

The resource depletion and environmental consequences 
of accelerated consumption and production are not 
evenly distributed globally (WWF 2014, FOE et al. 2009). 
Neither are they evenly distributed on smaller scales, 
including at the intra-household level. “Average” 
consumption rates hide significant gender and class 
differences at both the high and low ends of “average” 
consumption (Oxfam 2015, UNEP 2012, WHO 2010, 
Pellow 2007, Ringquist 2005). Inequalities occur along 
several social axes, with women facing greater risks 
than men, rural communities often more exposed than 
urban ones, and groups marginalized because of race, 
ethnicity or other factors likely to be disproportionately 
affected (Oxfam 2015). Poverty is an environmental 
threat-multiplier and, in most places, women are more 
likely than men to live in extreme poverty (UN 2015, 
UNDP 2015, USAID 2015, UNDP n.d.). 

Consumption of plastics and chemicals

The types of materials consumed have changed 
dramatically in recent decades. From 1950 to 2012 
global plastics growth averaged 8.7% per year, rising 
from 1.7 million tons to the nearly 300 million tons 
of 2015 (The Globalist 2015). Plastics and synthetic 
chemicals have become globally ubiquitous: once they 
have made their way into the air we breathe, the water 
we drink, and the food we eat, they also end up in our 
bodies. In the average human being, dozens of toxins 
have been identified through “body burden” analysis 
of samples of blood, the umbilical cord, the placenta, 
breast milk, urine, hair, sperm and fatty tissue, even 
among people who live in isolated regions of the 
worl (COPHES 2012, CDC 2009, Schuiling 2005). 
While many chemicals pose a constant risk, for both 
women and men there may be particular windows of 
susceptibility, especially during infancy and puberty 
and, for women, during pregnancy, when the impacts 
of chemical exposures can have critical health effects 
(WHO 2014, Kortenkamp et al. 2011). 

In women increasing epidemiological evidence points 
to strong links between breast cancer and exposure 
to chemicals such as PCBs, organic solvents, DDT/
DDE, BPA, PAHs, phenols, alkylphenols, phthalates, 
parabens, styrene, metals, phytoestrogens, chemicals 
in first or second-hand smoke, and heavy metals such 
as cadmium (WECF 2016, WHO and UNEP 2013, 
Kortenkamp 2008, Brody et al. 2007, Watts 2013, 
Lynn 2007, Murray et al. 2007). In men subfertile 
sperm counts are increasingly common; testicular 
cancer increased 400% over the last 50 years in 
industrialized countries and, by the early 2000s, was 
the most common cancer in men between 20 and 45 
years old (WHO and UNEP 2013, Richiardi et al. 2004, 
Huyghe et al. 2003).
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Households as sites of consumption

One approach to measuring the impacts of consumption 
is “ecological footprint” analysis, in which consumption 
is usually measured as end-user demand. Through 
the footprint lens, in most countries the household 
is positioned as the primary locus of consumption 
demand. Understanding the intra-household gender 
dynamics of consumption requires nuanced analysis. 

There is little evidence to support the widespread 
assumption that being the “principal shopper” in the 
household means that women make the majority of 
decisions about household purchases. Taking on a 
shopping role does not necessarily imply that a woman 
has greater agency and autonomy in decision-making 
about consumption. Assumptions about women 
“controlling” household-based consumption choices 
often prove to be erroneous when micro-scale analysis 
is available. 

Shining the environmental spotlight on unsustainable 
consumption is an important and necessary strategy 
for directing attention to the major drivers of global 
environmental degradation. But identifying “the 
household” as a primary site of that unsustainability 
has the distortive effect of placing global responsibility 
on feminized sites (households and individual consumer 
choices) while deflecting attention from masculinized 
constellations of unsustainable consumption such as 
militaries and extractive industries.

Structural factors in unsustainable 
consumption 

Many large-scale social and economic forces drive 
unsustainable consumption and production, including:

Normative economic models: The assumption 
that production and consumption can and should 
continuously grow is at the heart of mainstream 
economics and its primary metric, GDP. Mainstream 
economic models presume that continuous growth 
is possible, even in closed systems such as the planet 
(UNEP 2015). Measuring economies through a 
GDP lens means all economic activity is counted as 
“good” regardless of the origins of such activities or 
the consequences. Among other ironies, this means 
environmental disasters may be considered to provide 
economic benefits due to the increased labour, materials 
and reconstruction spending in their aftermath. On the 
other hand, pollution, resource degradation and waste 
are not counted against GDP (Stiglitz et al. 2010). 

GDP-based economic orthodoxy also reflects deeply 
gendered norms and assumptions about what counts 
as economic activity. GDP-based growth does not 
count most of the actual work done in an economy, nor 
“well-being”. Feminist economists make the case that 
the contributions of most of the world’s women are 
left out of the conventional global economic model: 
reproductive work, unpaid caring labour, unpaid 
household labour, child care, volunteer work, artisanal 
work that is not market-based, subsistence labour, 
bartering activities and informal activities (a large share 
of which are done by women) are completely invisible 
in conventional global and national accounts (Waring 
1988). Women work three out of every four hours of 
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unpaid labour, none of which is counted in GDP-based 
measurements (UNDP 2015).

Urbanization and consumption: The proportion of 
the world’s population living in urban areas is expected 
to increase to 66% by 2050 (UN DESA 2014). If this 
growth follows business as usual (BAU) models, it will 
accelerate the growth of cities’ ecological footprint 
(WWF 2014). City dwellers are consumers. Indeed, 
in most of the world it is the function of cities as 
centres of consumption that drives urban growth 
much more than their function as production centres 
(Poumanyvong and Kaneko 2010, Luque 2015). The 
shift to urban living is increasing the incomes of millions 
of people around the world. A billion people in cities 
will enter the global “consuming class” by 2025, with 
incomes high enough to become significant consumers 
of goods and services. 

Growing income inequality is strongly associated 
overall with urbanization, especially in the most rapidly 
urbanizing settings (Ukhova 2015, Oxfam 2011). 
This income inequality is also highly associated with 
gender inequality. The emerging urban discretionary-
income, consumption class is not equally populated 
by women and men, although much of the gender-
specific effect is masked by the standard practice of 
collecting information on consumption and spending 
by “household” units. Men dominate the ranks of the 
rich, high-consuming urban class, especially at the top 
of the wealth pyramid. A recent IMF study examining 
the linkages of gender and income inequality revealed 
that, at the top of the income ladder, higher gender 
inequality is strongly associated with higher income 
shares in the top 10% income group (Gonzales 2015). 

Driving consumer aspirations through advertising: 
Commercial marketing and advertising are powerful 
drivers of consumer aspirations. Advertising creates 
demand for consumer goods, even those for which 
there was previously limited or no demand; influences 
consumer choices; creates identification with brands; 
and shapes perceptions about the role of commodities 
and consumption in signifying personal identity, success 
and accomplishment. Linked to globalization trends 
and spreading developed world lifestyles, advertising 
is widely seen as a primary driver in spreading 
consumption patterns globally and fuelling excessive 
consumption in developed countries (Henderson 2012, 
World Federation of Advertisers 2002). 

Gendering of commodities is explicitly used as a tool 
to increase demand for material goods. In addition to 
selling goods based on their gendered associations, 
marketers strive to embed gender identities within 
specific commodities that would otherwise have no 
innate sex-differentiated characteristics. Gendering 
consumer goods, or associating them exclusively with 
women or men, allows manufacturers to double their 
potential market: if marketers can successfully persuade 
women and men that they need gender-distinct 
deodorants, running shoes, toys, pens, watches, cars, 
soaps, skin creams or bicycles, among many other 
commodities, gender manipulation becomes a driver 
both of greater consumption and of gender-specialized 
production. 

Norms of femininity and masculinity as high 
environmental impact consumption drivers:  
Norms of femininity and masculinity drive consumption 
of products. Among other globally significant examples 
of high environmental impact consumption, the 
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consumption of meat, cars and personal cosmetics are 
distinctly gendered. The GGEO provides case studies on 
meat, cars and cosmetics consumption to illustrate how 
unsustainable consumption is often deeply gendered, 
and intentionally so, in order to promote consumption 
(Box 4).

 Pointing out that meat, cars and cosmetics consumption 
presents gendered environmental problems does not 

mean individual women and men are responsible for 
these global problems or for their solutions. Such gender 
identities are constructed through a combination 
of complex social forces including large, profitable 
industrial and marketing structures. Identifying the 
gendering of unsustainable consumption means the 
social constructions of femininity and masculinity need 
to be taken seriously in the policy arena if a shift away 
from unsustainable patterns is to be achieved.

Box 4: Norms of masculinity and femininity as drivers of meat consumption  

The environmental impacts of the beef industry globally are receiving increasing attention (UNEP-GEAS 2012, 
UNEP 2009, York and Gossard 2004). Global meat and dairy consumption is rising rapidly, closely associated with 

increases in urbanization and in individuals’ purchasing power (FAO 2002, FAO n.d.). 

Meat eating is closely gendered: meat is symbolically and socially associated with manhood (Wellesley et al. 2015; 
Adams 2010). It is a global pattern that men emphasize meat and women minimize it as part of their gender identity. 

Men are seen to “need” meat more than women. Its consumption is viewed as a male prerogative. Food taboos about 
eating meat are applied more often to women than men, and when poverty or food insecurity compel a deliberate 

restriction of the amount of meat consumed women eat it last and least (Rothgerber 2013, Sobal 2005, Leghorn and 
Roodkowsky 1977). 

In the United States adult women eat about 20% less than adult men overall. However, they eat 44% less beef, 39% less 
pork and 23% less poultry (USDA 2012). In São Paolo, Brazil, the ratio is similar.

Most environmental analysts agree that changes in meat eating will be required for environmental sustainability. The 
social constructions of femininity and masculinity  therefore need to be taken seriously in the policy arena in order to 
achieve a shift away from unsustainable patterns.

Men 104.1

Women 59.4

Beef Pork Poultry Total

Men 78.16 38.07 61.53 177.76

Women 43.64 23.08 47.18 113.90

Daily meat consumption, United States, 2012, 
grams per day

Daily beef and pork consumption, São Paolo, 2008, 
grams per day

Source: de Carvalho et al. (2014)



43

2.4. SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION

Production and waste

Unsustainable consumption is interwoven with 
unsustainable production. Production of material 
goods takes place in a sex-segregated and gender-
discriminatory labour context, a pattern that plays out 
at local as well as global scales and in developing as 
well as developed countries.

