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Abstract
It is becoming widely accepted that the impacts and effects of climate change are not gender neutral.
Some authors believe climate change disproportionately affects women, as they comprise the largest
proportion of the world’s poor. Others additionally suggest that factors such as gender-differentiated
interaction with the environment, gender-differentiated roles in the household and community, gender
inequality in access to social and physical goods, gender gaps in education, health, income and time,
and human rights violations, make women more vulnerable to climate change and thus affect the
effectiveness of their response and adaptation to climate change. Further quantitative and qualitative
research is needed in this area in order to generate more insight into the different dimensions of
climate change and women. This paper seeks to critically draw upon existing literature on the gender
dimensions of climate change in order to identify existing shortcomings as well as highlight areas that
if further explored could develop more equitable and appropriate climate change debate, policies and
programs.
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Introduction
Climate Change is a well-known global issue. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) in its Summary for Policymakers clearly states that it is a fact that the climate
is warming and during the past decades the cause has been mainly anthropogenic (IPCC
2007a). Observations show that there has been an increase in average global air and ocean
temperatures, variations that have resulted in a variety of problems including increased
frequency of extreme weather events, widespread melting of snow and ice, and bleaching of
coral reefs (IPCC 2007a).

The nature and extent of climate change impacts form a major threat to the world’s most
vulnerable people. It is widely accepted that those who are more marginalised and vulnerable
will experience the greatest impacts of climate change (IPCC 2007b), and sadly are the ones
with the least capacity to prepare and adapt. While the international climate change debate
has focused primarily on the broad scientific, political, economic and social factors it has
overlooked more specific and significant social implications and consequences. Women
constitute approximately 70 per cent of the world’s poor; this has recently lead to the
introduction of gender-sensitive perspectives in climate change debate, research and response
programs (Brody et al. 2008). For example, considering women as potential key contributors
to climate change policies is quite a new perspective on the topic (Dankelman et al. 2008).

This paper seeks to critically review existing literature on the gender dimensions of climate
change. Academic literature regarding the issue seems to have been shifting from more
conventional research on gender and the environment, gender and water, and gender and
disasters, to more focused research considering the direct linkages between gender and
climate change. The paper will first introduce the issue of climate change, to give the
necessary contextual background for the forthcoming discussions. Then vulnerability,
physical and social, relative to climate change will be discussed and different vulnerability
factors that can be used to identify social vulnerability groups will be identified. Throughout
this paper, the key social vulnerability group that will be analysed is ‘women’. Therefore
after discussing social vulnerability factors and vulnerable groups we will present different
arguments to suggest that there is a strong link between gender inequality and women’s
higher vulnerability to climate change. A key aspect of this issue is the ability of women to
respond and adapt to climate change, which leads to the discussion about gender-sensitive
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perspectives of coping with climate change. We will then briefly examine other discourses
linked to climate change and gender, including the feminization of poverty and women being
proactive and positive agents in adapting to climate change; this needs to be considered in
order to provide insight into other dimensions of the problem. Finally, the paper highlights
and recommends areas for further research, as a crucial step towards developing more
equitable and appropriate climate change policies and programs.

The context for this paper is women living in poor and underdeveloped countries – those
groups most likely to be the most vulnerable to climate change. Nonetheless, the themes and
concepts raised throughout the paper could potentially be extrapolated and applied, in some
degree, to women in developed countries and other social groups (e.g. men, children, the
elderly). Throughout the paper, ‘Gender’ will be used as a synonym for ‘female’ as this paper
focuses on women; however, this does not mean that we are falling into the common gendermeans-women trap as I acknowledge that men are also gendered human beings.

Climate Change
When discussing any topic related to climate change it is useful to begin by introducing
‘climate change’ in order to provide a contextual background and to ensure general
understanding of the issue. The climate has been changing (cooling and heating) for
millennia; however, it is in recent years (some point out the Industrial Revolution as a key
milestone) that human practices, such as the burning of fossil fuels and land-use changes
among many other actions, have lead to anthropogenic climate change (IPCC 2007a, Alston
2007). Carbon dioxide is the most important anthropogenic greenhouse gas; in 2005 the
atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide (379ppm) well exceeded the natural range (180300ppm) of the past 650,000 years (IPCC 2007a, p.2). The IPCC has a very high degree of
confidence that the global average net effect of human activities since 1975 has been one of
warming (IPCC 2007a, p.3). What is new about anthropogenic climate change, besides its
causes, is the speed and scale of change (Terry 2009).

