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Introduction
Historical climate records show that Africa has already experienced a warming of 0.7ºC, with
global models predicting a further increase at a rate of 0.2–0.5ºC per decade (IPCC,2001).There
are also observed changes in rainfall distribution with decreased rainfall expected in the Sahel
and an increase for central Africa. Further physical impacts include sea-level rise, changes in
temperature extremes (such as heat waves), and an increase in the frequency and intensity of
storms. Such physical impacts combined with a high dependence on natural resources and an
overdependence on rain fed agriculture mean that many African countries face high vulnerability
in the coming decades. Poverty, inequitable land distribution, conflict, HIV/AIDS, and debt also
mean that many African countries lack the adaptive capacity to cope and adjust compared to
more developed countries.
Indeed, it is widely recognized that climate change will pose a real and long-term threat for the
Millennium Development Goals. The 2006 drought in East Africa is one of the worst on record
with more than 8 million people in need of food aid. It is a stark reminder of how development
and the economy are still largely dependent on the climate.
The millennium development goals recognize the need to promote gender equality and empower
women to participate in all facets of economic and social life with the aim of achieving
sustainable development. Climate change poses a significant challenge to the achievement of
sustainable development for the rural poor, especially women, who will suffer disproportionately
from its impacts. To date little has been done to mobilize and empower women and men
particularly in Africa to address global environmental challenges such as climate change. This
paper focuses on the interrelations between climate change, energy and poverty in the African
context through a gender lens.
Why Gender and Climate?
Biological differences between men and women are obvious and acknowledged by all, however
the difference in roles within communities, access to information, economic and social factors
have to be analyzed for successful implementation of adaptation and mitigation measures. There
is a need to differentiate between men and women as far as the climate change process is
concerned because of the different roles the two sexes play in society today hence the different
ways in which they will be affected by the climate change policies designed.
Behavioral patterns of women and men, young
activities carried out by women and men differ
change differently. Men and women perceive
differently to it. It is therefore important to note
affect both groups differently.

and old, rich and poor differ greatly. The
significantly, and they both impact climate
climate change differently and they react
however that even then climate change will

2

The social roles and responsibilities of women and men are different as well leading to the
different degrees at which they depend on the natural resources within their communities which
will be destroyed by the impacts of climate change.
Vulnerability
Africa’s ability to adapt to climate change is dependent on resources at its disposal; financial and
human. Africa is likely to suffer more from the impacts of climate change because of its lack of
sufficient resources to adapt to change and its extreme vulnerability.
It is widely acknowledged that the negative impacts of climate change will hit the poorest in the
poorest countries hardest. Since women constitute the majority of the worlds poor and are often
more dependent on natural resources, they are likely to be disproportionately vulnerable to the
effects of climate change.
Gender, Poverty and Vulnerabilities
Poverty is one of the world’s fundamental problems in Africa and different strategies have been
designed to address it. Poverty can be conceptualized in a number of ways; for example; in
economic terms (an income of less than a dollar a day), in social terms (lack of access to
adequate levels of energy, food, health care, education, shelter, sanitation and clothing).
Poor women and men don’t become poor in the same ways nor do they save moneys in the same
ways. Within the household, women and men have different access to resources and goods. Data
from households may reveal hidden discrimination according to age and gender. In order to
design appropriate Poverty Reduction Strategies, there is need to consider the persons status
within a family because men and women experience poverty in different ways.
The Millennium Development goals include a target of reducing by half the number of people
living in poverty by 2015.A 2004 World Bank review of poverty projections indicated that SubSaharan Africa had witnessed an increase rather than a reduction in poverty. The largest
concentration of poverty is found in Sub-Saharan Africa, with women suffering most from the
worst forms of poverty (UNDP/ENERGIA, 2004). The Women’s Manifesto on climate change
(WEN/NFWI, May 2007) quotes that women make up 70% of the world’s poor making them
more vulnerable to environmental damage, while they also make up 85% of people who die from
climate-induced disasters.
Agriculture
Agriculture represents 30% of Africa’s GDP and climate change threatens this economy because
it is highly dependent on agriculture. Food production in Sub-Saharan Africa has not kept the
pace with the growing population over the past 3 years and is susceptible to decrease for example
it is predicted that cereal crops yield will decline up to 50% by 2080. Women are the main
producers of the world’s staple crops up to 90% of the rural poor’s food intake and producing
60-80% of food in Africa. Maize, Sorghum, millet and groundnut yields have a strong
association with the year to year variability of ENSO (El Nino/Southern Oscillation) in Africa.