Gender inequality and global production 

Attracting transnational export-oriented production 
and industrialization investments has become a 
primary strategy for developing countries in order to 
improve their economies, reduce poverty and increase 
formal employment. Gender inequality stimulates 
growth as employers tap lower-wage women to work 
in industrial production to keep the costs of goods 
low for export (Seguino 2000, Ertürk and Çagatay 
1995). As multinational companies scour the globe for 
ever-cheaper production sites, the fact that women’s 
labour can usually be made cheaper than men’s means 
women typically predominate on the bottom tier of 
most global production systems. The bottom tiers of 
global industrial production, often among the most 
feminized, are also among the most dangerous for 
workers.

The social costs, particularly the gender inequities, of 
export-oriented low-end production are paralleled by 
environmental damage (which, in turn, exacerbates 
social impacts). Catastrophic workplace accidents 
are not uncommon in emerging-economy industrial 
workplaces. The environmental impacts of globalized 
production in developing countries are extraordinarily 
high, including air and water pollution, chemical 

contamination and accidents associated with 
production sites. The synchronicity between social and 
environmental damage is not surprising since both 
are integral to the global industrialization strategy: 
environmental and gender inequalities converge in this 
sector of the modern global economy.

Waste

Most countries in the world face waste crises, 
particularly in urban areas. In most developing 
countries a high proportion of the waste produced 
is recycled through informal and sometimes illegal 
systems of waste picking. There are millions of waste 
pickers in the world, in many cases predominantly 
women and children, but in others mostly men or 
gender-mixed (Medina 2008, Chaturvedi 2010). Few 
data exist, and almost no gender-disaggregated data, 
on waste pickers and the waste-picking economy. 
One of the most hazardous wastes, especially for 
developing countries, is electronic and electrical waste 
(“e-waste”). Most e-waste is discarded in the general 
waste stream. Of the e-waste in developed countries 
sent for recycling, 80% ends up being shipped (often 
illegally) to developing countries (Lundgren 2012). The 
manual sorting, stripping, burning and recycling of 
e-waste and the hazards associated with it symbolize 
the global production and consumption crisis. 

Transformational change – moving forward

Consistently and across national assessments, 
research findings point to gender differences (often at 
significant levels) in social and economic development, 
consumption patterns, access and use of knowledge, 
approach to environmental issues, ecological footprints, 
use, access and control of environmental resources, 
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and management of the environment (ILO 2015, UN 
Women 2013). Glimpses of these differences suggest 
that women might be the more engaged demographic 
for bringing sustainability forward:

• A 2007 survey in the EU asked citizens whether 
they were willing to pay more to use less polluting 
system of transportation: 43% of men and 39% of 
women said they were not prepared to do so; 48% 
of women and 42% of men were willing to pay up 
to 10% more (Eurobarometer 2007).

• A meta-analysis of research on gender and 
environmental attitudes across 14 countries found 
a clear picture that women were consistently 
stronger in pro-environmental behaviour and 
attitudes (Zelezny et al. 2000).

• In Germany, recent studies establish that women 
are more likely to be conscious of and act on 
sustainable consumption than their male peers 
(Costa Pinto et al. 2014).

• A preliminary study in the United Arab Emirates in 
2015 found women more focused on purchasing 
and consuming products that are environmentally 
friendly, and they were more aware of conserving 
energy and other natural resources compared to 
men (Kahn and Trivedi 2015).

Findings such as these point to the need to engage 
women as well as men in planning for a sustainable 
future. The emerging focus on developing a “green 
economy” provides an opportunity to address both 
environmental degradation and gender discrimination 
within economic frameworks. Without gender-

informed guidance and policy intervention, however, a 
more “green” economy will do little to relieve gender 
inequalities and may exacerbate them to the detriment 
of overall sustainability (ILO 2015, UNRISD 2012, 
ENERGIA 2011). 
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2.5

Key Messages

• Women and men have common but differentiated responsibilities in the fishing sector. Fishing is 
frequently portrayed as a male domain, but when the entire fishing cycle is taken into account some 

47% of the workforce is actually female. 

•  Fishing both reflects and defines gender boundaries; men are conventionally defined as “fishers” while  
women’s activities in the sector are too often trivialized and overlooked in official programmes, data 

collection and support.

• Environmental change and damage to marine systems have gendered impacts, while women and men 
experience climate disruptions differently. Climate change is especially threatening to coastal communities 
and fishing livelihoods. “Downstream” effects on fishing sector activities such as post-harvest work are often 
not taken into account. 

• Health impacts are gender-differentiated. For example, many marine contaminants are particularly dangerous 
for foetal development. Chemical contaminants in ocean systems bioaccumulate and threaten both human 
health and the health of marine organisms.

• As fisheries collapse globally and fish become scarce locally, many women have to turn to transactional sex 
to bridge the scarcity gap. Women’s bodies are the shock absorbers of environmental and economic crises. 

•  Illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing relies on trafficked, indentured and slave labour, mostly men.

•  Evidence suggests that fisheries management improves when women are actively involved.
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“What we take out”: fish, fishing, 
identities and livelihoods

Some 35 million people in the world are fishers, 90% 
of whom are classified as small-scale fishers. Millions 
of other people take part in seasonal, occasional or 
informal fishing activities but may not be categorized 
as fishers in official statistics.

Open-ocean fishing is almost exclusively a male 
domain. Women predominate as fishers in coastal 
ecosystems, including mangroves, reefs, tidal flats 
and coastal estuaries, often gleaning and cultivating 
shellfish (Lambeth et al. 2014). This separation of 
activities is maintained through norms of femininity 
and masculinity: women’s fishing work is often 
conceptualized as “not fishing”, as if this work were an 
extension of their traditional role of (unpaid) household 
labour (SPC 2007). The association of fishing from 
boats, especially on open seas, with maleness is 
supported by cultural practices and taboos around the 
world with respect to women in boats (Lambeth et al. 
2002, Williams et al. 2002). 

Because male-identified capture fishing is considered 
“real” fishing, the entire fisheries sector is 
conventionally portrayed as a male enterprise (Willson 
2014). Most official data focus on open-ocean fishing 
rather than the entire fishing cycle, which means 
women’s contributions are largely hidden. The limited 
nature of gender-disaggregated databases on fisheries-
related work makes it difficult to bring gender into 
relevant decision-making and policy platforms. Failure 
to fully account for participation in fishing activities by 
women and men has serious implications for fisheries 
management.

Women make up 47% of the total global fisheries 
workforce when all parts of the fishing cycle are 
counted (World Bank 2012), (Table 3). They play a 
variety of roles in the fishery value chain in both large-
scale and small-scale fisheries, and in both developed 
and developing countries, including post-harvest 
processing, selling, net-building, and myriad related 
tasks. 

Above all, women are responsible for household 
nutritional security; in this role they are purchasers 
and consumers of fish, as well as fish sellers or traders. 
While roles and responsibilities within the fishing sector 
vary from one location to another, women’s roles in 
providing nutritional security for their households 
remain relatively constant globally (Harper et al. 2013).

Women work in disproportionate numbers in fish processing factories. 
Photo credit: © Sportsmens Cannery
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Small-scale fisheries Large-scale fisheries Total

Marine Inland Total Marine Inland Total

Number of fishers (millions) 13 18 31 2 1 3 34

Number of post-harvest 
jobs (millions)

37 38 75 7 0.5 7.5 82.5

Total 50 56 106 9 1.5 10.5 116.5

Percentage of women 36% 54% 46% 66% 28% 62% 47%

Table 3: Global capture fisheries employment by gender

Source: World Bank (2012)

Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing: Illegal, 
unregulated and unreported (IUU) fishing is a serious 
global problem that results in illegal harvests of millions 
of tonnes of fish and billions of dollars in revenues lost 
to legitimate fishers. IUU fishing threatens the health 
of fish populations and marine and coastal ecosystems 
worldwide, as well as the livelihoods and food security 
of millions of inhabitants of coastal areas (Hall 2016, 
Pew Charitable Trusts 2016). An estimated 14-33% of 
the total global catch consists of IUU fishing, with a 
value of US$8-19 billion (Borit and Olsen 2012). The 
IUU fishing industry is responsible for severe labour 
and human rights abuses. When IUU is carried out on 
an industrial scale on the open seas, it relies almost 
exclusively on labour by men, many of whom have 
been pressed into indentured labour and held on ships 
as actual or de facto slaves, often for years without 
being allowed off the ship (Urbina 2015, ILO 2013). 
Pirate fishing operations in particular are characterized 
by some of the worst working conditions and there 
are extensive reports of abuse. Women and girls have 
reportedly been subjected to human trafficking and 
forced labour on board these vessels, primarily for 
sexual exploitation rather than as fishing labourers. 
Women are also reported to be victims of trafficking in 
the land-based fish processing sector (ILO 2013). 

In many communities around the world traditional 
fishing may suddenly be redefined as “IUU” if fishing 
access rights are taken away by governments, often in 
favour of larger fishing operations or for conservation 
reserves (Coope SoliDar R.L/ICSF in press 2016, Madrigal-
Cordero and Solis-Rivera 2012). Already-marginalized 
groups, including women, are especially vulnerable 
to “ocean grabbing”; moreover, women fishers and 
gleaners whose work is concentrated in the foreshore 
and reef areas are often within sight of communities and 
open to surveillance and regulation for IUU “violations” 
in ways that other fishing is not  (Bennet et al. 2015).

Post-harvest activities in the informal and formal 
sectors: In addition to women’s heavy presence in fish 
extractive processes, they are closely associated with 
post-production processing and selling of fish (World 
Bank 2012). They have primary responsibilities in many 
countries for performing jobs such as smoking, salting 
and drying, as well as for selling fish and seafood 
products in local markets. 

Women work in disproportionate numbers in seafood 
processing factories, preferentially hired due to the 
stereotype of women having “nimble hands” (for 
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cleaning and gutting fish), and also because they 
cannot typically command as high wages as men 
(Hamilton et al. 2011). In Fiji women make up 90% of 
cannery workers (Lambeth et al. 2002); in South Africa 
62% of the seafood processing workforce is female 
(Jeebhay et al. 2004); in Cambodia 80% of fish sauce 
factory workers are women (Dugan et al. 2010), while 
women make up over 90% of shrimp processors in 
India (Dhanya 2013). 

Offshore oil, mining and seabed extraction: 
Extractive industries potentially provide development 
opportunities for communities, even when they operate 
offshore. While extractive industries such as near-shore 
oil production create jobs, these jobs mostly go to men. 
For millions of people in the world the reality is that 
these industries rarely benefit most communities in any 
significant way and are often destructive, disrupting 
the social fabric, depleting natural resources that are 
necessary for survival, and increasing health burdens 
in already vulnerable households (Box 5). Women feel 
distinctive effects from extractive industries, particularly 
when the industry involves large numbers of transient 
non-local male labourers in small coastal communities 
(Scott et al. 2013). As these communities grow up 
around extractive industries, criminal networks are 
also likely to grow. For example, in Equatorial Guinea 

trafficking of children and women for domestic and 
sexual exploitation in association with these industries 
increased dramatically (United States Department of 
State 2011).

