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I. Introduction 
In accordance with ECOSOC resolution 2006/9, the Commission on the Status of Women 
identifies an emerging issue requiring increased attention for consideration at each annual 
session, taking into account developments at the global and regional levels as well as planned 
activities within the United Nations. At its 55th session the Commission will consider “Gender 
equality and sustainable development” as the emerging issue through an interactive expert 
panel. A moderator’s summary will serve as the Commission’s input to the preparatory 
process of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD), Rio+20. 

II. Background 

The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (The ‘Earth 
Summit’), held in Rio de Janeiro, emphasized the synergies between economic development, 
social development and environmental protection. One of the key messages of the Summit 
was to ensure a healthy planet, which would require drastic changes in attitudes and 
behaviours. Agenda 21, adopted at the Conference, devoted a chapter to “Global Action for 
Women Towards Sustainable and Equitable Development” and recognized women as one of 
nine major and critical groups for the formulation and implementation of policies for 
sustainable development.1 The World Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, 
2002) placed a focus on the social pillar and emphasized that while economic progress often 
fostered social progress, the link was not automatic and that, ultimately, economic 
development was a means to improving human well-being. 

Twenty years after Rio, it is evident that the changes needed to ensure sustainable 
development continue to present major challenges for global environmental and development 
governance. Progress towards sustainable development requires concerted efforts by all 
stakeholders. The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, Rio+20, 
scheduled to take place in Brazil in May 2012, seeks to secure renewed political commitment 
for sustainable development, assess the progress made and the remaining gaps in the 
implementation of the outcomes of the major summits on sustainable development, and 
address new and emerging challenges. The focus will be on two themes: (a) a green economy 
in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication; and (b) the institutional 
framework for sustainable development.2 The concept of green economy in the context of 

                                                 
1 A/CONF.151/26 Vol.III, Report of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, see 
chapter 24 of Agenda 21 on “Global Action For Women Towards Sustainable and Equitable Development” at 
www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_00.shtml  
2 See Conference website: www.uncsd2012.org 
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sustainable development and poverty eradication can be seen as a lens for focusing on and 
seizing opportunities to advance economic and environmental goals simultaneously, and 
represents a potential accelerator towards sustainable development and poverty eradication.3 

The relevance of gender equality to sustainable development has been long established. In 
addition to the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action provides recommendations for mainstreaming a gender perspective in all policies and 
programmes. The Platform calls for the full and equal participation of women and men as 
agents and beneficiaries of people-centred sustainable development. Subsequent resolutions 
adopted by the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and the Commission on 
the Status of Women reiterate these recommendations.4 In 2003, the Commission on 
Sustainable Development adopted gender equality as a cross-cutting theme in its multi-year 
programme of work.5 While gender equality issues and women’s participation are absent in 
several of the major environmental conventions, the Cancun Agreement adopted in 2010 at 
the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP16) emphasizes that gender equality is 
important for effective action on all aspects of climate change. The Agreement includes 
references to gender equality in the context of climate change adaptation, mitigation, capacity 
building, and the United Nations Collaborative Programme on Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD). Gender parity was 
set as a goal for the Technology Executive Committee.6 

III. Critical issues for consideration in the interactive dialogue 
UNCSD presents an unprecedented opportunity to spur progress towards a more effective 
global system for delivering sustainable development objectives. In particular, it is a critical 
opportunity to ensure renewed commitments and strategic partnerships on gender-responsive 
sustainable development processes and institutional frameworks, and a governance structure 
that promotes the voice, participation and decision-making by women at all levels. 

National economic planning, policy and budget frameworks that fail to recognize the links 
between gender equality, economic growth and poverty reduction, and meaningfully involve 
women, will limit that country’s opportunity to move towards sustainable development. On 
the other hand, increased numbers of women in leadership and decision-making positions 
could generate a greater diversity of ‘green’ technological solutions. The collection and use of 

