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Climate Change or Climate Mess-Up?
The insatiable desire to exploit global natural resources by a few industrialized countries for
last hundred years has brilliantly messed up nature’s orderly control on seasons and yearly
climate. The worldwide climate change and global warming may be primarily the result of
industrialization in countries of the “developed world”, but its consequences will be mainly
borne by people of the poor nations, considered “developing” or “poor”. In simple language,
the poor of the world will pay the price for the sins of rich.
Climate Change and the Poor
Climate change is no longer a devil that will visit the planet in the future; it has already
arrived in the form of more severe and frequent storms, floods and droughts that are
already disrupting the lives of people. Rains have begun to fall at wrong times and in wrong
quantities damaging agricultural production. Added to other environmental degradations,
such as deforestation, erosion, and desertification, these changes are significantly
impacting the life, health and livelihood of people around the world. However, most
severely hit are the poor living in the developing countries, who never knew what a
greenhouse gas was and of course, too ignorant to create it by any means other than
breathing out!
The poor are often more dependent on the environment
for their livelihood in the form of subsistence agriculture
and herding, which are severely influenced by drought,
flooding, and erratic rains. Since poor families have few
resources to fall back on at the time of crisis, the climate
change induced natural events drive them into deeper
poverty.

UK Treasury: 2006
“The impacts of climate change
are not evenly distributed – the
poorest countries and people will
suffer earliest and most.”

Climate Change Debate – In the Wrong Direction
Climate change debate continues to be
afflicted with global disagreements and
political maneuvering. But it is neither a
mere political issue as politicians want us to
believe, nor only a carbon emission issue
as environmental scientists and some NGOs
appear convinced about, and nor a money
making opportunity as some carbon traders
want us to bet our lives on. It is also not
about performing the annual ritual of
organizing international debates on United
Nation’s platform in one corner of the world
or another and allowing states to quarrel
and blame one another. It is also not about
creating innovative strategies such as REDD or REDD+ – impressive acronyms for Reduced
Emission from Deforestation and forest Degradation, which will allow rich countries in future
to treat forests of poor countries as carbon warehouses and trade them as stocks, without
solving the climate change problem.
http://socialissuesindia.wordpress.com/
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Above all, climate change is a global issue with a human
dimension. It is mostly about suffering and survival of people
living in the developing world, particularly of the poorest who
are the most vulnerable.

The number of natural
disasters is expected to rise
by 320 percent worldwide in
the coming 20 years.

Climate Change – Risks and Vulnerabilities
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC, (2007) notes: “Climate
change impacts will be differently distributed among different regions, generations, age
classes, income group, occupations and genders. The impacts of climate change will fall
disproportionately upon developing countries and the poor persons within all countries, and
thereby exacerbate inequities in health status and access to adequate food, clean water,
and other resources.”
It is amply clear that the weakest nations and the
poorest groups will have to now face the erratic
and unpredictably mood of the climate. It is a
problem they did not create and can’t solve on
their own. They are also too weak to challenge the
so called “developed nations” and demand an
explanation, apology, and compensation for their
blind industrialization that precipitated the climate
change phenomenon which is putting their lives on
danger.
Rich countries are better equipped to handle climatic perturbations – their lifestyle is more
technology based and most people don’t directly depend on natural resources or agriculture
for subsistence or employment. By virtue of their money power they are also in a position
to influence international debates. Therefore, the international response to climate change
issues closely reflects the priorities and interests of wealthier countries. It is mostly focused
on mitigation efforts, particularly of greenhouse gas emission through large-scale
technological initiatives and the enhancement of natural carbon sinks – particularly forests.
On the other hand, people in poor countries mostly live connected to land, water or forests.
The truth is: their very survival depends on the physical environment for their food and
livelihood security and hence, they are highly vulnerable to climate change disturbances.
Therefore, they require solutions to reduce their vulnerability. Any disorderly behavior of
the climate suddenly puts them in life threatening situations. Their issues are basically
adaptation related and more local in nature. They primarily need social and political
solution – technology can only play specific, subordinate or supportive role depending upon
the nature of vulnerability.
Adaptation is also the area where gender differences are
most stark. It is widely accepted that women in
developing countries constitute one of the poorest and
hence, are the most vulnerable groups in the world.
Therefore, women living there will be the worst sufferer
of climatic hardships. It is their misfortune that they live
in poor countries with very limited choices which is
further aggravated by their weaker gender. It badly
limits their capacity to fight out hard times.

Gender and Climate Change
While gender equality is widely
recognized as a prerequisite for
sustainable development and as
central to global initiatives such as
the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), a gender perspective is,
so far, missing from climate
change policy.
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Why Climate Change is a Gender Issue?
"Poor women in poor countries are among the hardest hit by climate change, even though
they contributed the least to it." – Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, UNFPA Executive Director
Although climate change affects everybody it is not gender neutral. It has significant social
impacts and magnifies existing inequalities such as the disparity between women and men
in their vulnerability and ability to cope with this global phenomenon.
Poor Women: The Biggest Victim of Natural Disasters
Just as the impact of climate change is
unequal on wealthy and poor nations and
on the rich and poor within countries, it
is also unequal in terms of gender. It is
already known that in recent disasters
women suffered disproportionately more
severely; for example, elderly women
died at higher rates than older men in
the European heat wave in 2003, women
vastly outnumbered men in tsunami
deaths in 2004, women outnumbered
men in cyclone deaths in Bangladesh.
Through sampling data from natural disasters in 141 countries between 1981 and 2002,
economists Eric Neumayer and Thomas Plümper confirmed that natural disasters and their
subsequent impact on average kill more women than men. Experts estimate that 70
percent of the poor, who are more vulnerable to environmental damage, are women.
Women die in greater numbers in disasters than men, and they tend to die at younger
ages.
According to United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) women are
responsible for 60-80 percent of food grown in the developing world – often small scale
crops critical to their family's sustenance. Women and girls are responsible for fetching
water which is a time consuming and physically demanding task in places where wells or
ponds are too far. In some places, this task alone consumes hours each day. As the climatic
conditions become harsher, women's workload and responsibilities will increase. Then,
young girls are also drawn into the web of misery; they are often taken out of school to
help in the household chores. And the cycle of poverty continues…
Why are Women so Vulnerable to Climate Change?
Women’s vulnerability to climate change comes from two
sources: first, in many poor countries they are
traditionally involved in agricultural and related activities
that heavily depend upon orderly climatic behavior and
two, the gender inequality gives them less access to
income-earning opportunities than men which denies
them freedom to make decisions and choices.