“What we put in”: contaminants and 
pollutants

Oil spills: Assessments of damage from oil spills usually 
focus on destruction caused to fisheries and to the 
livelihoods of men in the fishing industry; downstream 
impacts such as loss of fish processing jobs and ancillary 
businesses (often women’s domains) that depend 
on robust fisheries are seldom counted as “fishing” 
impacts and are seldom compensated if oil companies 
are compelled to pay for losses (Olujide 2006).

Plastics: Plastic materials are now considered the most 
persistent and problematic type of marine debris, with 
widespread ecological and marine animal effects. 
Between 4.8 and 12.7 million tonnes of plastic debris 
per year enters the ocean (Jambeck et al. 2015). The 
fact that plastics persist for very long periods and are 
largely insoluble has significant implications for human 
health (Roy et al. 2011). 

Box 5: Women’s protests against seabed mining

Perhaps women’s most prominent role in regard to seabed mining and other extractive processes is that of 
organized protest. Globally women have led efforts to prevent seabed mining. For example, the Vanuatu National 

Council of Women has insisted on the need to protect the seabed as an inherent foundation of wealth. At the 
2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) women led a campaign to end experimental seabed 

mining (Hunter and Taylor 2013). On a remote island of Papua New Guinea women led efforts which succeeded in the 
gathering of 24,000 signatures to present to the government protesting experimental seabed mining (Jameson 2013).
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Because of spatial differences in fishing by women 
and men, there may be significant gender differences 
in their experience, knowledge and impacts of marine 
plastics pollution. The build-up of plastic debris in 
coastal zones is severe and different in character from 
open-sea plastic pollution, with different impacts 
on women’s near-shore fishing than on open-ocean 
fishing by men. Loss of economic activities, damage to 
well-being, and mental health aspects of the impacts 
of degraded environments are all gender-differentiated 
and likely to be more intense for women in near-shore 
fisheries than for men in those offshore. However, 
virtually no research or data exist on such differences.

Recent studies estimate that 263 tonnes of microbeads 
per year are released to the environment in the 
United States alone, about half of which pollute 
marine systems (Gouin et al. 2011). Microbeads were 
introduced in consumer goods to increase sales of 
personal care products. These products are among the 
most gender-manipulated consumer items, and the 
rapid proliferation of microbeads in them can only be 
understood as part of a gender-consumption nexus 
(UNEP and WECF in press). Women are socialized to be 
much heavier users of personal cosmetics than men. As 
heavy consumers of products containing microbeads, 
women have an opportunity and a responsibility 
to challenge the use of microbead products. The 
Plastic Soup Foundation, a women-led organization 
in the Netherlands, has taken the lead in organizing 
an international campaign against cosmetics-based 
maritime microbeads pollution, “Beat the Microbead”, 
as has the 5 Gyres organization based in the United 
States (Plastic Soup Foundation, n.d.; 5 Gyres, n.d.).

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs): PCBs are among 
the major bioaccumulating chemicals. They are found 
throughout the world’s oceans, often at very high 
levels. PCBs are carried into marine systems by runoff 
from land-based industrial processes or through 
airborne deposits. They persist for many years in 
sediment deposits and in the food chain. In humans 
exposure to (or ingestion of) PCBs can damage the 
immune system, liver, skin, reproductive system, 
gastrointestinal tract and thyroid gland (Secretariat 
of the Stockholm Convention 2008); thyroid effects 
show differential impacts on women, men, boys and 
girls (Persky et al. 2001). Women are often advised 
to reduce or temporarily eliminate fish consumption 
during pregnancy to avoid transfer of ingested toxins 
to the foetus; in the case of PCBs this is ineffective in 
reducing both pre- and post-natal exposures, as they 
persist in the body for long periods and children are 
exposed to PCBs through breastfeeding and weaning 
foods (Binnington et al. 2014). 

Methyl mercury: Methyl mercury is a heavy metal 
found in large quantities in marine systems. It is 
derived primarily from land-based industrial emissions, 
coal burning and mining processes. In the northern 
hemisphere ocean currents tend to drive methyl 
mercury contamination northward towards the Arctic, 
where it becomes further concentrated in large marine 
mammals. Some of the highest human concentrations 
have been found in indigenous children (especially 
those still breastfeeding) in the Canadian Arctic and 
northern Greenland, in populations that still depend 
heavily on seafood for sustenance (El-Hayak 2007). 

Coastal communities change, insecurity and well-
being: Small-scale fishing communities tend to be 
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marginalized in social, economic, political and often 
geographical terms and often lack representation at the 
national or regional levels (Ratner et al. 2014). Cross-
cultural research on poverty and fishing communities 
reveals a number of gendered vulnerabilities: income 
and assets in fishing communities are unevenly 
distributed between women and men, and incomes 
are highly variable in relationship to people’s roles 
in the community and over time; both female and 
male fishers are often excluded from other income-
earning opportunities, social services and political 
representation; and these fishers are exposed to 
higher than average levels of risk because they are 
marginalized and have a limited ability to cope with 
shocks due to resources collapse, climate change or 
changing social dynamics (Allison et al. 2012). Women 
are marginalized in distinctive ways, within already 
marginalized communities, with inequalities stemming 
from differences in identity, roles, relationships with 
respect to the marketplace, and household dynamics 
that affect asset accumulation, market opportunities, 
social capital and social norms (Thorpe et al. 2014, 
Béné and Merten 2008, Sen 2000).

When fisheries collapse, as is happening in many parts 
of the world, there is increasing documentation of 
women undertaking transactional sex to compensate 
for lost income associated with erratic or declining fish 
stocks (Neis et al. 2013) (Box 6).

Impacts of climate change: Sea level rise, flooding, 
erosion and other impacts of climate change are already 
displacing millions of people globally (IPCC 2014). 
Sea level rise is particularly problematic for coastal 
communities. Not only does it result in loss of land, 
but also in contamination of near-shore water sources, 
increased erosion, and increased exposure to violent 

storms and wave surges. These impacts translate into 
lost livelihoods, property damage, forced migration 
and human rights violations.

The number of people forced to migrate from coastal 
regions is expected to increase dramatically due to 
climate change: 187 million could be displaced by 
2100 (Nicholls et al. 2010). Low-lying coastal plains, 
deltas and small islands are especially susceptible to 
environmental migration (McLeman and Hunter 2010). 
Fishing communities may be affected by climate-
induced migration caused by sea level rise, increasingly 
violent storms, and islands exposed to multiple climatic 
stresses and shocks (Islam et al. 2014). Gender and age 
play key roles regarding the ability to migrate, as well 
as influencing the outcomes of migration. Studies of 
coastal communities in Bangladesh have shown that 
older people and female heads of households are often 
less able to migrate because of cultural restrictions and 
limited income-earning opportunities both at home 
and in destination communities (Islam et al. 2014). 

Changing climate conditions trigger not only human 
migration but also that of animals. Distribution patterns 
for fish, mammals and other species change in response 
to changing physical and biological components 
of ecosystems, such as water temperatures, food 
availability and water salinity. This has implications for 
the incomes, food security and migration patterns of 
human populations. Arctic communities are experiencing 
forced diet changes with shifts in the distribution 
patterns of marine mammals and fish, making access 
to traditional foods more difficult. In tropical zones the 
health of inshore fisheries, where women predominate, 
is especially dependent on the integrity of reef systems 
and seagrass ecosystems - highly threatened by climate 
change - to keep the fisheries intact.
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Box 6: Bargaining power and sex in the context of declining fish catch 

Gendered economies with highly skewed compensation frameworks (in which men have the capacity to earn 
much more money than women) affect the economic realities of gender relationships and the structure of intimate 

relationships within communities, including the development of sexual economies (Campbell 1997). Fishing 
economies have a highly gendered structure, with men often fishing while women process and sell the fish. However, 

the ways in which fish move from male fishing activities to women’s processing and marketing vary considerably: in 
Sri Lanka many husbands and wives work as a team, with the man fishing and the wife selling; in Sierra Leone wives 

typically buy fish from their husbands in a business-like arrangement; in coastal Kenyan communities and other parts of 
Africa, fishermen give preferential access to women with whom they are in a sexual relationship. 

A study of fish workers in Zambia (Béné and Merten 
2008) reported that 31% of fish traders had an 
institutionalized fish-for-sex relationship. In some 
cases these sexual transactions may be voluntary, but 
fishermen are frequently in stronger positions than fish 
traders both socially and economically. In the absence 
of money and other resources, female fish traders often 
lack the bargaining power to refuse a sexual relationship, 
either because of blackmail (“no sex, no fish”) or because 
they cannot afford to turn down a favourable offer from 
a fisherman (Lwenya and Yongo 2012, Béné and Merten 
2008). They also have unequal ability to negotiate safe 
sexual practices (Halperin and Epstein 2004). These fish-
for-sex dynamics drive high HIV risk and prevalence rates, 
typically higher in fishing communities than elsewhere in 
countries with high overall prevalence rates, averaging 
four to 14 times above national averages (MacPherson 
et al. 2012, Allison and Seeley 2004, Entz et al. 2000). 
In addition to overall rates exceeding national averages, 

women in fishing communities frequently have higher rates of infection than men. One of the key drivers of HIV in fishing 
communities is fishing-related transactional sex and the unequal power and influence of women and girls in sexual 
relations means they are at special risk of infection (MacPherson et al. 2012).

Fish may be traded for sex where catches are declining.
Photo credit: © Habil Onyango - The Star
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Towards sustainability

The Small Island Developing States Network (SIDSnet), 
representing countries particularly threatened by 
climate change, has long been in the forefront of climate 
change activism and negotiation. Women in SIDS 
have been prominent in climate change activism and 
ocean protection efforts. Because of their vulnerability 
to sea level rise and the impacts of increased natural 
disasters, these countries were among the first to reject 
the global consensus of attempting to keep average 
global warming below the 2°C target, pressing for a 
maximum increase of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels. 
In 2015 a global aspiration to limit this increase to 
1.5°C was included in the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 
2015). 

From community to national levels, strategies and 
policies that define rights and responsibilities in the 
fisheries sector have to contend with endemic problems 
such as inequitable access to and control over resources, 
conflict within communities, unsustainable resource 
use, and weak participation of significant stakeholders 
such as the poor and women (Leisher 2016, Agarwal 
2010). Women often use natural resources differently 
than men, yet they frequently have minimal influence 
on how local resources are managed. Evidence from 
South Asia, including a meta-analysis of community 
fisheries management, reveals that empowering 
more women in local fisheries decision-making leads 
to better resource governance and conservation and 
increases women’s social capital (Leisher 2016, Sultana 
et al. 2002).