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For southern Africa, productivity is expected to drop by 20-50% in extreme El Nino years. If
global climate change moves more towards El Nino–like conditions, crop production will
decline.
An overdependence on a fragile agricultural system that relies heavily on direct rainfall increases
women’s vulnerability, and work overload in ensuring household food security.
Forestry
Forests and woodland occupy about 21% of the land area in Africa. Climate variability and
change is predicted to cause increasing shift of 25-30 km of the Sahel, Sudan and Guinean
vegetation zones. Since forest products account for as much as 6% of the economic product of
several African countries, climate change is a critical threat. Women’s livelihoods and social
roles rely directly on forest resources to meet the nutritional, health and cultural needs of families
and communities; forest resources are crucial to woman’s income generating capacities, while
men are involved in timber extraction and the use of non timber forest products for commercial
purposes. Due to this division in labour, women living or near the forest are differently and
disproportionately harmed by deforestation and have stronger interest in preservation.
Access to traditional biomass energy is likely to be negatively impacted especially since the
absolute numbers relying on this is projected to increase from 583 million in 2000 to 823 million
in 2030.Forests are already stressed due to harvesting of timber, fuel wood and clearing land for
settlements and agriculture.
Water scarcity
As rainfall declines, the quality of water deteriorates because sewage and industrial effluents
become more concentrated, thereby exacerbating water-borne diseases and reducing the quality
and quantity of fresh water available for domestic use. River flow rates are predicted to decrease.
The Nile region for example, most scenarios estimate a decrease in river flow of up to 75 per
cent by 2100. Women have limited access to tillable land therefore such impacts of global
warming reduce the productive land available thus reducing crop yields.
The time consuming task of gathering and transporting water is also usually the responsibility of
the women, as water becomes scarce the work overload increases drastically as they have to walk
longer distances in search of water. It has been estimated that women in developing countries
spend an average of 134 minutes a day collecting water for their households (Rosen and Vincent,
1999). This increases the rate of school dropouts for young women as they take on extra
workloads, reducing the opportunities for women to participate in nontraditional activities that
would empower them. The cost of water even for urban women will increase, denying
accessibility.
According to a study, fetching water for domestic consumption in a Zimbabwean family showed
that women contributed 91% to this task with men spending 1 hour of the total household time
on this chore and women 9.3 hours.( Mehretu & Mutambira (1992) in Gender &Energy tool kit,
UNDP/ENERGIA (2004)
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Energy & Climate change
Energy plays a key role in the climate change context, as the combustion of fuels (oil, gas, and
coal) contributes to the production of green house gas emissions. Climate variability is will hit
hardest at poor countries especially in Africa, which have the least access to modern energy
technologies (hydrogen, geothermal or nuclear).
In order to address climate change, there will be need to transform the worlds energy systems to
promote energy efficiency, increased renewable energy technologies and cleaner conventional
energy use. Measures are needed to address the needs of Africa for her increased energy services
to support poverty reduction, improved human health and better local and regional conditions.
Access to Energy
There are more than two billion people who are unable to obtain clean, safe fuels and must rely
on burning traditional biomass fuels such as wood, dung and crop residues (UNDP et. al.,
2000).Without access to efficient and affordable energy sources there is limited opportunity for
economic and social advancement.
In Africa, Women and girls spend long hours everyday collecting wood, agricultural residues
and dug for use as fuel-time that could be used for more productive activities. Their opportunities
for education and income generation are limited by lack of modern energy services, and as a
result their families and communities are likely to remain trapped in poverty. (UNDP, 2001).
There are, however, variations among countries as time spent gathering biomass depends on
geographical location, time of year, climate events and loss of control over local resources.
Health
Africa is already vulnerable to climate sensitive diseases.Increases in temperature will increase
cholera bacteria and malaria incidences. Malaria will spread to dry areas where flooding will rise
with Climate change. Malaria is already reported to have increased in Rwanda and Tanzanian
highlands as a result of temperature rise. South Africa: malaria suitable area may double with 7.8
million people at risk by 2100.
Rift valley fever which is associated with heavy rainfall events is also expected to rise with
climate change (an example cited is the recent havoc on livestock in Northern Kenya).
Because of their roles in relation with household water supply and domestic chores, women are
particularly at risk. Children and pregnant women are particularly susceptible to water borne
diseases such as diarrhoea and cholera (same with malaria-worse in HIV cases). Poor access to
health care aggravates the situation
Refugees, Migration and conflict
It is estimated that by 2050 there will be 250 million people who will be forced to flee their
homes due to drought, desertification and extreme weather events.
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In the past drought has caused conflicts among pastoralists in Uganda and Kenya and even
forced Ethiopian troops to stop Somalis crossing the border in search of pasture and water.