UNDP: 2009
“Poor women’s limited access to
resources, restricted rights, limited
mobility and muted voice in shaping
decisions make them highly
vulnerable to climate change.”
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Women are also primarily busy with household work and care for family members; it also
limits their mobility. Their health or education is never given priority. Such a cycle of
deprivation, inequality and lack of freedom undermines the social capital needed to deal
effectively with climate change, making them highly vulnerable to sudden climatic crises.
In poor societies women have considerably less power to influence or control events and
outcomes that affect them. This power differential is the key to understanding the relative
vulnerability of men and women, their coping capability, and their ability to recover from
natural shocks.
Limited freedom and home confinement: Women’s limited freedom and low
involvement in decision-making increases their vulnerability to climate change disasters,
such as draughts, hurricanes and flooding. For example, in the 1991 cyclone in Bangladesh,
disproportionate number of women died because of the cultural norm of keeping the
women folks confined in homes; they hesitated to leave their homes until it was too late
and were less likely than men to know how to swim. Women’s lower nutritional status gets
worse during crisis. In the Indonesian tsunami, women constituted 55 – 70% of deaths; in
the worst affected village Kuala Cangkoy, the percentage was as high as 80%.
Burdened with household responsibilities: In the rural areas in developing countries,
women are often responsible for household water supply and collecting firewood for
cooking. Their hardship is aggravated by drought, uncertain rainfall and deforestation
because they must trek longer distances. This shows up in their diminishing physical
wellbeing. For example, during the dry season in parts of rural India and Africa, 30 percent
or more of women’s daily caloric intake is spent on fetching water alone. This also
jeopardizes their reproductive health. Furthermore, at the time of crisis, girls are often kept
at home to help with household duties – primary reason for their low education, with
lifelong consequences.
Insecure employment: A disproportionately large number of women find work in the
informal sector which is hit first when disasters strike and is slowest to recover. Therefore,
their employment is most precarious. When poor women lose their livelihoods, they slip
deeper into poverty and their inequality and marginalization further increases. Sudden crisis
also increase women’s domestic and health-care responsibilities when children and elderly
fall sick.
Therefore, practically any hardship in the family coming from climatic conditions will
automatically burden the women folks who are the primary caretaker of the household.

Indian Women and Climate Change
Home to the most poor of the world, India is particularly
sensitive to climate change issues. Indian poor mostly
live in the rural areas and depend heavily of agriculture
and related activities for survival.
One can ask the people living in the Almora hills, or on
the sandy spread of Nagapattinam; talk to the flood
victims on the plain of Central India or survivors of
Orissa drought who were forced to migrate in hundreds
of thousands; speak to tribal people living in shrinking
areas and Bakarwals from Jammu and Kashmir's slopes,
http://socialissuesindia.wordpress.com/
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or slum dwellers of Dharavi in Mumbai which is perhaps the largest slum in the world – they
all tell you the same story that the unpredictable weather has impacted their lives
irreparably. They speak for the 76% of Indian population living on $2 a day or less, and
more precisely for the unfortunate 42% Indians who survive on less than $1.25 a day.
The overall impact of climate change event may vary with location, caste and gender but
the ultimate result is strikingly similar. It has made the search for livelihoods tougher,
created greater food insecurity, caused sharp declines in the quality of life, and triggered
mass migrations. With minimal capacity to manage such risks, the vagaries of climate
change have the potential to make their lives a high-risk-no-gain venture.
The Status of Poor Rural Women in India
Alongside climate change, other forces such as the growing population, land degradation,
and globalization of markets, are driving the need for fundamentally different social
arrangements in the country. As a result, millions of rural poor are caught in the
middle of this sea-change without compass or rudder. Having been cut off from their
traditional way of living and not properly trained in the newer ways of life, they are
marginalized and left to struggle for survival on their own. This puts additional strain on
poor women who, due to their unequal gender status in a highly patriarchic Indian society,
have limited choices or freedom and their wellbeing is given the least priority.
As acknowledged by Nobel laureate Amartya Sen and others thinkers, and as a matter of
fact poor rural women in India generally have fewer rights and assets than men. They
experience inequalities in areas like healthcare and nutrition; are more likely to suffer sexselective abortion or infanticide; are the preferred victims of domestic violence; are less
likely to be educated; have lower access to employment; lack ownership of property; and
yet take disproportionate responsibility for housework and child-care. Their voice is only
heard through their voiceless-ness.
This asymmetrical division of labor, rights, and assets leave them more vulnerable to – and
less able to cope with – the additional stress and deprivation brought about by climate
change. Therefore, the climate adaptation and mitigation strategies should be based on
these ground realities rather than textbook solutions from the rich world.
Impacts on the Poor Rural Women
Low-caste, tribal, and poor rural women, depend on their local
environment for water, fuel, fodder, and food. They are
immediately and adversely affected by all forms of
environmental shocks such as those coming from climate
change disasters. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) considers India, with its large, agrarian
population, to be acutely vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change. World Bank also maintains that these impacts would
be region-specific and could be significant for poor people
living on marginal land. The climatic events of past decade
substantiate these views and the consequences are visible in
distress migrations towards cities.
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Even slight decline in income has deleterious effects on the rural poor, particularly women,
who are among the lowest-paid agricultural laborers. In addition, women whose livelihoods
solely depend on cultivating small plots and gathering fodder and fuel are even more
vulnerable towards climatic perturbations.
A gender sensitive response is needed to reduce their vulnerability and help them adapt to
their changing circumstances.