Community-based women’s groups around the world 
are in the forefront in developing gender-sensitive 

policy agendas that protect marine livelihoods and 
ecosystems, while at the same time promoting 
gender equality. Small-scale fisheries not only provide 
livelihoods, but also represent ways of life in which 
women’s traditional knowledge and cultural identity 
have a prominence rarely found elsewhere (Begossi 
2010). 
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FORESTS AND FOREST ECOSYSTEMS

2.6

Key Messages

• Traditionally, forests are important to many people’s daily lives and livelihood activities. They provide 
timber (e.g. for construction and furniture materials) and many other products (e.g. food, medicinal 

plants, fodder, colours for dying, fuelwood) as well as invaluable ecosystem services. Women and men 
in forest-dependent communities have different roles and purposes in traditional forest utilization. 

•  There is a well-documented gender gap in access to forest resources. Women often have less access to and 
control over forest land and resources than men (due to customary laws and social norms). The problem 

of unequal rights and access has been made worse by increasing forest over-exploitation for commercial 
purposes, including through land grabbing, logging and illegal wildlife trade.

• Land grabs and unsustainable mining projects have negative direct and indirect impacts on health and the 
environment, particularly with respect to poor and indigenous people (e.g. through lead and methylmercury 
contamination of soils and water resources and direct contact with toxic or harmful materials at mining sites). 
These negative impacts, which have large implications in regard to economic loss, are experienced differently 
by women and girls, men and boys. 

• Illegal wildlife poaching and trade is a highly gendered conservation issue. Women and men tend to 
have different roles in the value chain, which includes hunting, processing, transporting, purchasing and 
consumption. Gender-specific studies and other information regarding gender and the wildlife trade, are 
nevertheless very limited.

• There are potential win-win relationships between more inclusive community forestry institutions, and better 
forest conditions and distributional equity. Women can play effective roles in formal forest protection forces, 
including combating illegal wildlife poaching and logging; however, adding environmentally related tasks to 
women’s productive and reproductive responsibilities without considering social structures and norms (as well 
as the economic pressures associated with these resources) may overburden them.
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Forest resources: supporting lives and 
livelihoods 

Gender roles in forest utilization

The total number of forest-dependent people in the 
world is difficult to ascertain and the meaning of the 
term “forest dependent” can vary considerably from 
one location to another (Chao 2012, FAO n.d.). How 
the resources on which these people depend for their 
survival are obtained and used, by women and men, 
is largely determined by local contexts and customs. 
Women’s knowledge and needs frequently differ from 
those of men, but similar patterns exist in different 
parts of the world. For example, timber extraction for 
household and community construction is often carried 
out mostly by men (especially in developing countries) 
while more complex gender roles are identifiable in the 
collection of non-timber forest products (NTFPs). Poor 
management or even loss of forest ecosystems can 
have different impacts on women than on men (Djoudi 
et al. 2015, WWF 2012, Aguilar et al. 2011). 

Women and men collect NTFPs for household 
consumption and for their commercial value. NTFPs 
for household consumption are extremely important to 
people who are very poor. Trading them can provide 
a “safety net” to help respond to environmental and 
economic shocks (Wunder et al.  2014, Marshall et al. 
2006). Both women and men generally collect NTFPs for 
both household consumption and commercial value; 
however,  as shown in Figure 5 the pattern of their 
roles is not globally consistent. Where there are lower 
collection rates for women than for men, the reasons 
can include limited forest access, market information 
and transport (Azzez et al. 2014, Sunderland et al. 
2014).

Scaling up the commercialization of NTFPs and other 
forest resources can lead to overexploitation and 
resource depletion, putting additional pressures on both 
women and men in forest-dependent communities 
in terms of the use of their time and competition for 
land on which to produce these resources (Dancer and 
Tsikata 2015, Marshall et al. 2006).

Unequal access to forest resources 

Restricted access to forest resources by people who are 
dependent on these resources (especially female-led 
households) can result in food insecurity, low resilience to 
disasters and environmental change, and lower incomes. 
In recent decades considerable efforts have been made 
by national government and international development 
programmes to support the poor, particularly women, 
in gaining greater economic and decision-making 
empowerment, including access to and control 
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over forest resources, often through promoting and 
implementing community-based forest management 
programmes and through forest user groups (FUGs) 
– groups of people living in the vicinity of forests who 
are entrusted to manage and conserve them, develop 
forest resources, and utilize forest products. FUGs are 
actively involved in a range of community forestry 
processes (Forestry Nepal 2016). Participating in them 
can help women increase their incomes and knowledge, 
but barriers including social structures and cultural 
norms, lack of intra-household negotiation power, and 
household responsibilities may keep them from taking 
full advantage of such opportunities (Sunderland et al. 
2014, Sunderlin et al. 2007).

Degradation of forest resources: 
increasing scale and impacts

Wildlife poaching and trade

Illegal wildlife poaching and trade continue to increase 
internationally at an alarming rate (Wasser 2015, 
Wittemeyer et al. 2014, Niraj 2009). They can have 
severe negative impacts on wild populations, including 
biodiversity loss, disease, and the introduction of 
invasive species. Traders and consumers of wildlife 
products are rarely defined by gender. However, 
treating illegal wildlife poaching and trade in a gender-
blind way may prevent understanding the issues fully 
and finding more effective solutions, as they are highly 
gendered activities (Torres-Cruz and McElwee 2012).

People who take part in wildlife-related illegal activities 
can generally be characterized by gender as well as by 
social class, income level and geographical location. 
Men’s roles in the illegal wildlife trade as both producers 

(hunters) and consumers are clearer than those of 
women, although the latter are involved at several 
stages of the supply chain (e.g. as transporters or as 
purchasers for food and medicine processing) (Torres-
Cruz and McElwee 2012). There are different demands 
for types of food, ornaments, medicines, decorations, 
and spiritual and power symbols by women and men. 
For example, eating wild meats and consuming other 
wildlife products may be believed to increase men’s 
sexual prowess; other products are believed to be good 
for women’s health, such as bear bile (Liu et al. 2016, 
Hance 2015). 

In 2015 a South African ranger group consisting 
mostly of women, the Black Mamba Anti-Poaching 
Unit, was one of the winners of the top United Nations 
environmental prize. Since its inception in 2013, the 
26-member unit has reduced snaring by 76%, removed 
more than 1000 snares, and put five poachers’ camps 
and two bush meat kitchens out of action.

Gender and artisanal and small-scale mining

The social and economic impacts of land-based 
extractive industry operations include displacement 
of local communities including indigenous people, 
increased threats to food security, and loss of 
livelihoods in forest-dependent communities. Many 
of these impacts fall unequally on women and men in 
local communities. 

There are approximately 100 million artisanal miners 
globally, an estimated 30% of whom are women 
(ranging from 10-25% in some Asian countries up 
to 25-50% in parts of Africa) (AU and AMCC 2015). 
Working at artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) sites 
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was once considered too dangerous for women, but the 
number of women in this sector has been increasing for 
a number of years. In many locations women’s multiple 
roles include care-giving and participation in the sex 
trade. They are often subject to sexual abuse and 
health risks such as HIV/AIDS. Women’s contributions 
to mining enterprises are often invisible because they 
perform unrecognized and undervalued care and 
domestic work. Despite heavy involvement of women 
in ASM, men control and own most of the family’s 
assets, including land, the income from mining and 
farming, tools, homes, crops and the benefits yielded.

The dangerous conditions in which many miners 
work are not surprising, given the informal and often 
illegal nature of ASM. Women and men miners are 
endangered through handling and misuse of chemicals 
such as mercury and cyanide, accidents due to landslides 
or explosions, and lung diseases due to exposure to 

silica dust. Contamination by mercury used in gold 
recovery has significant impacts not only on women, 
men and children working at ASM sites, but on other 
people in the vicinity and those living in downstream 
areas (specifically young children and women who are 
pregnant and breastfeeding) (AU and AMCC 2015, 
Cordy et al. 2011, HRW 2010)

Land grabbing of forest land and resources

Land grabbing is a global phenomenon that has had 
significant economic, environmental and social impacts 
during the last decade or so, frequently resulting in 
conflict between local communities and outsiders (IIED 
2016b, Dhiaulhaq 2014, Cotula and Vermeulen 2010). 
Land grabs are often followed by the introduction 
of chemically intensive, industrial-scale monoculture 
production such as oil palm, sugarcane, and and other 
crops for animal feed. 

The environmental, economic and health effects 
of monoculture plantations include: fragmentation 
(threatening forest biodiversity); loss of agrobiodiversity; 
serious negative effects on people in forest-dependent 
communities, further restricting their already limited 
access to forest resources and marginalizing them from 
their daily life activities such as water collection and 
traditional livelihoods; and indirect health impacts due to 
use of agrochemicals, as well as smoke and dust (Fonjong 
2014, Hahn et al. 2014, De Schutter 2009). Large-scale 
land deals which do not take into account local gender 
dimensions will perpetuate existing gender inequality and 
may contribute to increased resource scarcity, poverty, 
people displacement, tension across generations due to 
loss of land and livelihoods, and other types of conflicts 
(White and Park 2015, Verma 2014, Behrman 2012). 

Small-scale gold mining in Bukina Faso.  
Photo credit: © Gilles Paire/ shutterstock.com
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Community-based forest management 
supporting gender equality

In forest-dependent communities women play a key 
role in forest management but are often excluded 
from decision-making (IIED 2012, Onta 2012, OECD 
2010). Drawing on data collected from over 8000 
households across research sites in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, Sunderland et al. (2014) concluded that 
women’s participation in forest user groups was far 
less than that of men and below their proportionate 
use of forests. Excluding women from decision-making 
can lead to ineffective forest protection and inefficient 
forest planning (Agarwal 2001).  

Community forestry initiatives, which promote equal 
gender participation in forest management structures 
at community level, are often seen as a means of 
obtaining both social and environmental co-benefits. 
Effective participation can be defined as attending 
meetings and speaking up during them, but it can also 
be defined by the share of women in office-bearing 
positions. The interface between gender, participation 
and community forestry has impacts on pre-existing 
gender relations and on relative participation by 
women and men in community forestry decision-
making processes. These include changes in the intra-
household decision-making process and in allocations 
of land, labour and capital (Djoudi and Brockhaus 
2011).