                                                 
3 See Report of the Secretary-General on ‘Progress to date and remaining gaps in the implementation of the 
outcomes of the major summits in the area of sustainable development, as well as an analysis of the themes of 
the Conference’, A/CONF.216/PC/2, First session of the Preparatory Committee, May 2010; and the Report of 
the Secretary-General on Objective and Themes of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, 
A/CONF.216/7, Second session of the Preparatory Committee, March 2011. 
4 See for example: Beijing Declaration (para. 16, 36); Beijing Platform for Action (para. 35, 56, 82(e), 231(d), 
247, 250-258), Outcome document, A/RES/S-23/3 (para. 30-31, 56-57, 71 (a-b), 102 (d)); Programme for the 
Further Implementation of Agenda 21, A/RES/S-19/2 (para. 12, 24(b), 27(e), 62, 66(i), 100-101, 111, 133(e)); 
Millennium Declaration (para. 20); Johannesburg Declaration (para. 20) and Plan of Implementation (para. 3, 
7(d)(h), 20(m), 25(a-b), 40(f)(h), 44(k), 46(b), 67(b), 164); Doha Declaration on Financing for Development 
(para 4). 
5 See res. ‘Future Programme, organization and methods of work of the Commission on Sustainable 
Development’, E/CN.17/2003/6, Annex, page 11-12. www.un.org/esa/dsd/resources/res_docucsd_11.shtml  
6 See Outcome of the Ad Hoc Working Group on long-term Cooperative Action under the Convention, adopted 
during the 16th session of the Conference of the Parties (COP16), CP.16, para. 7, 12, 72, 87, 130, available at: 
http://unfccc.int/files/meetings/cop_16/application/pdf/cop16_lca.pdf  
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sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics could promote informed policy-making for 
sustainable development and poverty eradication; and gender-responsive budgeting and 
gender-responsive green stimulus packages could ensure more effective and equitable 
resource allocations. Overall, efforts need to be made to ensure that women become active 
agents of change in the expanding green economy in the context of sustainable development 
and poverty eradication. 

The following are some areas for consideration by the Commission on the Status of Women 
in relation to the two themes of UNCSD: 
Women in decision-making and as agents of change: Women can be a powerful source of 
knowledge and skills. For centuries, women have passed on their skills on how to manage 
water, forests, and biodiversity; use and preserve medicinal plants; adapt and cope when faced 
with environmental hazards and a changing climate; and manage waste and sanitation. 
Harnessing women’s local knowledge and skills is critical for protecting, sustaining and 
managing the environment and its resources. Women occupy key positions at the household, 
local and community levels. These roles should be expanded into women’s effective 
participation, decision-making and management of sustainable development processes and 
governance at local, national and international levels. Women can play a central role in 
influencing sustainable consumption and production patterns, in safeguarding the natural 
environment, and in adequate and sustainable resource allocation within the household and 
community. Fulfilling this potential would require improvements in women’s economic, 
social, political, legal and cultural status; women’s improved access to environment-related 
resources (e.g. land, safe water, affordable energy resources and technologies); and increased 
provision of education and training of women and girls, including in environmental science 
and technology. 

Women’s contributions to innovation, science and technology for sustainable development: 
Innovation and the development, deployment and transfer of green technologies are critical to 
sustainable development. Equal access to education has led to a surge in educational 
attainment by women and girls but in many cases women remain under-represented in the 
sciences, research and related policy fora. Targeted public support can ensure that girls and 
women have equal opportunities in education and training in these fields, so they can play a 
stronger role in research and development (R&D) on environmentally sound technologies. 
Participatory processes that involve end-users of technology—men and women at the 
household and community levels—in all stages of R&D can help ensure that their specific 
needs are addressed, and that technologies are developed that contribute to the promotion of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, sustainable development and poverty 
eradication. For example, locally-adapted solar panels could have a transformational impact 
on women’s lives: their installation and maintenance can provide employment opportunities, 
and their use in homes and local businesses can enhance women’s business activities, and 
facilitate women’s access to information and communication technologies in rural and remote 
areas. 