Need for a Gender Sensitive Response to Climate Change
“Women, due to their social roles, discrimination and poverty, are affected differently by
the effects of climate change and by extreme climate events that often translate into
disasters.” The UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD, 2006)
The interests of poor nations demand more focus on adaptation strategies which require
developmental solutions. Integration of their concerns into pro-poor debate is, however, a
fairly recent departure. Even more recent is the integration of a gender-sensitive
perspective in climate change research and responses. Thus, there is very little existing
research that explores the linkages between gender and climate change. It is in contrast
with the wealth of literature on gender and the environment, gender and energy, gender
and water, gender and conflict and gender and disasters.
View Climate Change as a Human Development Issue
Climate change is not merely a greenhouse gas
or a technical issue. It has much wider
implications and is basically an issue of survival
for about half of the humanity that lives in
poverty and deprivation in the poor countries.
Women, among them, form the largest group.
Along with children and adolescent – especially
girls – and elderly women, they are already the
most vulnerable and marginalized. Ironically,
they are also the ones who will experience the
greatest impact of a phenomenon they are least
responsible for. They lack resources and find
themselves unprepared to face the onslaught of
climate change events that easily turn into disasters for them.
It is widely recognized that climate change disturbances exacerbate the existing
inequalities; for example, of wealth, education, access to information and resources which
are the building blocks of livelihoods. These are all gender sensitive; hence, the response
must also take into account the gender dimension. But what does this mean in practice?
Design Gender-Sensitive Response
A gender-sensitive response does not mean having a set of disaggregated data showing
that climate change has differential impacts on women and men. In fact, it is obvious. So
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more than that, it requires an understanding of the nature of existing inequalities between
women and men, their consequences, and then coming up with strategies to nullify them.
For example, due to their social status men generally have greater access to vital
information on climate change mitigation or adaptation strategies, or women are too busy
with caring and other domestic responsibilities so they lack this information. Therefore, lack
of information and lack of opportunity to voice their concerns about adaptation and
mitigation strategies could jeopardize their safety when climate change events strike. To
counter this situation, strategies need to be planned so that women receive as much
information on climatic events and conditions as men do.
Women are also more likely than men to be absent from decision-making, right from home,
to community, to national, to international levels for two reasons. One, their opinion is not
given importance and two, they don’t have time or confidence or opportunity to share.
Therefore, whatever the reasons are they are simply marginalized; and the same is true for
elderly and children. The net result is that they remain more vulnerable than men.
Thus, if effective adaptation strategies have to be chalked out for them they must be drawn
out to participate in the climate change discussions which in turn, means challenging the
traditional assumptions about their capabilities and redefining their gender equation. For
centuries, women have passed on their skills in water management, forest management
and the management of biodiversity, among others. Through these experiences, women
have acquired valuable knowledge that will allow them to contribute positively to the
identification of appropriate adaptation and mitigation techniques, if only they are given the
opportunity.
Why Include Women in Climate Change Debate?
The ideal way to help women is to allow them to
come up with their own solutions and then
providing technical and financial assistance. But
this necessarily requires making efforts to reduce
gender inequality and then empowering them. The
simplest way to empower women, so that they can
cope with the climate change related hardships in
the best possible way, is by increasing their
representation in the decision making process at
all levels. Most of their problems require
adaptation strategies which differ in different
locations and are rather “local” in nature.
There is another reason why women must be included: it is not only because they are
“more vulnerable” but because they have different perspectives and experiences to share.
So far, climate change debates have tended to be rather technical, social ramifications have
never received that much priority. It is here that the inputs from women groups can make
a significant different.
How Women can Counter Climate Change
It is a healthy sign that women from wealthy and poor countries alike are increasingly
coming forward to discuss ways to mitigate the impact of climate change. They are
http://socialissuesindia.wordpress.com/
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struggling and strategizing to prevail amid deteriorating environmental conditions. Since
women are usually responsible for household work, women in affluent countries have
substantial power to reduce their families’ carbon footprint and environmental degradation.
In fact, they can substantially curtail wasteful practices and apply brake to the unrestrained
consumerism, which is at the root of the global environmental mess.
Similarly, women in developing countries have the power to reject the consumption
pattern modeled on the lifestyle of affluent countries and to craft their own healthy
alternatives. Just imagine what will happen to the environment if all people of the poor
countries pick up the extravagant lifestyle of a few rich nations.
And women everywhere have the power to teach the next generation about the importance
of sustainability and responsible use of natural resources. It is a power men don’t have, for
all their exploitative ingenuity.
Gender Focused Recommendations to UNFCCC Adaptation Fund
Several women’s groups have given the following suggestions to the international
community for climate change debate, which should be considered by Indian policy makers
also:


The UNFCCC International Adaptation Fund must include gender considerations.



National and international adaptation plans, strategies, and budgets should
mainstream gender.



Global and national studies should produce gender-differentiated data on the impacts
of climate change and emphasize the capacities of men and women to adapt and
mitigate climate changes. Studies should also determine the advantages of
implementing gender-sensitive adaptation projects.



Governments should understand and use the knowledge and specialized skills of
women in natural disaster survival and management strategies.



Women must be recognized as powerful agents of change and that their leadership is
critical. Women should be included in all levels of strategies to adapt to climate
change.



Women’s access to, and control over, natural resources need to be improved in order
to reduce poverty and vulnerability and to ensure that women have resources to adapt
properly.



Training and educational programs for women and girls (especially in vulnerable
communities) that provide general information about disasters, and strategies to cope
with them should be developed.