Women, where documentation is available, have 
actively contributed to better  forest conservation 
outcomes through increased compliance with rules, 
which has improved forest protection and led to 
significant decreases in illegal grazing and logging 

(Agarwal 2009). Although both women and men in 
forest-dependent communities possess traditional 
knowledge of use of forest ecosystems, enhancing 
women’s roles in the biodiversity conservation and the 
protection of forest ecosystems is crucial, including 
through preservation of indigenous seeds and medicinal 
plants (Mulyoutami et al. 2013, Voeks 2007).

Increasing the number of women and members of other 
disadvantaged groups on forest management executive 
committees can bring about improved distributional 
equity, as shown in a study on community forestry 
groups in India and Nepal (Agarwal 2015). However, 
providing policy advice to promote equal participation 
without carefully understanding local and non-local 
economic, cultural and socio-political processes should 
be cautioned against.

A simple “win-win” relationship between gender 
equality and the environment cannot be assumed. 
Perceiving dynamics around women’s exclusion as the 
sole power struggle within community forestry risks 
overlooking differences and inequalities among – or 
affecting – women and men based on various other 
socio-economic factors such as ethnicity, class, age 
and religion. This underscores the importance of both 
understanding gender as a contextual and intersectional 
concept and viewing women (like men) as individual 
agents, constrained by structures of varying flexibility, 
whose identities, preferences and aspirations cannot 
be reduced to simplistic, general and often empirically 
unfounded stereotypes. 
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Gender and REDD+

Comparing women’s participation in forest 
management and decision-making in 18 Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
(REDD+) sites in five countries, Larson et al. (2015) 
observed that women’s involvement in decision-making 
was limited and that significantly fewer women than 
men had knowledge and information about REDD+. In 
an analysis of the Green Belt Movement in Kenya and 
Community Forestry Programs in Nepal, Boyer-Rechlin 
(2010) highlighted the importance of taking account of 
pre-existing gender roles and cultural contexts, as well 
as investing in civic education and building women’s 
skills. 

Among the many factors that influence successful 
implementation of a REDD+ scheme (e.g. baseline CO

2
 

emissions, records of forest carbon stock, condition of 
biodiversity, quality of governance), it is important that 
safeguards are in place to secure land rights and full 
participation by local communities in order to achieve 
“win-win” effects on both poverty alleviation and 
environmental protection (Mahanty and McDermott 
2013, Lawlor et al. 2013). The UN-REDD programme 
developed guidance to promote gender-sensitive 
processes in the preparation, implementation and 
monitoring of REDD+ projects and other action plans  
which focus on strengthening a bottom-up approach, 
including priority alignment to national needs 
and capacities (FAO/UNDP/UNEP 2013). However, 
mainstreaming gender in national policies, in which is 
often interpreted as an increased number of women 
participating at local level, is not sufficient to realize 
the full potential of women and men as agents of 
change at community level. Several reports have 

suggested that gender should be carefully integrated 
in the design, monitoring and evaluation of REDD+ 
programmes, including gender-sensitive indicators and 
safeguard approaches. Systematic gender-responsive 
analysis should be carried out, including information 
on decision-making, gender perceptions and actual 
gender differences in interests in, as well as needs for 
effective engagement of women and men in REDD+ 
implementation in local contexts (Eggerts 2016, Larson 
et al. 2015, Gurung and Setyowati 2012).
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IN A HIGHLY CONNECTED AND CHANGING 

WORLD: CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

2.7

This report reviews a number of sectors, topics and issues in relation to the linkages between gender 
and environment. All of them share some common factors that influence the analysis, including 

disasters, climate change, conflicts and health. These have been identified as “cross-cutting issues” for 
the sections in Chapter 2. They have close connections to human and environmental vulnerability, and 

many of these connections have been discussed in the previous sections of this chapter. This section briefly 
examines the complex intersections between these issues, with a focus on gender and the environment – 

which is often seen as a cross-cutting issue itself.  
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Disasters

For many years disasters were defined by a “hazards” 
approach in which physical parameters were prioritized 
over socio-political variables in understanding 
causation, response, mitigation and recovery. Disasters 
were often represented as large-scale, rare and 
extreme environmental events. However, hazards exist 
and disasters occur in the context of everyday realities 
defined by natural resource management, poverty, and 
social inequalities of many kinds (Blaikie et al. 2014, 
Hewitt 2014, O’Keefe et al. 1976). 

The gender-differentiated evidence base in this field is 
growing, demonstrating the always-gendered nature of 
disasters at any point in the disaster cycle and whatever 
the hazard types. Neumayer and Plümper (2007) have 
argued convincingly through statistical analysis that 
the socially constructed, gender-specific vulnerabilities 
of females within everyday socio-economic patterns 
lead to higher female disaster mortality rates. More 
females die (and at a younger age) than males, but 
this is tied closely to their socio-economic standing. 
The adverse impacts of disasters on females relative 
to males decrease as the socio-economic status of 
females rises. This is a powerful argument in favour 
of an intersectional gendered analysis rather than a 
simple biological sex-based investigation.

Specific disaster cases require an open approach. For 
example, in the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami after 
which, according to Oxfam (2005), male survivors in 
Indonesia outnumbered female survivors by a ratio 
of almost 3:1, in the worst case 80% of deaths were 
female. The Oxfam report is supported by Rofi et al. 
(2006), who found that two-thirds of tsunami deaths 

in Aceh Province, Indonesia, were female. A high 
percentage of female fatalities is common but not 
universal. In a few disasters data show more male 
deaths: in the 1995 Chicago heat wave in the United 
States, elderly African American men were more likely 
to die (Kleinenberg 2002); in other cases, especially 
in floods, young males seem particularly vulnerable 
through a greater propensity for risk-taking behavior 
(Jonkman and Kelman 2005).

Women are often disadvantaged in many other ways 
in environmental disasters. They are under-represented 
in both formal and informal decision-making roles, pre- 
and post-disaster (Fordham 2003). Although women 
are more likely to believe warnings and have a greater 
propensity to act upon them, gendered power relations 
mean that men often make the decisions (Tyler and 
Fairbrother 2013). Women from lower-income and 
more socially marginalized groups experience higher 
rates of gender-based violence (GBV) during disasters, 
although the relatively recent upsurge of research into 
GBV in disasters suggests it is prevalent across social 
and class divides (Ajibade et al. 2013, Enarson 2012). 

There is a small but growing evidence base focused 
on the lived experiences of gender and sexual minority 
groups during environmental disasters. In the Asia-
Pacific region, for example, there are many recognized 
cross-gender groups such as the whakawahine in New 
Zealand, the fa’afafine in Samoa, and the bakla in the 
Philippines (Gaillard et al. 2015, Gaillard 2011, Pincha 
2008). Research has identified the specific vulnerability 
and marginalization, and also the capacities and 
contributions, of the bakla during the 2009 cyclones 
in Quezon City (Gaillard et al. 2015, Gaillard 2011). 
They were given “dirty” jobs and fed last in their 
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households, but were also recognized more positively 
for their community disaster response activities. Despite 
this emerging understanding, the consideration 
of gender, in both policy and practice, is generally 
couched in “heteronormative” terms as a binary sex 
variable: female or male. Rarely are categories of sexual 
orientation or alternative identities included, despite 
considerable advocacy by lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) communities of interest and even 
cautioning statements by the UN Secretary-General  Ban 
Ki-moon, who describes homophobic discrimination as 
“one of the great, neglected human rights challenges 
of our time” (UN 2013). 

Climate change

Climate change impacts, policy and other related 
factors are similarly gender-differentiated but are less 
well documented, partly because of the uncertainty 

of attributing any single event to climate change 
and also because this category has been dominated, 
longer than the disaster category, by a physical sciences 
approach in which social scientific approaches have 
struggled to achieve acceptance. However, climate 
change adaptation and disaster risk reduction (DRR) are 
clearly interlinked, as evidenced by the fact that 91% 
of recorded major disasters caused by natural hazards 
from 1994 to 2013 were climate and weather events 
(IUCN 2015, UNISDR n.d.).

Climate change, understood as an identifiable change 
in the state of the climate (from whatever cause) that 
lasts for an extended period (IPCC 2012), provides a 
backdrop of uncertainty for all the topics addressed in 
the GGEO report. The projected increase in extreme 
weather and climate events unsettles the (admittedly 
often tenuous) statistical likelihood of repeated events 
such as floods or storms and makes planning, mitigation 
or adaptation a challenge for individuals, communities 
and countries. 

All evidence on migrations shows they are highly 
gendered, whether migration is caused by environmental 
change or poor governance and whether it is voluntary, 
compelled or involuntary (O’Hagan 2015, Fröhlich and 
Gioli 2015, Detraz and Windsor 2014, Wodon et al. 
2014, World Bank 2014). Women and men migrate 
in almost equal numbers overall, but their triggers to 
move and subsequent experiences are different and 
contingent. People already in a vulnerable position 
are likely to be hardest hit by disasters and compelled 
migration, and to be at higher risk overall of climate-
generated violence and conflict of various kinds. 

Bangkok flooding in 2011. 
Photo credit: © Ruchos/ shutterstock.com
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Migration is a coping or adaptation strategy to deal 
with extremes of environmental change. Projected 
changes in climate will lead to changes in the 
frequency, intensity, spatial extent, duration and 
extremes of weather and climate events (IPCC 2012). 
In a link to our analyzed sectors and other cross-cutting 
domains of interest, such changes will almost certainly 
have direct impacts on people’s food security, water 
and sanitation, livelihoods and lifestyle, and health 
through the increased frequency or extremes of heat 
waves, flooding, droughts and rising sea levels, and 
indirectly through health impacts such as expansion 
(spatially and temporally) of infectious diseases, 
mental health impacts, or disruption to food supply. 
All of these are associated with mental health impacts 
such as stress, anxiety and depression (Climate and 
Development Knowledge Network 2012, IPCC 2012). 
Thus climate change is intricately linked with health 
and other development concerns; it will increase risks 
for geographically exposed locations and for the most 
vulnerable groups in society, often but not always 
including women. 

A range of adaptation options could bring multiple 
benefits and not just costs. Suitably gender-responsive 
early warning systems of various kinds can provide 
necessary alerts to trigger a pre-emptive rather than 
reactive response. Enhancing food security can bring 
many benefits, not least to women and girls who tend 
to eat least and last in many parts of the world. Investing 
in public health infrastructure, education interventions, 
and processes to reduce infectious disease incidence 
(among many other examples) could improve the 
everyday situation of millions across the world. 

While global warming may be inevitable, the projected 
extreme negative impacts (especially for marginalized 
groups) are not. They are contingent upon how the 
global “community’” of UN Member States and local 
communities approach the mitigation and adaptation 
challenge.