The effects of a changing climate are vast, destructive, and have caused significant
ecological, political, economic and social instability around the world. For example, it is said
that rising sea levels may bring about food shortages (disruption in normal cropping cycles
and threaten low-lying agricultural land); extended droughts are producing water shortages;
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rising sea temperatures are resulting in coral bleaching; and changing patterns of precipitation
could possibly lead to intensified political competition for food, water and energy resources
(Dankelman et al. 2008).

Globally, it can be argued that the most critical social impact of climate change is human
security. The reduction in food security and access to water will increase mortality and
malnutrition (FAO 2007 cited in Alston 2007). Also related to security are the emerging
social issues of health and welfare associated with climate change, particularly as climate
change also threatens to increase poverty levels around the world (Alston 2007). This
perspective moves climate change away from purely scientific and technical discussions and
brings it to the centre of the 21st century sustainable development agenda (Dankleman 2010).

As a serious global threat, climate change requires an immediate global response. There are
two ways of tackling climate change: mitigation and adaptation. ‘Mitigation’ refers to
addressing factors that cause climate change while ‘adaptation’ deals with building capacity
to react to the impacts of climate change. According to the report prepared by Sir Nicholas
Stern in 2006, ‘The Economics of Climate Change’, “the benefits of strong and early action
far outweigh the economic costs of not acting” (p.vi). If early action is not taken the overall
costs and risks of climate change will be approximately the same as losing 5 per cent of
global gross domestic product (GDP) each year indefinitely (Stern 2006, p.vi). Nevertheless
climate change is not only an economic issue but is also a human issue, where actual costs
and risks are greater than those that can be identified, measured and quantified. Indeed
climate change is a complex issue and further discussions about the matter exceeds the
purpose of this paper.

‘Vulnerability’: Social Vulnerability factors
“Poor communities can be especially vulnerable, in particular, those concentrated in highrisk areas. They tend to have more limited adaptive capacities, and are more dependent on
climate-sensitive resources such as local water and food supplies” (IPCC 2007c, p.12)

The broadness of the term ‘vulnerability’ allows for multiple interpretations and lacks
meaning when not put into context. Various scholarly communities have been exploring the
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term ‘vulnerability’ in relation to climate change and more specifically to natural hazards.
According to Füssel (2010), who has written extensively on the matter, the two most wellknown interpretations of vulnerability are ‘contextual vulnerability’ (or starting-point
interpretation see Figure 1b and Table 1) and ‘outcome vulnerability’ (or end-point
interpretation see Figure 1a and Table 1). The most important factor when considering the
different frameworks is that the different interpretations of vulnerability produce different
rankings, which could then lead to different mitigation and adaptation strategies for reducing
vulnerability. ‘Outcome’ interpretations often focus on technological responses that could
minimize impacts, while ‘contextual’ interpretations focus on developing human response
capacity (Füssel 2010). The IPCC (2007c) defines vulnerability as a function of a system’s
exposure, sensitivity, and adaptability, which is mainly an ‘outcome’ interpretation. While
the interpretations are commonly used to better understand a system’s vulnerability (e.g. a
country’s vulnerability), to some extent they could be applied to further comprehend gender
vulnerability to climate change.

Figure 1: Frameworks depicting two interpretations of vulnerability to climate change: (a) outcome
vulnerability; (b) contextual vulnerability.
Source: [O'Brien et al. 2007 cited in Füssel 2010, p.5].
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Table 1: Two interpretations of vulnerability in climate change research.
End-point interpretation

Starting-point interpretation

Root Problem

Climate change

Social vulnerability

Policy context

Climate change mitigation,
compensation, technical adaptation

Social adaptation, sustainable
development

Illustrative policy question

What are the benefits of climate change
mitigation?