Climate Change Adaptation: A Gendered Perspective
It is now widely acknowledged that the impacts of climate change will be felt more acutely
by those with least adaptive capacity: poor countries and the poor in developing countries.
It is also recognized that the vulnerability or susceptibility of a population group climatic
disturbances depends on the resilience of the surrounding natural landscape unit and
society’s capacity to adapt.
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Adaptation should not be seen merely as “coping” in the conventional sense. It should be
viewed as the capacity of social actors to shift livelihood strategies under stress,
and to develop supporting systems that are resilient and flexible to absorb and
respond to the impacts of [climate] change.
Vulnerability
Central to adaptation is vulnerability, which is not the same as poverty, as many policy makers tend
to assume. Vulnerability is better defined as a “set of conditions determined by physical, social,
economic and environmental factors or processes which increase the susceptibility of a
community to the impact of hazards,” (adopted by the UN at the World Conference on Disasters
in 2005). This emphasizes the need to look at vulnerability not simply as a result of, or response to,
environmental extremes. Rather, vulnerability is rooted in the construction of everyday social space
or social existence; that is, vulnerability needs to be seen as context (for example, unequal access to
opportunities) rather than outcome.
Analyzing vulnerability requires us to recognize how different factors – physical, social, and attitudinal
– are interconnected. These factors combine to affect the degree to which hazards affect individuals
or communities, and also define their ability to adapt. In India, given its huge population and the fact
that more than 75 per cent of it lives on less than $2 per day (UNDP 2007) women, children, and
elderly people carry disproportionately high “burden of vulnerability”. It puts them in the high risk
category.

At the household level, the ability to adapt to changes in the climate depends on control
over resources such as land and money; freedom to make decisions; good health and
personal mobility; household entitlements and food security; secure housing in safe
locations; and freedom from violence.
Compared with men, women are often low-income
earners, lowly educated, have fewer rights over
property and land, and very little independence in
making decisions. Their interaction with outside world
is also limited that denies them timely information such
as advanced climate related warnings which limit their
preparedness to meet the challenge.

Adaptation Budget in India
NAPCC claims that in 2008 over 2.6% of GDP was
spent on adaptation measures. Out of which 80%
was allocated for programs to boost human
resilience including poverty reduction, disease
control and risk management. Surprisingly, just half
percent of the adaptation budget was used for
conservation of natural resources, water
management, flood control, and forestry projects.

Net result of all these constraint is that their adaptation capability is significantly reduced.
However, when these bottle-necks are removed or have the freedom of action, they
become clear about adaptation strategies as well as their needs and priorities.
An Example of Adaptation from the Ganga Basin
Strategies
A recent study showed that women in rural communities in the Ganga river basin in India,
Bangladesh and Nepal are adapting their practices to sustain their livelihood in the face of
unpredictable rainfall and intensity and duration of floods. They adapted various strategies
such as changing cultivation to flood and drought resistant crops, or to crops that can be
harvested before the flood season, or varieties of rice that will grow high enough to remain
above the water when the floods come. For example, one woman said:
Needs and Priorities
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The women were also clear about what they needed in order to adapt to the floods: crop
diversification and agricultural practices, but also skills and knowledge training to learn
about flood and drought-resistant crops and the proper use of manure, pesticides,
irrigation, etc.
For adaptation to climate change, these poor women want three things – safe place to live,
better access to facilities, and other livelihood options:
• A safe place to live:
o Relocation of communities to safer areas
o Solid houses built with a high plinth level to reduce inundation
o Shelters required for people, animals and agricultural inputs/products
• Better access:
o To climate change information and related knowledge and skills
o To services, such as doctors and veterinaries
o To safe, reasonable and fair credit and insurance
o To communications, through safer roads and access to boats
• Other livelihood options:
o Knowledge and resources for crop diversification and adaptive agricultural practices
o Facility for irrigation
o Locally available training.
It is vital that these needs and priorities are made visible and are used to inform policy
decisions and programs on adaptation.

Climate Change Mitigation: A Gendered Perspective
What do we understand by ‘mitigation’?
While adaptation has been described as changes in “processes or structures to moderate
or offset potential dangers or to take advantage of opportunities associated with changes in
climate”, mitigation is about preventing or limiting the occurrence of climate change. As
such, mitigation focuses on tackling the causes of climate change: the increase of
greenhouse gases (GHGs).
The gender focus on climate change has mostly been on adaptation strategies. It is not
surprising because the climate change will hit the poorest the hardest, with women making
up a large proportion of ‘the poor’. What has received less attention is the women’s
willingness and potential to significantly contribute to design and implementation of climate
change mitigation strategies. For this potential to be realized, however, women need
opportunities for meaningful involvement in these decision-making processes.
Due to the nature of climate change debates, mitigation has come to be perceived as
seemingly ‘technical’ or ‘scientific’ way of reducing GHGs. However, now it is generally
accepted that human behavior is driving climate change and hence, analysis and future
work around mitigation must have a gender-dimension.
Difference in Gender Behavior – A Western Perspective
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Women and men perceive risks differently, including in relation to climate change.
Therefore, they have different perspective of the climate change issue. Studies have shown
that “fewer women than men believe that science and technology alone will solve
environmental problems without our having to change our lifestyles”. Therefore, they are
more likely to promote the “human behavior” aspect of climate change problem. It will help
make policies more realistic and more effective.
Equitable Gender Participation in Negotiations and Decision-Making
“The international climate change process will be unable to achieve truly global legitimacy
or relevance until it adopts the principles of gender equity at all stages of the process,
from scientific research, through analysis, agenda formation, negotiation and decisionmaking, regime implementation, and finally in further development and evaluation.”
Gender-sensitive priorities and processes need to be mainstreamed at all levels of
negotiations and decision-making around climate change mitigation and adaptation. All
policies and programs also need to be coherent with existing commitments – such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).
Furthermore, the 1995 UN Beijing Platform for Action states that a gender perspective
needs to be mainstreamed throughout all UN activities and negotiations.
Keeping in line with these guidelines, actions must be taken to increase participation of
women at all levels. Here is a list of enabling factors and constraints for women’s
participation in decision making.
Factors that Decide Women’s Participation in Decision-Making
Enabling factors for women’s participation in public life and decision-making include:






an awareness of their rights and how to claim them
access to information about laws, policies and the institutions and structures which govern
their lives
confidence, self-esteem and the skills to challenge and confront existing power structures
support networks and positive role models
an enabling environment, meaning a political, legal, economic and cultural climate that allows
women to engage in decision-making processes in a sustainable and effective way