Conflicts 

The assumption and imposition of different gendered 
roles and responsibilities that prevail in peacetime 
continue during times of conflict, often in more extreme 
forms. In post-conflict reconstruction, as well as in 
conflict analysis, the international community typically 
frames women and men in strict and stereotypical 
gender roles that further reinforce inequalities in post-
conflict situations (Puechguirbal 2012). 

Women are sidelined in peace talks and negotiations 
because of a strict division of labour that reassigns 
traditional roles and responsibilities to women and 
men in the reconstruction process; women are 
characterized as vulnerable victims, inextricably linked 
with children, irrespective of the way war and conflict 
force untraditional responsibilities on them as they lead 
in the absence of men. 

To the extent that war and conflict are conventionally 
perceived as gendered, it is often assumed that the 
major impacts are on male combatants. However, while 
this may be the case according to a narrow reading of 
militarized conflicts, a broader view of the whole conflict 
period reveals that in many ways women are more 
adversely affected than men (Plumper and Neumayer 
2006). Mirroring the findings for disasters more generally, 
it is in locations where women face daily discrimination 
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in peacetime that they are also most severely impacted 
in times of conflict (Enloe 2016, Plumper and Neumayer 
2006). Factors contributing to adverse life outcomes for 
women in times of conflict include:

• exposure to dangers arising from the difficulties 
of securing water, food and fuel, over and above 
normal family care; 

• poor health outcomes as a result of damage to 
(collateral) health infrastructure and disruption of 
health services;

• increased risk of infectious and sexually transmitted 
diseases from conflict-generated displacement;

• economic impacts arising from rising prices and 
scarcities which make it difficult to meet basic 
needs;

• targeted violence against women through 
trafficking, sexual slavery and systematic rape as a 
weapon of war;

Natural resources underpin livelihoods for the vast 
majority of populations worldwide. They are often 
fundamental to economic recovery and development 
in conflict-affected settings. Exclusions or restrictions 
imposed on access to natural resources by certain 
communities and groups of people are examples of 
the structural inequalities and discrimination that 
can ultimately destabilize a peaceful society. This is 
most evident in regard to land tenure, but extends to 
access and usage rights to renewable resources such as 
water, as well as equitable distribution of benefits from 
extractive resources including minerals, metals, timber 

and oil. Addressing issues of inequality related to natural 
resource access, participation and decision-making is a 
critical condition for lasting peace and development.

Health

Women and men have different roles and 
responsibilities that shape their interactions with, 
risks from, and control over their environment. Their 
biological and physiological differentiation creates 
gender-differentiated risks for reproductive health 
in particular. For example, pregnant women are 
particularly susceptible to malaria-carrying mosquitoes; 
this puts them at particular risk in the context of the 
rise in global temperatures expected as a result of 
climate change, which is also expected to lead to shifts 
in water-borne and vector-borne diseases (WHO 2012). 

Actual risks to women and to men will vary according to 
local traditions of gendered divisions of labour in which 
women might be more at risk from indoor pollutants, 
or pollutants related to traditional female employment 
patterns such as the export flower industry, or to 
supplying resources for the household (water, food, 
forest products); men might be more at risk in regard 
to occupations such as working in mines or as open-
ocean fishers (WHO 2016, Levine et al. 2001). This 
simplified picture does not take account of women’s 
and men’s socio-economic status, land tenure/land 
rights, and many other factors. 

The complex webs of the social determinants of health 
relative to those that are biologically determined tend 
to be underexplored. A recent example of such complex 
webs is the Zika virus which has emerged as a major 
public health risk (Box 7). 
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Box 7: The Zika virus: a convergence of unsustainable development, gender politics and ecological 
disruption  

The emergence of the Zika virus (ZIKV) as a public health threat in the Americas in 2015, and the initial policy 
responses to it in early 2016, offer a case study that brings into sharp focus the importance of gender-informed 

environmental policies – and, conversely, the ineffectiveness of developing environmental policies in a gender 
vacuum. The initial policy responses to the emergence of ZIKV framed the problem primarily through a biological lens 

without incorporating a gender perspective, exemplifying the pervasive gap between social and environmental policy. 

The ecology: ZIKV is a Flavivirus transmitted to humans by bites from arthropods, particularly the Aedes mosquito. 
Other Flaviviruses include dengue fever and yellow fever.  The precise combination of factors that brought ZIKV to the 
Americas is not yet known. Like many insect-borne emerging diseases, it is the consequence of complex interactions 
between ecological disruption, climate change and human behaviour (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2016). 

Confusing gender analysis with sex analysis: In humans, ZIKV can cause several neurological impairments including 
Guillain-Barré syndrome. ZIKV appears to be able to cross the placental barrier, which means that a foetus may be 
susceptible to the virus if infected mosquitos bite a pregnant woman. Microcephaly in newborns is strongly associated 
with ZIKV infection. As the arrival of ZIKV in the Americas became evident, and given concerns about the threats to 
foetuses, public health attention in Latin America turned quickly to women. One of the first responses by government 
authorities in several countries in the region, including Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras and Jamaica, was simply 
to advise women to “not to get pregnant” for various periods between six months and two years until the possible link 
between ZIKV and microcephaly was further established.

Such policy approaches confuse sex analysis with gender analysis, positioning women primarily as biological vessels. 
As policy nostrums these suggestions represent a striking disregard for the realities under which women become 
pregnant, the extent to which they may not control their own reproductive lives, or the extent to which they have sexual 
autonomy. Globally about 40% of all pregnancies are unintended; in Latin America and the Caribbean this figure is 56%  
(Sedgh et al. 2014). It is evident that women are not fully or solely responsible for determining whether or not they “get 
pregnant.”

A policy focus that makes men’s role in creating pregnancies invisible is guaranteed to fail. Further, the “avoid pregnancy” 
suggestions by health ministers cruelly disregard the reality that many of the same governments restrict abortion rights 
and contraceptives distribution, thus further denying women the power to manage their own reproductive lives. 

In terms of vulnerability to ZIKV, social inequality intersects with gender dynamics: people living in the poorest urban 
communities lacking municipal services (and with uncontrolled waste and standing water) are at particularly high risk of 
mosquito exposure (Diniz 2016). Women who live in substandard housing are more likely to become ZIKV infected in the 
first place, and then to be the least likely to be able to protect themselves (or a foetus they are carrying) from the health 
effects.

Contd...
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Precaution and pesticides
In 1962, in Silent Spring, the scientist Rachel Carson revealed the high environmental costs of indiscriminate 

use of pesticides. Yet decades after Silent Spring, health authorities across Latin America responded to the ZIKV 
threat by immediately resorting to aggressive campaigns of saturation spraying of pesticides – in interior spaces, 

along roadways, around waterways and throughout urban neighbourhoods. While there is vigorous debate in the 
public health field on the benefits and drawbacks of insecticide use (and evidence of strong disease-control benefits 

from targeted uses of specific pesticides), ecological harm and problems with insecticide resistance are inevitable 
byproducts of wide-scale pesticide campaigns. Environmental precautionary principles suggest that in the face of 

uncertainty, actions – particularly those taken in haste – need to be weighed in terms of possible (irrevocable) harm. 
However, in this case the initial policy responses showed little of the restraint and considered judgment that during the 
past 50 years of ecological and gender analysis have been shown to be appropriate.
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CHAPTER

OUTLOOK FOR A SUSTAINABLE AND JUST FUTURE 

- FROM BUSINESS-AS-USUAL APPROACHES 

TOWARDS TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE

“Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are entitled to a healthy and 
productive life in harmony with nature.”
Principles 1 and 20, Rio Declaration on Environment and Development
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Key Messages
Gender and environment approaches are necessary for sustainable, equitable and just management of the 

planet’s natural resources and ecosystems. 

•   Business-as-usual approaches are not working. Instead, they are proving disastrous for people and the planet 
alike. Gender-and-environment approaches are integral to a sustainable and just future.

•     Until recently, gender and the environment were treated in separate silos.
•  While the gender-and-environment nexus is increasingly acknowledged in international agreements and national 

policy documents, implementation and follow-through are weak or absent.
• Gender equality cannot be measured by women’s and men’s “presence” alone. Presence does not necessarily mean 

“participation”, and neither inherently implies “influence”: the nature of people’s participation is what makes their 
presence meaningful. 

• A transformative agenda recognizes gender equality as a driver of social change, leading to more people-smart 
environmental policies.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
places women’s rights at the centre of transformative 
change, and especially at the centre of the pursuit 
of sustainable development in its three dimensions – 
economic, social and environmental (UN 2015). Giving 
shape and context to what gender-transformative 
sustainable development approaches look like, it 
offers the promise of shifting current trends and 
dynamics away from business as usual (BAU) in regard 
to gender and the environment. However, even in a 
document as visionary as the 2030 Agenda, explicit 
links between gender and the environment are weak: 
in the environmentally specific SDG goals, gender 
and women are mentioned in only one target: “13.b, 
Promote mechanisms for raising capacity for effective 
climate change-related planning and management in 
least developed countries and small island developing 
States, including focusing on women, youth and local 
and marginalized communities.” 

While the gender-and-environment nexus is 
increasingly acknowledged in international agreements 
and national policy documents, implementation and 
follow-through need to be strengthened. The extent 
and gravity of global environmental crises call for a 
decisive move  away from business-as-usual.

Environmental decisions and decision-makers are 
gendered. Systems of political power and economic 
systems are shaped by cultural norms in which gender 
presumptions are embedded. Environmental decisions 
and outcomes cannot be mapped directly onto gender 
decisions and outcomes, and while greater gender 
equality would not magically solve all environmental 
problems (and environmental sustainability would not 
automatically ensure greater gender equity), there are 
strong ideological synergies between forces of equity – 
or inequity –  in both realms. 
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The future we want

The Future We Want (UN 2012) is defined by a 
framework for action anchored in rights, responsibilities, 
accountability and opportunities. Such a basis would 
help to achieve and sustain a world where gender 
equality and environmental quality are central to 
conceptualizing, analysing and resolving current 
development challenges. It would be shaped through:

• bridging the divide between the social and 
environmental, which starts by bringing gender 
analysis into environmental policies and practices;

• exposing and rejecting sectoral “silos”: promoting 
solutions that are multi-focused, and prioritizing 
actions that are likely to have positive effects on 
gender equality, the environment and sustainable 
development;

• ensuring that policies that address environmental 
sustainability, gender equality and sustainable 
development will “not leave anybody behind” – a 
critical SDG goal;

• addressing structural violence, including gender-
based violence, in current patterns of environmental 
degradation;

• recognizing that broad issues of identity go beyond 
the simple binary of “women and men” to include 
multiple forms of masculinity and femininity, as 
well as other genders;

• moving beyond a focus on numbers (or quantities) 
as signifying representation to methods of 

measuring representation that give equal attention 
to both quality and quantity;

• recognizing that the Rio Principles on Environment 
and Development (the Rio Principles) (UN 
1992), particularly the principles of “common 
but differentiated responsibilities” and “prior 
informed (and informed) consent” apply both to 
environmental relations and to gender relations. 