Women’s unpaid care work: The world’s poorest women and men depend on their natural 
environment to earn a living and feed their families. Daily tasks, such as tending fields; 
collecting firewood, water and fodder; grinding grain and providing other necessities for the 
household can take up nearly all of a woman’s available time in some countries. Public 
investment in sustainable infrastructure (e.g. public transportation, sanitation, renewable 
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energy) and fuel-efficient and labour-saving technologies (e.g. fuel efficient cooking stoves, 
efficient pumping and purification of drinking water) can contribute to the restoration, 
maintenance and enhancement of the stock of natural capital. Such investments can also 
substantially reduce the time women and girls spend on these time-consuming chores and 
enhance their options for gainful work and mobility. For example, more than three billion 
people rely on open fires and traditional cooking stoves (e.g. wood, crop waste and charcoal). 
Smoke from such fires in poorly ventilated homes kills 1.6 million people annually, 85 per 
cent of them women and children under five. This makes indoor air pollution the fourth 
largest killer in the developing world. It has also been estimated that one improved stove—
requiring 50 percent less biomass fuel—can reduce one ton of greenhouse gas per year, and 
reduce emissions by 80 percent.7 Investments in fuel-efficient and labour-saving technologies 
can therefore have substantial multiplier effects (e.g. reducing emissions, improving health, 
reducing women’s unpaid care work, freeing time for income-generating activities, creating 
jobs for both women and men, and reducing poverty), and contribute to promotion of gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. 

Women’s participation in a green economy in the context of sustainable development and 
poverty eradication: Governments play a critical role in creating a supportive policy 
environment for green investments, and can stimulate such investments through the use of 
ecological taxes, ‘green’ procurement processes and other incentive systems. With such 
policy instruments, sustainable practices are rewarded and harmful activities taxed. Women’s 
economic opportunities could be expanded through targeted capacity-building in public 
procurement processes for environmentally and socially friendly products and services. Other 
incentives to ensure opportunities for women in ‘green sector’ businesses (e.g. retrofitting and 
other energy conservation measures, renewable energy, ecological agriculture, or eco-
tourism) can promote women’s employment and entrepreneurial opportunities and help 
deliver a ‘double dividend’ for the environment and for sustainable development overall. In 
addition, investments in restoration and enhancement of natural capital could generate 
additional income-generating opportunities for women engaged in, for example, afforestation. 
Businesses and multinational companies concerned with sustainable development can 
promote gender equality by engaging with local women-owned businesses and their business 
networks and involving them in regional and global supply chains in a green economy. They 
can also ensure that gender equality principles are respected in their internal practices.8 

IV. Format of the interactive expert panel  
A panel of experts will make introductory presentations of 7 to 10 minutes. Representatives of 
Member States, United Nations system entities and non-governmental organizations will be 
encouraged to share their experiences in integrating gender perspectives in their national 
sustainable development plans or strategies; and in promoting women’s active participation 
and decision-making in the green economy; as well as their expectations for the Rio+20 
process in regard to gender equality and women’s empowerment. A moderator’s summary 

                                                 
7 Global Village Energy Partnership (GVEP) International, “Cookstoves and Markets: Experiences, Successes 
and Opportunities, December 2009. Available at: www.hedon.info/docs/GVEP_Markets_and_Cookstoves__.pdf 
8 See Guidelines in the ‘Women’s Empowerment Principles’, supported by over 120 corporate leaders, in 
collaboration with the UN Global Compact and UN Women, 
www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/human_rights/equality_means_business.html. See also: Caring for Climate 
Initiative: www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/Environment/Climate_Change and  
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will serve as the Commission’s input to the preparatory process of the UN Conference on 
Sustainable Development, Rio+20.  

V.  Issues for consideration in the discussion  
The following questions serve as a non-exhaustive discussion guide: 

• What approaches have resulted in the effective integration of gender perspectives into 
sustainable development policy, budget and other decision-making processes at local 
and national levels, and how have those be monitored? What factors have contributed 
to successful outcomes, and how have obstacles been overcome? How could these 
approaches be scaled-up and replicated in other settings? 

• How have women been able to contribute to green innovation and research and 
development at the country and community levels and what has been the impact on 
sustainable development and poverty reduction? 

• What public and private investments in sustainable infrastructure have effectively 
reduced women’s unpaid care work, created local employment, reduced poverty and 
improved the sustainable use of natural resources? How can such investments be 
expanded?  

• What policies and incentives have encouraged women’s businesses to grow in the 
green economy? 

• What efforts have been made to ensure that women engage in public procurement 
processes for environmentally and socially friendly products and services? 

• How can women’s full participation in all areas and at all levels of decision-making 
for sustainable development be achieved? What steps are needed to ensure systematic 
attention to gender equality and women’s empowerment in the institutional 
architecture for sustainable development? What support could the UN system provide 
to better support these efforts? 