Constraining factors include:







economic dependency and a lack of adequate financial resources
illiteracy and limited access to education and the same work opportunities as men
discriminatory cultural and social attitudes and negative stereotypes perpetuated in the family
and in public life
burden of responsibilities in the home
intimidation, harassment and violence
lack of access to information

Ensure Gender Equitable Access to Technologies in Mitigation Strategies
Gender-sensitive approaches to existing mechanisms for climate change mitigation are also
important. This could include the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), which is expected
to result in sharing environmentally sound technologies developed in industrialized
countries with developing countries, with a view to achieving sustainable development
http://socialissuesindia.wordpress.com/
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objectives. However, poor women’s priorities regarding energy and technology have not
been systematically fielded. As a result, new technologies may be poorly suited to their
needs.
Moreover, technologies have largely remained in the hands of men who also are decision
makers in the poor countries; women often do not have the opportunities to benefit directly
from these types of innovation. Women’s lower levels of education in many developing
contexts may also reduce their awareness of mitigation options such as the use of energyefficient devices.
Therefore, better education and access to technological information are the way to harness
their climate change mitigating mindset.

Women Empowerment is the Key
Looking at the above discussion on
adaptation and mitigation, weak gender of
poor women is the key issue. And the
correct solution is to draw them out of their
shells and enable them to make their
sufferings known to the world. Therefore,
the real question is how to enable and
empower them so that their resilience
towards climatic crises increases? Gender
inequality is certainly the biggest issue but it
needs long drawn social efforts which must
continue.
In the meantime, there are practical steps that can significantly reduce their hardships –
these steps should revolve around reducing women’s workload, improving their health and
nutrition, encouraging education and literacy, and enabling them to become micro or small
entrepreneurs. These steps also empower them and increase their resilience.
Cooking fuel and drinking water: Collecting firewood and fetching drinking water from
far off places are two vital tasks that put considerable physical strain and pressure on
women’s and girl’s health. Focused and targeted efforts by local administrations on these
two basic needs will considerably reduce women’s workload. This will significantly eliminate
hardships coming from adverse climatic conditions.
Health and nutrition: For women these two vital issues of long term wellbeing are also
the most ignored areas. Women generally eat after feeding the whole family and often end
up having insufficient food to eat. Traditionally, men and boys are given preference over
women and girls. Therefore, in poor families women’s health is quite fragile affecting their
reproductive health which perpetuates other problems such as infant and maternal
mortality. Governments have several food schemes to provide nutrients to poor families;
such schemes need to be more effectively implemented. Likewise the primary healthcare
centers at village level need to be made more proactive in spreading health awareness.
Education and literacy: Lack of education and access to information is at the heart of
women’s voiceless-ness. Of course, schools are primarily responsible for education but
there is tremendous scope for involvement of media in rural area. Local media can not only
http://socialissuesindia.wordpress.com/
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provide an ideal platform to exchange information and also help voice women’s opinions
and issues.
Micro finance: Bangladesh has set a good example of how micro-financing, if done
honestly, can help women generate alternate sources of income and in the process,
empower them as well. Lack of control on finances and properties is the prime cause of
their weak gender status. There are scattered efforts for capacity building through
imparting skill along with finance; these need to be more concerted and implemented on
large scale for tangible effects.

Inclusion of Gender in International Debates
Do International Instruments Recognize Gender – Climate Change Link?
If gender has not become an important issue in the context of climate change most of the
fault lies with international policies that did not consider gender dimension of the climatic
hardships. In this section we explore how gender issues have evolved so far; it is only
representative and not exhaustive. It may be instructive first understand the difference
between a declaration, a convention, and a pact at international platforms.
Difference between a Declaration, a Convention and a Pact
A Declaration is a series of norms and principles that states create and promise to comply with within
their nations. The States that sign it have no obligation to comply. If they do not, they are given a
“moral sanction,” that is, they are reprimanded (Example: the Millennium Declaration, 2000).
A Convention is a series of agreements by states with norms and principles that oblige them to
guarantee their compliance (Example: American Convention on Human Rights).
A Pact is an annex of new norms added to a Convention (Example the Facultative Protocol of CEDAW
and the Kyoto Protocol).
A pact or a convention becomes effective when it is ratified. It must be borne in mind that it is not
enough for states to sign the pact or convention; a state is not fully committed until it ratifies the
agreement. Ratification means that it is signed as a contract committing the country to comply. At the
same time, the international community (the other signatory countries) has the right to request an
explanation in the case of non-compliance.

1. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1979, The Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) is the first international
treaty expressly recognizing women’s human rights. CEDAW’s Optional Protocol establishes
procedures that allow women to make complaints about violations of their human rights; it
was adopted by the General Assembly in 1999 and has been in effect since 22 December
2000.
CEDAW defines discrimination against women as “any distinction, exclusion or restriction
made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the
recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a
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basis of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the
political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field.”
CEDAW establishes that discrimination against women violates the principles of equal rights
and respect for human dignity and obstructs them from participating in political, social,
economic and cultural life on the same level as men. It also recognizes that gender
discrimination is an obstruction to improving the well-being of society and the family, and
that it interferes with the full development of women’s possibilities to contribute to society.
Countries that have ratified CEDAW are committed to adopting measures necessary to
eradicate all forms of discrimination against women, particularly in rural areas. It also
recognizes that women should have equal rights to enter contracts and administer
property.
2. Global Climatic and Environmental Instruments
Rio Earth Summit
In 1992 the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), also
known as the “Earth Summit,” was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. This was an important
event that set forth a series of activities – like Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration, or the
Conventions on Biodiversity and on Desertification and Drought, and of course the UNFCCC
– that would shape the future international debates for years to come. Except for the
UNFCCC, all other outcomes included a strong focus on women’s concerns and issues. This
is the core reason why climate change discussions have remained almost oblivious to
gender concerns. Later efforts remained at best sporadic and on the sidelines of the
mainstream discussions but did raise the awareness among COP participants and
negotiators; however, the gender issue found some visibility in the COP 11 in Montreal
2005 and then a strong impetus at Bali two years later, as the following outline suggests.
It is safe to assume that that this gap is linked to the lack of participation by gender
experts in the negotiations: women are not one of the ‘constituencies’ included as
observers in the UNFCCC process. This might be one reason why experts on equal
opportunities and women’s rights kept away from the negotiations for a long time. It is
well-known that if women’s organizations and gender experts are not involved, gender
issues are not addressed.
Thanks to the initiatives taken mainly by non-governmental organizations, the Summit
adopted a gender perspective in all development and environment policies and programs,
leading to the promotion of women’s effective participation in the proper use of natural
resources. This provided the first international precedent for including the gender
perspective in promoting sustainable development.
Gender at the Rio Earth Summit
Agenda 21, the main outcome document of the Rio Summit, contains nine chapters on socalled ‘Major Groups’, the first one being ‘Women’ (the others are Children and Youth;
Trade Unions; Business; Farmers; Indigenous People; Science and Research; NGOs; Local
Government).
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Agenda 21 recognizes the importance of women’s traditional knowledge and practices, stresses the
contributions women have made to biodiversity conservation and asks that specific measures be
adopted to transform objectives into strategies.
Chapter 24 is specifically dedicated to considering women. It focuses on the crucial role they play in
changing the consumption and production model and expects that they will need to play a part in
politico-economic decisions.
At the same time, there are proposed actions to end present discrimination against women. These
include:
●The implementation of measures that strengthen and stimulate women’s institutions, nongovernmental organizations and groups that provide training on using and managing resources.
●The promotion of a reduction of women’s very heavy workload by establishing child care centers,
evenly dividing household tasks between men and women and using environmentally healthy
technologies.
●The implementation of programs that establish and strengthen preventive health and health care
services directed and managed by women and that include safe, cheap and voluntary family planning
services.

Two legally binding agreements of great environmental importance were signed at the
“Earth Summit”: the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the latter being the first global
agreement focused on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.
A. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) was adopted in 1992 and came into force on 21
March 1994. The objective of the UNFCCC is to stabilize
concentrations of GHGs in the atmosphere, to prevent
anthropogenic interferences in the climate system, and to
allow for enough time to permit ecosystems to naturally adapt to the change. This will help
ensure that food production is not threatened and allow for sustainable economic
development. One of its other purposes is to raise worldwide public awareness about
problems related to climate change.
In 1997, governments agreed to incorporate an addition to the UNFCCC, known as the
Kyoto Protocol, with the objective of reducing emissions of GHGs by 5% between 2008 and
2012 by taking legally binding measures. The Kyoto Protocol includes three flexible
mechanisms designed to reduce the costs of compliance with emission reduction targets:
the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM); the Joint Implementation (JI); and Emissions
Trading. The Protocol, though, does not include a gender perspective in its operation or in
its mechanisms.
Overall, the UNFCCC makes no mention of gender or of women and men as specific
stakeholders. Its implementation has thus failed to recognize the gender aspects of
climate change and has omitted any mention of gender equality and women’s participation.
However, the Women’s Caucuses that have been held since COP-11 (2005) have vigorously
negotiated for the inclusion of the gender approach in all areas of the Convention. Members
of the Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA), which was launched in 2007 at COP-13
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in Bali, have also been active in promoting gender equality concerns in global efforts to
address climate change.
7th Conference of the Parties on Climate Change (Marrakech, 2001)
The first (and only) official mention of women is contained in the text of a resolution agreed
at COP7 in Marrakech in 2001. the decision FCCC/ CP/2001/13/ calls for more nominations
of women to UNFCCC and Kyoto Protocol bodies. It also tasks the Secretariat with
determining the gender composition of these bodies, and with bringing the results to the
attention of the Parties.
13th Conference of the Parties on Climate Change (Bali, 2007)
COP-13, held in Bali, Indonesia in December 2007, clearly underlined the commitments of
Member States concerning climate change and formulated the Bali Action Plan. This led
toward the promotion of gender equality.
Within the UNFCCC COP-13 framework, and in an unprecedented effort, UNDP, UNEP, IUCN
and WEDO launched the Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA). The principal
objective of this Alliance is to ensure that policies, initiatives and decision-making processes
on climate change include the gender approach at global, regional and national levels. The
fundamental principle is to guarantee the inclusion of women’s voices in decision-making
and in policy-making.
Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA)
The GGCA’s objectives and strategies aim to:
●Integrate the gender approach in world policies and decision-making to ensure full compliance with
United Nations mandates on gender equality;
●Ensure that mitigation and adaptation financing mechanisms take equal account of the needs of poor
men and women;
●Build capacities at global, regional and local levels to design policies, strategies and programs on
climate change that recognize gender equity.
The Alliance would work with UNFCCC to incorporate gender perspective and develop training module
to propagate this issue.