Embracing these principles will require a thorough 
understanding of the environment, of social and 
political realities, and of the interactions between them. 
It will also require a willingness to critically examine 
conventional environmental – and social – structures 
and analyses and to move beyond “business as usual” 
approaches in cultural as well as environmental realms.

Signs of progress in moving beyond 
business-as-usual and towards the 
future we want

Even given these large-scale impediments, there are 
strong signs of forward movement that point towards 
the future we want. These include:

Recognition that a healthy environment is a right: 
Accepting that a healthy environment is a “right” 
represents a significant step towards a healthier future. 
The first formal recognition of the right to a healthy 
environment was in the 1972 Stockholm Declaration, 
which emerged from the pioneering global United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment. Since 
1972, a rights approach to environmental concerns has 
increasingly been integrated in international and national 
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policies and governance. The principle that citizens have 
legally enforceable rights to a healthy environment is 
slowly gaining currency. In many countries indigenous 
peoples and women’s groups are at the forefront of 
rights-based environmental activism. 

Recognition that gender equality works for all: In 
many ways “environmental rights” movements draw 
on, and have expanded in parallel with, women’s 
rights movements. It is becoming increasingly clear 
that inclusiveness enhances effectiveness in all spheres 
of society, from the micro to the macro, and there is 
strong evidence that reducing gender gaps accelerates 
progress towards other development goals including 
environmental goals. Gender equality produces better 
health outcomes in families. Repeated analyses have 
demonstrated a strong positive correlation between 
higher GDP and greater gender equality (World 
Economic Forum 2015, OECD 2014).  Men who live 
in more gender-equal societies have a better quality of 
life than men in less gender-equal ones (Holter 2014). 
Gender equality in formal governance systems brings 
positive environmental outcomes: evidence suggests 
that countries with higher parliamentary representation 
of women are more likely to ratify environmental 
agreements and more likely to set aside protected land 
areas (UNDP 2014).

Incorporating gender into environmental policies: 
Since the UN Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
gender aspects have received more attention in several 
international environmental policies. With assiduous 
advocacy, analytical and political work by women’s 
groups, gender has obtained a firm purchase in several 
platforms, such as the UN Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD), the UN Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD) and the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

Recognizing the value of citizen science: In recent 
years several tools have been developed to engage 
citizens – women and men – in knowledge building 
and public decision-making mechanisms. Citizen 
science, as mentioned in the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Risks Report 2016, “is increasingly seen as a tool 
that could enable a more participatory democracy by 
empowering individuals and communities to analyse, 
understand and ultimately take ownership of the issues 
that affect them, enabling them to propose concrete 
and actionable solutions to decision-makers” (World 
Economic Forum 2016). 

Revaluing traditional knowledge: The value of 
indigenous knowledge systems and practices is being 
given more recognition in international environmental 
fora. The traditional knowledge held by women and 
men – often different, but complementary – is of 
paramount importance for environmental conservation 
and sustainable development. 

Gender-responsive green economies: The global call 
to restructure current linear and unsustainable economic 
dynamics (e.g. through promotion of circular economic 
systems green economics, and local food co-operatives 
of producers and users) is clear. The concept of access 
to (the use of) goods instead of ownership could offer 
interesting opportunities for both women and men, 
but particularly women who have been traditionally 
excluded from many formal asset ownership systems. 
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Large-scale structural forces that hold 
back transformational change 

Large-scale structural forces, many existing for decades 
(and some for centuries), hinder transformative change. 
They include: 

Conventional framing of “the environment”:  
Environmental assessments conceptualize “the 
environment” in a physical, biosystem frame. The 
notion that the environment is socially constructed 
and perceived is still marginalized in much mainstream 
scientific environmental work. The physical-sciences-first 
approach  sidelines social and gender analysis. 

Gender disproportion in formal political domains:  
The formal political arena is where policies are 
developed and choices are made that directly shape 
citizens’ livelihoods and well-being, including social and 
environmental relationships. As of April 2016, women 
held 50% or more of elected legislative seats in only 
two countries in the world, Bolivia and Rwanda; the 
world average was around 23% (Inter-Parliamentary 
Union 2016). Increasing women’s representation within 
formal political systems is not an automatic panacea for 
social justice, gender equity or environmental justice. 
Nevertheless, the diminished presence of women in 
formal political institutions is emblematic of the extent 
to which the brain trust of half the world’s population is 
mostly excluded from contributing to formal decision-
making. 

Perverse economic systems: Ecological and social 
systems are trapped in a vicious spiral of unsustainable 
economic priorities, enabled by unrealistic economic 
assumptions and supported by inadequate analytical 

tools that are bringing about environmental devastation 
while undermining gender equality. Environmental and 
gender security will be elusive as long as economic 
systems based on the unsustainable assumption 
that production and consumption can (and should) 
continuously grow have primacy. The same economic 
assumptions provide only the narrowest view of 
the activities and processes that propel real growth 
and well-being. Community activism, caring work 
that is not goods-based, and ecological restoration 
activities are the real forces that sustain economic 
and environmental well-being, yet none of these has 
a secure place in mainstream economic processes and 
measurements.

Pervasive gender inequality: One of the most 
powerful universal contexts of the current state of 
social and environmental relations is gender inequality. 
It is pervasive and universal, and is sustained by visible 
and invisible practices in public and private domains. 
Gender equality, similarly, exists on multiple planes 
simultaneously and progress across those planes is 
not even. Gender inequalities are intersectional and 
are magnified by other social positions. Multiple and 
multiplying layers of inequality are experienced by 
women who are indigenous; or members of sexual, 
racial or other minorities; or the elderly and poor. 
As pervasive as gender differences and inequalities 
are, they are often hidden – often actively hidden by 
individuals and institutions acting in what they see as 
their vested interests, often in collusion with powerful 
institutional actors such as governments. 

Conflicts: Armed conflict is one of the most globally 
significant drivers of both gender inequality and 
environmental destruction (Enloe 2016). Globally the 
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pursuit of armed conflict destroys environments, kills 
and maims uncounted tens of thousands of people, 
disrupts communities, enhances male privilege and 
power, and distorts budgets and diverts public finance 
from social and environmental priorities. The locus of 
war has moved from battlefields to urban and rural 
population centres, causing massive migration and 
creating crises of contaminated water, poor sanitation, 
inadequate health care, malnourishment, overcrowding 
and sexual predation in refugee camps (Hynes 2014, 
Garfield and Neugut 2000). 

UNEP has outlined some of the combined effects on 
gender and environments of conflict situations (UNEP/
UN Women/PBSO/UNDP 2013): women in conflict-
affected settings (or even in highly militarized peacetime 
settings) routinely experience physical insecurity from 
armed men, including sexual violence, when carrying 
out daily tasks linked to the collection and use of natural 
resources; coupled with gender discrimination, conflict-
related changes to natural resource access, use and 
control can significantly increase women’s vulnerability 
and undermine their recovery; land grabs by armed 
combatants dislocate both women and men, but women 
have less secure claims with which to resist takeovers, or 
to reclaim land and resources in the post-conflict period; 
and failure to recognize the specific natural resource-
related challenges and opportunities for women in 
conflict-affected settings can perpetuate discrimination 
and exacerbate inequality in the peace-building period.

Absence of gender-disaggregated data: Very few 
data are collected on gender and environment. What 
is counted counts; or conversely, if it is not counted it 
is assumed to not count. In addition to the invisibility 
of gender dynamics caused by a “household” frame of 

analysis, there have been disappointingly few efforts to 
collect gender-disaggregated environmentally related 
data. New initiatives to improve the availability of 
gender-disaggregated data are promising but nascent. 

Recognizing gender – and beyond

The transformation towards the future we want should 
benefit all. Inclusiveness enhances effectiveness in all 
spheres of society. Striking the right balance between 
living well and living within the Earth’s environmental 
limits will require structural changes in institutions, 
practices, technologies, policies, lifestyles and thinking. 
This includes, importantly, recognizing the importance 
of gender as both a social and environmental category 
and a force. It will also require moving beyond 
gender binaries: gender identities do not start or 
stop with “women” and “men.” Many individuals 
and recognized subcultures live outside this binary. 
Understanding environmental impacts and agency, and 
the relationships of cultures to the environment, must 
start with recognizing gender  and then moving further.
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AN AGENDA FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE 

Gender equality cannot be measured by women’s or men’s presence alone. Participation is not influence; the nature 
of participation is what makes it meaningful. In the photo: Maria Neida (Brazil) supports the World Bank’s “Think 
Equal” campaign for gender equality. 
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Gender equality and sustainable 
development – connecting the dots

As documented in earlier chapters, gender equality and 
sustainable development are thoroughly enmeshed.  In 
every assessed environmental dimension – food and 
energy, or forest and water – it is demonstrably the 
case that environmental degradation is associated with 
gender inequalities and in turn also aggravates these 
inequalities. On the other hand, reducing the gender 
gap can enable progress towards more sustainable 
development and environmental solutions. 

The primary arguments for enhancing gender equality 
in environmental policies and actions include: 

• Gender equality is a human right with clear benefits 
for women, but also for men (Fredman and 
Goldblatt 2015). Most men may not experience 
the negative effects of gender discrimination at 
first hand. But they do benefit from a more just 
society. In particular, men benefit from gender 
equality in terms of improved health and well-
being (Holter 2014).

• Using a “gender lens” to examine environmental 
policies can make these policies more effective. 
This approach goes beyond the human rights 
framework, as it actually promotes gender 
equality. Nevertheless, use of the gender lens can 
help achieve progress towards more sustainable 
development and environmental protection. 

• Sustainable development will not advance, nor will 
environmental protection policies and actions be 
as effective as they need to be, if gender equality 

is not protected and enhanced. Gender equality 
is a multiplier of sustainability. For example, 
it strengthens efforts to address poverty and 
food security. Gender-responsive approaches to 
problems related to energy, water, sanitation, land 
and other natural resources are key to protecting 
human health and the environment.

• If a gender lens is not used, environmental policies 
may aggravate existing gender inequalities. 
There are many examples of the introduction of 
new technologies in the energy and agricultural 
sectors having unintended inequality-intensifying 
consequences.

• With the use of an explicit gender lens, 
environmental policies can contribute to increased 
gender equality. 

• In the absence of a gender lens it is impossible to 
develop comprehensive assessments of the nature 
and scale of the most pressing environmental 
problems. 