In Africa migration of the rural poor to rural or urban areas for work is a clear example of gender
difference in social and cultural roles. Men able bodied will move to other areas for work whilst
women are left managing food production and household work. However there has been an
increase in the number of women headed households with a lot of work to do and few resources
increasing their vulnerability and marginalizing the woman and aggravating poverty.
Climate process
Sadly the climate policy and the debate are of little relevance to the grassroots population. The
concept of global warming is still novel and the preserve of civil society groups and discussed in
conference rooms world wide- excluding the participation of masses. Dealing with the impacts of
climate change is indeed dependent on community management. Why then don’t we widen the
debate? Who bears the brunt of the environmental degradation? It is time that we increased the
full participation of these groups.
An overall analysis of the climate change debate reveals that women are largely excluded and are
under represented. Unfortunately female participation in the decision making process; in the
instruments and measures of mitigation and adaptation is still very low. It therefore the men’s
perceptions that are taken into account in the planning processes. As a male perspective
dominates in climate protection and climate adaptation planning processes, it fails to take into
account the practical and strategic needs of women.
Adaptation and mitigation strategies as tools in reducing vulnerability and building the resilience
of poor people, should include the most vulnerable groups that will suffer from climate change
adverse impacts. Again sadly, women are the majority in this vulnerable group in Africa.
Efforts to address Vulnerability
Several concrete efforts to address these vulnerabilities in Africa have been cited. A growing
interest in gender aspects of climate change has become evident in the climate policy processes,
with more awareness raising, more learning and engaging in discussion.
Platforms for voices and concerns of women in the climate change debate have been established.
Several caucuses and fora are in place, allowing for the brainstorming and information sharing
on best practices in mitigation and adaptation strategies amongst women and gender activists.
The gender and climate change network, a global network has served at the several COPS as an
opportunity to interact and the pave way on the gender dimension in climate protection. Other
partners such as FAO ,WEDO, the Gender and climate change network Africa and more serve as
support for further advocacy and awareness raising for gender justice in the future climate
regime.
In Africa, Women are playing important roles in tropical forest preservation as an adaptation
strategy. For example, in Zimbabwe, women’s groups (over half of 800,000 families living in
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communal areas are headed by women) manage forest resource and development projects
through woodlot ownership, tree planting and nursery development.
To address the scarcity of fuel wood and poverty of rural women, Mama Watoto’s group was
formed in Kenya. This scarcity had forced women to collect wood from food reserves thereby
exposing them to legal penalties. In response the women formed “women made forests” in
sections in their farms. The afforestation programme improved soil fertility, reduced illegal
harvesting and increased the vegetation cover in the kambiri region that could sequester carbon
(FAO, 1994).
Recommendations
All UN processes are mandated to embody the principles of gender equality .To build a future
climate regime that is effective ,sustainable and just gender sensitive mitigation and adaptation
policies and measures should be designed and necessary resources provided for this.
To ensure gender and climate justice, there is a need for governments, international agencies and
all stakeholders need to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Recognize the vital urgency of gender equality in the growing crises of climate change
issues and demonstrate leadership through top –level support for gender mainstreaming.
Ensure that women participate in all decisions related to climate change at all levels, in
order to build a truly global and effective alliance for climate protection and gender
justice.
Ensure gender mainstreaming –from UNFCCC to IPCC to national and local institutions
dealing with climate change –including installing a “gender watch system within the
UNFCCC and related processes.
Collect and publish gender disaggregated data taken at every level and where possible.
Undertake gender analysis of all climate change policies, programs, projects and budgetsfrom research programs to mitigation measures and adaptation plans.
Agree measurable gender related targets and create practical tools that help integrate
gender equality in climate protection.
Develop gender sensitive indicators to use in national governments; local and
international communications.
Design capacity building, education, and training in gender sensitive way and enhance
women’s access to them.
Invest in gender trainings to support processes of change towards gender equality,
sensitizing both men and women on the importance of gender analysis in the work that
they are doing.
Appropriately and sustain ably support all aspects of gender mainstreaming

Conclusion
Participation of women and gender experts in the climate process is crucial for developing just,
effective and efficient measures of climate protection. Climate protection needs women’s
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expertise, their perspectives, their political support and their engagement as key agents of
change.
Women should be targeted for educational programmes concerning climate change, for them to
be able to be in position to contribute to findings and implementation of climate change solutions
that are most likely to be successful within a community.
It is also important to recognize the diversity of women –young and old, rich and poor, urban and
rural and so on-the importance of gender expertise; one token woman at the table won’t do it.
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