14th Conference of the Parties on Climate Change (Poznan, 2008)
Gender and climate change advocates had a high profile at COP-14. The Global Gender and
Climate Alliance (GGCA) led various events, including a High-Level Panel advocating for the
inclusion of Gender in the climate change dialogue. Further, the GGCA, led by IUCN,
compiled a training manual on gender and climate change and trained 17 regional trainers
from Africa, Arab States, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and oriented over 50
national delegates to the UNFCCC. This created a supportive atmosphere in favor gender
inclusion.
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Although the next two COPs at Copenhagen (2009) and Cancun (2010) have not produced
any significant break through, the gender concerns have begun to be recognized.
National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPA)
In the UNFCCC documents, the only reference to gender is in the guide on how to prepare
National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPA). Gender equality is one of the principles
included when designing the NAPA and it advises that experts – both women and men – be
included on the teams working on gender questions. Many of the national reports submitted
by the signatory nations to the UNFCCC Secretariat thus far stress, in very general terms,
the vulnerability of women and the importance of equality. Specifically, many NAPA have
recognized that women are mainly responsible for domestic chores such as collecting water,
firewood (or other fuels) and producing and preparing meals. They also mention that, in
general, vulnerable women are found in the poorest populations.
B. Convention on Biological Diversity
The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), adopted in 1992, is the international
framework for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and the fair distribution
of its benefits. The objective of the CBD is to promote the sustainable use of biodiversity.
This convention recognizes that biodiversity includes not only plants, animals, microorganisms and their ecosystems, but also human beings and their needs (e.g., food, clean
air, medicines and a clean and healthy environment). Over 190 states have ratified it to
date.
Women’s participation has been explicitly addressed within the CBD. Since 2007, the CBD
Secretariat has made specific efforts to mainstream gender and developed a Gender Plan of
Action for this purpose.
3. United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (1994)
Adopted in 1994, The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) is the
only internationally recognized legally binding instrument dealing with the problem of land
degradation in terra firma rural areas. The objective of this Convention is to demonstrate
that the risks of desertification are substantial and clear. Calculations show that the means
of subsistence of more than 1 billion people could be at risk because of desertification and
could be in danger of being driven from their lands. Especially vulnerable are poor people
living in rural zones, particularly those in less developed countries.
The UNCCD goes beyond mainstreaming gender. It not only recognizes the role women
play in rural sustenance, but also promotes equal participation of women and men. The
prologue of the convention stresses
“the important role played by women in regions affected by desertification and/or drought,
particularly in rural areas of developing countries, and the importance of ensuring the full
participation of both men and women at all levels in programs to combat desertification and
mitigate the effects of drought.”62 Likewise, Article 4 of the General Obligations requires
the affected country to “promote awareness and facilitate the participation of local
populations, particularly women, with the support of non-governmental organizations, in
efforts to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought.”
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4. World Conference on Women, Beijing (1995)
At the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, the link between
gender, the environment and sustainable development was clearly defined. Chapter K of
the Platform for Action makes specific reference to the environment with strategic
objectives and action as central themes, including the poverty that affects many women;
the need for women to participate vigorously in making decisions about the environment at
all levels; and integration of the gender perspective in sustainable development policies and
programs.
In the follow-up meeting to the Beijing Platform for Action (2005), the General Assembly
stressed the need “to actively involve women in environmental decision-making at all
levels; integrate their concerns and the gender perspective in sustainable development
policies and programs and consolidate or establish mechanisms at the national, regional,
and international levels to assess the impact of development and environmental policies on
women.”
5. World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Hyogo, 2005)
The World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Hyogo, 2005) is the most recent international
advance in efforts to integrate gender equity into all decision-making and planning
processes related to disaster risk management. The Framework for Action of the World
Conference on Disaster Reduction states:
“A gender perspective should be integrated into all disaster risk management policies, plans
and decision-making processes, including those related to risk assessment, early warning,
information management, and education and training (Gender consideration of action
priorities).
“Develop early warning systems that are people centred, in particular systems whose
warnings are timely and understandable to those at risk, which take into account the
demographic, gender, cultural and livelihood characteristics of the target audiences,
including guidance on how to act upon warnings, and that support effective operations by
disaster managers and other decision makers (Essential priority activity to take early
warning action).
“Ensure equal access to appropriate training and educational opportunities for women and
vulnerable constituencies, promote gender and cultural sensitivity training as integral
components of education and training for disaster risk reduction (Essential priority activity
for action for teaching and training).”
6. High-level roundtable on “Gender and Climate Change” (New York, 2007)
In 2007, the Women’s Environment and Development Organization WEDO along with other
groups organized a high-level roundtable on “Gender and Climate Change.” This meeting
was attended by representatives of the United Nations, NGOs and officials from 60
countries. The roundtable included extensive discussions on the connection between climate
change and gender; presentations from various countries demonstrating that relationship;
importance of including the gender approach in all policies about climate change, especially
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in adaptation policies; and suggestions for specific steps to ensure that gender equity is
included in decision-making processes.
7. Commission on the Status of Women (CSW)
From 2002 until the present, the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) has continued
to promote awareness of the links between gender, disaster and climate change. In
accordance with resolution 2006/9 of the United Nations Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC), the CSW identifies emerging global themes that require global and regional
actions in each of its annual sessions. Specifically, Resolution (jj) on Financing for Gender
Equality and Women’s Empowerment requests governments to “integrate a gender
perspective in the design, implementation, monitoring, evaluation and reporting of national
environmental policies, strengthen mechanisms and provide adequate resources to ensure
women’s full and equal participation in decision-making at all levels on environmental
issues, in particular on strategies related to the impact of climate change on the lives of
women and girls.”
At its 46th session in 2002, the CSW broached themes related to climate change when it
focused on disaster management and mitigation. In its conclusions, the Commission called
for the integration of a gender perspective in ongoing research that the academic and other
sectors are conducting on the impact of climate change and its deep-rooted causes.
At its 52nd session in March 2008, the CSW considered the “Gender perspective on climate
change” as an emerging theme. To identify gender perspectives and women’s participation
in actions concerning climate change, the participants in the interactive dialogue shared
experiences on good practices at the national, regional and international levels.
8. United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (PFII)
At its Sixth Session in 2007, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
requested that a document be prepared to investigate and report on “the impacts of
mitigation measures on indigenous peoples.” In compliance with that request, the impact of
mitigation on indigenous people was taken up as a special theme at the seventh session of
the Forum (2008), entitled “Climate change, bio-cultural diversity and livelihoods: the role
of indigenous peoples and new challenges.”
The result was a report compiled by the Support Group members at the Forum on
indigenous peoples and climate change (E/C.19/2008/10), in which recommendation No. 79
recognized women’s important role, stating: “The principles of shared but differentiated
responsibilities, equity, social justice and sustainable development, must remain as key
principles that sustain climate change negotiations, policies and programs. The approach to
development and the ecosystem, based on human rights, should guide the design and
implementation, at national, regional and global levels, of policies and projects on climate.
The crucial role of women and indigenous girls in developing mitigation and adaptation
measures must also be ensured.”
Present Status
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At present, global negotiations on climate change are still mainly focused on reducing GHGs
by means of the UNFCCC, the IPCC, the Kyoto Protocol, and other related mechanisms. The
gender dimension has not been significantly broached in considering adaptation and
mitigation, and therefore they provide neither a legal framework nor a rights-based
approach needed to implement responses to climate change that are equitable for both
men and women.