The world’s policy-makers and governments are aware 
of synergies between gender equality and sustainable 
development. The outcome document of the 2012 
UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) 
acknowledges some of these synergies. In the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted at the 
UN Sustainable Development Summit in September 
2015, countries have made an overarching commitment 
to realize gender equality (UN 2015). While it is 
intended that both gender equality and protection of 
the environment be thoroughly integrated in the 2030 
Agenda, only one of the specifically environmental 
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goals actually mentions gender (in fact, “women, 
youth and local and marginalized communities”) 
(Target 13.b, climate change) and none of the gender-
focused goals includes specifically environmental 
concerns. The continued treatment of these issues 
in separate “silos” – even to a certain extent in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – underscores 
the magnitude of the transformation that is still needed 
in order to respond adequately to environmental crises.

Countries have the primary responsibility for 
implementing the 2030 Agenda, together with “all 
stakeholders”. At the national level, implementation of 
the SDGs is intended to build on existing or emergent 
legal and policy frameworks. This means countries 
should either have in place or develop commitments 
and policy mechanisms to further gender equality and 
environmental sustainability. In reality, considerable 
work remains to be done to set the stage for 
implementing the 2030 Agenda in countries. While 
the laws of most countries include gender equality 
provisions, discriminatory legal barriers to women’s 
empowerment and human rights persist; while most 
countries have environmental protection mechanisms, 
enforcement is often weak or non-existent. Almost no 
countries have policy frameworks or mechanisms in 
place that would enable a synergistic view (let alone 
implementation) of gender and environmental goals. 

Key conclusions

The scarcity of gender-disaggregated data

Environment-related gender-disaggregated data are 
crucial for gender-and-environment analysis. In all 
the domains covered by the GGEO, however, gender-

disaggregated data are scarce or entirely absent; where 
available, they are typically fragmented and incomplete, 
making regional or cross-national comparisons 
impossible. In some domains, such as the water sector, 
progress in collecting gender-disaggregated data at the 
global scale has been reversed. In the absence of gender-
disaggregated information, including data, indicators 
and other information, environmental analyses will 
be inadequate and partial while establishing realistic 
baselines, monitoring progress and assessing outcomes 
will be impossible.

The gender and environment dimension of 
sustainable development  

Unsustainable development activities not only have 
negative impacts on the environment (including 
terrestrial and marine ecosystems), but they also 
create unequal pressures and health consequences 
for women and men, girls and boys, and vulnerable 
groups to which they may belong in both developing 
and developed countries.

Gender boundaries are reflected and defined in 
economic and productive sectors including energy, 
fisheries, forestry and livestock production. Activities 
whose purpose is to end environmentally destructive 
practices need to be supported by widespread changes 
in notions about appropriate gender roles.

Narrowing gender gaps in agriculture, water and 
sanitation, education, research and other areas would 
increase society’s productivity and reduce poverty and 
hunger appreciably (Figure 6).
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    chores and �rewood collection
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which a�ect more women than men

Gender roles and norms contribute to di�erences in women’s and men’s mortality in 
natural disasters, yet little data are available
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Women are under-represented at local and higher level decision-making positions related to the environment.

33% of workforce

Women account for:

19% of senior management
of national meteorological and 
hydrological services

36% of delegates to the 19th session of the Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)  

water on premises

women in charge of water collection

men in charge of water collection

Fewer women than men are in decision-making positions

Figure 6. The environment affects women and men differently due to gender inequality

Source: UN (2015b). The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics.United Nations, New York. 



86

GLOBAL GENDER AND ENVIRONMENT OUTLOOK

SCP

Fish

Forest

Cross-cut

Food

Water

Energy

Chapter 3

Chapter 1

Chapter 4: 

Chapter 2

Consumption patterns are highly gender-differentiated. 
Reducing the environmental impact of the over-
consumption of commodities including cars, cosmetics, 
meat and plastic products will require shifts in gender-
based societal norms that determine the types of 
consumption and behaviours that are considered 
acceptable, appropriate or desirable for women and 
men.

Basic questions about gender and environment cannot 
be adequately addressed using conventional units of 
analysis such as “the household” or “the family”. 
Women and men experience “the household” 
differently and have different authority, resources and 
control relationships within it.

Women and men play different roles in maintaining 
livelihoods and well-being at the household and 
community levels. Understanding their roles as 
potential agents of change at these levels can 
indicate pathways to equal opportunities and equal 
participation in decision-making, which in turn will help 
ensure more efficient and sustainable natural resources 
management as well as waste reduction.

Equitable gender and environment policies 
for the future we want

Until recently, the importance of the gender-and-
environment nexus was scarcely recognized. Today 
there is growing acknowledgement, including in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), that gender 
and environment are interlinked.

While the importance of the gender-and-environment 
nexus is increasingly accepted in, for example, 

international agreements and national policy 
documents, implementation and follow-through are 
still largely absent.

A more transformative agenda would call for gender 
equality as a driver of change, leading to more people-
smart environmental policies.

Existing environmental and gender commitments 
by governments need to be followed up and 
effectively implemented.  Governments have made 
commitments to gender equality in a number of 
multilateral environmental agreements and policies, 
notably the 2030 Agenda and the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). To 
implement those commitments, ensuring gender 
equality must be understood as more than just counting 
the number of women participating in a meeting. Real 
progress is needed at the country level, starting with 
the integration of gender into national action plans, 
monitoring and reporting systems, prioritization of the 
collection and analysis of gender-disaggregated data, 
and gender budgeting. 

Adequate funding and resources will contribute 
to improvement and progress in developing and 
implementing gender-sensitive environmental 
policies. The amount of aid focused on gender equality 
in fragile states and economies has grown rapidly, 
but is concentrated in health and education. There is 
significant under-investment in gender equality in the 
economic and productive sectors, including agriculture, 
where women play a major role. This situation could 
be improved through creating and enabling gender-
sensitive financing mechanisms under multilateral 
environmental agreements and mechanisms such as the 
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UNFCCC, the Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD), the United Nations collaborative initiative 
on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest 
Degradation in developing countries (REDD+), the 
Basel, Stockholm and Rotterdam Conventions, the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, Climate Investment 
Funds (CIFs), the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and 
the Global Climate Fund (GCF).

Gender-sensitive environmental assessments 
are needed at national and international levels. 
Environmental assessment tools (e.g. environmental 
impact assessments and strategic environmental 
assessments) and safeguard measures, which may be 
required as a prerequisite for development plans and 
activities, need to take gender aspects into account. 
This could be done through making gender impact 
assessments (GIAs) mandatory in public and private 
environmental reviews and permitting, licensing and 
planning activities. Conducting national-level “state 
of gender and the environment” assessments would 
help establish a baseline context against which future 
changes and progress might be measured. International 
support to carry out these activities would need to be 
provided to developing countries.

Gender-disaggregated information is essential. 
Strengthening the focus on developing, collecting and 
analysing gender-disaggregated data, indicators and 
other information (including at the intra-household 
level) would support more effective environmental 
decision-making. This would include efforts to “lift the 
roof off the household” in data collection, revealing 
intra-household gender relations, assets and roles in 
resource utilization and decision-making. It is necessary 
to move beyond gender binaries and use a wider lens 

in regard to social-environmental relations. The value 
of qualitative information, which is especially valuable 
in capturing intra-household dynamics, should be 
recognized and brought into official data streams to 
support in-depth understanding of the complexity of 
social dynamics, especially where quantitative data 
are missing or too costly to obtain. It is also important 
to promote and support the development of gender-
disaggregated environment-related indicators with 
respect to the implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) at national and subnational 
levels.

It is essential to promote and support 
women’s voices, leadership and organization. 
The science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) 
disciplines are particularly important in environmental 
management and in promoting gender equality along 
the environmental and science expertise pipeline, 
but they are highly gender unbalanced. Gender 
equality also needs to be addressed in the agricultural 
extension, forestry, water management and technical 
advisory fields, as well as in wildlife management, parks 
conservation and management, and training to carry 
out environmental and strategic impact assessments. 

In addition, diverse voices need to be brought into formal 
environmental governance systems, and strong goals 
should be established for achieving gender equality 
in governance at the local through the national and 
multilateral levels. Integrating environmental issues into 
existing national gender policies, as well as providing 
capacity building for existing and emergent civil society 
organizations (including women’s, indigenous and 
youth groups) on environmental sustainability and 
sustainable development would reinforce gender-and-
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environment links, as well as meaningful participation 
in environmental decision-making and programme 
implementation (Figure 7).

It is important to bring men and boys, as well 
as women and girls, into the gender-and-
environment conversation. Everyone benefits 
from sustainable environmental development. Gender 
equality benefits men, boys, and people who gender-
identify as male; some of these people, as well as 
women, girls and people who gender-identify as female, 
warrant special attention as they strive to overcome a 
past and present of discrimination. Creating a safe, 
healthy and equitable future that leaves no one behind 
is the responsibility of all, and can be of benefit to all.

Enabling conditions for large-scale transformations 
with respect to the environment and gender 
need to be created. Large-scale socio-economic 
structures and policies have both positive and negative 
effects on the environment and on gender equality. 
Leveraging positive effects while minimizing negative 
ones is challenging, but can provide opportunities to 
create enabling environments in which social equality, 
inclusiveness and well-being are combined with 
environmental sustainability. It is essential to develop 
policies that prioritize social well-being over individual 
and short-term economic gains.

Issues of unpaid work and time poverty need to 
be addressed. Both women and men perform “care 
economy” functions. Women’s share of such work is 
usually larger and is often unrecognized, encompassing 
not only child rearing and home care but also invisible 
production activities. Recognizing the contributions of 
people who take care of families and communities, as 

well as those who perform subsistence agricultural and 
other work, would make it possible to account more 
fully for the value of this work; to address time poverty 
issues; to increase capacities to redistribute paid and 
unpaid work within households, among households, 
and between households and governments; and thus 
to consider the care economy and unpaid work in 
initiatives aimed at achieving sustainable development 
and gender justice.

   Women 

   Men

12%

88%

Figure 7: Heads of national environmental sector ministries in 
UN Member States (women and men) in 2015

Source: IUCN (2015)
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GLOBAL GENDER AND 
ENVIRONMENT OUTLOOK

Around the world, environmental conditions impact the lives 
of women and men in different ways as a result of existing 
inequalities. Gender roles often create differences in the ways 
men and women act in relation to the environment, and 

in the ways men and women are enabled or prevented 
from acting as agents of environmental change. UNEP 

and partners developed the Global Gender and 
Environment Outlook (GGEO), following the request 
of the Network of Women Ministers and Leaders 
for the Environment (NWMLE). The report aims 
to support governments in understanding 
the potential roles of men and women as 
agents of change and subsequently support 
development and implementation of gender-

sensitive environmental policies.
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