Gender and NAPCC
India’s National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) is mainly focused on mitigation
activities. Of the eight national missions, only those concerned with water, agriculture,
and Himalayan ecosystem address the adaptation needs of the people. The recently
launched ninth mission is about clean carbon initiatives or clean coal – it aims to reduce
carbon emissions per megawatt power generated in the country through improved
technology.
NAPCC recognizes that the best climate adaptation is the conventional human development
and poverty reduction. Various government schemes consume about 2.5 percent of GDP for
rural development programs. However, programs focusing specifically on climate change
adaptation measure are somewhat hard to find. For instance, none of the NAPCC missions
address the specific adaptation issue of coastal vulnerability – say, through mangrove
plantation and regeneration of coral reefs. Note that India has 7516 km of coast line. It is
another story that the World Bank is supporting an Integrated Coastal Zone Management
Project to assist Indian coastal states in capacity building for adaptation.
According to the World Bank estimates India is already losing about 2% of the GDP to
natural disasters. Climate change will further accentuate risks of the disasters. A glaring
deficiency in the NAPCC missions was the absence of disaster management – to cover it up
a National Policy on Disaster Management was launched in 2009 backed by supporting
institutions and funds. Ideally it should concentrate on the pre-disaster adaptation
measures that would alleviate the suffering of people and keep them well informed – the
traditional way has been only the post-disaster damage control.
Therefore, the weak focus on adaptation is a cause for concern, particularly for women. In
fact, gender finds only ONE specific mention in the whole document. However, if
“vulnerable sections” of society include women, then to be fair NAPCC does acknowledges
women one more time. It does not appear that NAPCC has any specific strategy to consider
gender differentiated impact of climate change.
Gender in NAPCC
There are two references of gender (vulnerable sections) in the climate change policy of
India.
1. One of the guiding principles of national Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) reads
“Protecting the poor and vulnerable sections of society through an inclusive and sustainable
development strategy, sensitive to climate change.”
2. The other very specific mention of gender is in the section 1.1 of the technical document.
It says:
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“The impacts of climate change could prove particularly severe for women. With climate
change, there would be an increasing scarcity of water, reduction of yields in forest
biomass, and increased risks to human health for children, women and the elderly in a
household becoming the most vulnerable. With the possibility of decline in the availability
of food-grains, the threat of malnutrition may also increase. All these would add to
deprivations that many women already encounter and so in each of the Adaptation
programs, special attention should be paid to the aspect of gender.”
Thus, the highest-level policy document acknowledges the significance of gendered impacts
of climate change, and the need to address gender concerns in adaptation interventions.
However, this understanding has not translated into meaningful action at ground level, in
terms of building resilient communities.
Need to put the Policy into Practice
In reality much of the disaster risk-reduction in India, and indeed in much of the developing
world, is still focused on relief and rehabilitation, rather than long-term climate-resilient
development. Intense climate events, such as drought, floods, cyclones, and storms have
largely been seen as natural disasters, to which humanitarian response is often the only
answer; technological solutions (for example, embankments in flood prone areas), or
administrative machineries (despite attempts at decentralization), have failed to respond
adequately.
Where adaptation activities do exist, they are ad-hoc and uncoordinated at different scales
and levels, neglecting the need simultaneously to create conditions that enable and support
adaptive strategies, based on a clear analysis of differential vulnerability. In India – and
across South Asia – gender identity intersects with other social outliners such as class, and
discrimination based on caste or religion.
There is a need to view climatic disasters from the global warming angle and frame suitable
corrective measures so that they don’t get repeated year after year putting people’s lives
under danger and increase their hardships.

The Way Forward
The following gender focused steps specifically need attention of the government and the
NAPCC:


Gender vulnerability mapping studies should be undertaken throughout the country,
particularly in the identified disaster prone regions.



The National Policy on Disaster Management (NPDM) team should concentrate more
on the pre-disaster management scenario in areas that are historically disaster prone
– early warning systems, information sharing with women and elderly, safe shelters,
emergency food provisioning, etc. There are rivers that are flood prone, in these
regions tasks such as strengthening river banks and dams should be entrusted with
NPDM bodies.



Strengthen NRHM in to boost women’s general and reproductive health. Although
healthcare is important in all regions, they acquire a special significance in the hilly
regions because women are subjected to strenuous physical work.
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Rural electrification and alternate clean sources of cooking energy to replace firewood
will significantly ease hardships of women



Rain water harvesting and other water conservation projects particularly in draught
prone regions is another area of thrust that will ease the life of women



Tribal regions (schedule V and VI areas) are still the most neglected and marginalized
areas of the country. Here the PESA Act needs to be implemented honestly by giving
teeth to the gram sabhas and owner ship of resources to the local people. This will not
only bring developmental issues to lime light but also preserve natural resources
(which are under threat from big business) and local ecosystem.



Increase the representation of women in all NAPCC bodies and allow them the freedom
to frame gender targeted adaptation policies.



The flow of people from the rural to urban areas needs stopping because it only
increases the hardships of women – they are only transferred from one (rural) set of
hardships to another (urban slums). It requires opportunity creation in the rural
regions as opposed to the current urban centric policies.



Achieve and accelerate MDG’s. Literacy and empowerment include development of
safety nets, social and physical infrastructures and poverty eradication. They will
bridge the gender gaps and eventually reduce gender differences.



Include gender focus in all projects under the Clean Development Mechanisms
(CDMs).



Include gender audit in all government programs targeting poverty reduction



NGOs have a greater role to play since they are better connected with people at the
grass-root level and are faster in information gathering than the government
machinery. Their inputs is generally more accurate and effective.

Women should be included not only because they are most vulnerable but also because
they have different perspectives and expertise to contribute. Increasing women’s
participation in decision making talks at all levels is highly desirable – their input will always
be more appropriate and pragmatic than the theoretical ideas of those who are not in their
shoes.
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