How can the vulnerability of societies to
climate hazard be reduced?

Illustrative research question

What are the expected net impacts of
climate change in different regions?

Why are some groups more affected by
climate hazards than others?

Vulnerability and adaptive capacity

Adaptive capacity determines
vulnerability

Vulnerability determines adaptive
capacity

Reference for adaptive capacity

Adaptation to future climate change

Adaptation to current climate variability

Starting point of analysis

Scenarios of future climate hazards

Current vulnerability to climatic stimuli

Analytical function

Descriptive, positivist

Explanatory, normative

Main discipline

Natural science

Social science

Meaning of ‘vulnerability’

Expected net damage for a given level
of global climate change

Susceptibility to climate change and
variability as determined by
socioeconomic factors

Qualification according to the
terminology from Section 2

Dynamic cross-scale integrated
vulnerability [of a particular system] to
global climate change

Current internal socioeconomic
vulnerability [of a particular social unit]
to all climatic stressors

Vulnerability approach

Integrated, risk-hazard

Political Economy

Reference

McCarthy et al. (2001)

Adger (1999)

Source: [Adapted from Füssel 2007 cited in Füssel 2010, p.6].

There are several indices that attempt to calculate a country’s social vulnerability to climate
change and natural hazards (e.g. Prevalent Vulnerability Index, National Adaptive Capacity
Index, Predicative Indicators of Vulnerability, and Socioeconomic Disaster Risk Index), yet
according to a comparative study carried out by Gall (2007 cited in Füssel 2010) they all
present some degree of conceptual, methodological and empirical weaknesses. In fact,
because ‘vulnerability’ is meaningless without a context (the particular vulnerable situation),
the author suggests that there is little agreement regarding which are the most vulnerable
countries. Undoubtedly climate change impacts are more heavily felt in poor countries and
communities, especially in crisis-prone countries where climate change could magnify
existing instability (Dankelman et al, 2008). Maplecroft is a well-known organisation that has
been researching the political, economic, social and environmental risks and responsibilities
that global businesses face today. Their screening tools and insights have been widely used
by leading global corporations across all sectors, governments, United Nation agencies and
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international non-governmental organisations (Maplecroft 2012). One of the products they
have developed is the ‘Climate Change Vulnerability Map and Index’ (see Figure 2a and 2b)
which revealed that in 2011 Bangladesh and India were the countries most vulnerable to
climate change.

Figure 2a (left) Source: [Maplecroft 2011 in Nellemann et al. (2011), p.12] and 2b (right)
Source: [Maplecroft 2011 in Kibria (2011), p.1].

A country’s vulnerability to climate change is commonly measured through observable data
that examines biophysical vulnerability and the vulnerability of the built environments. Less
is known about the social components of vulnerability, because those components are more
complex and difficult to quantify (Cutter et al. 2003). Social vulnerability frequently
considers individual characteristics and is, to some extent, a consequence of social and place
inequalities (Cutter et al. 2003). Despite this being a relatively new approach, there seems to
be a general consensus on the factors that influence social vulnerability (Cutter 2001a,
Tierney et al. 2000, Putnam 2000 and Blaikie et al. 1994 cited in Cutter et al. 2003, p.245):
− lack of access to resources, including information, knowledge and technology;
− limited access to political power and representation;
− social capital, including social networks and connection;
− beliefs and customs;
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− building stock and age;
− frail and physically limited individuals;
− and type and density of infrastructure and lifelines
Nevertheless identifying which specific variables are appropriate to measure the above
factors seems to be more complex. Table 2 lists aspects that influence social vulnerability
with the corresponding research and literature that have identified them (see Appendix 1 for
the full table). In the table the authors point out that gender, race, age and socioeconomic
status are the most accepted characteristics of social vulnerability among the literature.
However, other factors such as the built environment, although less considered, are very
important because they can influence the exposure and impacts related to climate change
events such as natural hazards.

Table 2: Social Vulnerability Concepts and Metrics.

Source: [Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley (2001); Heinz Center for Science, Economics, and the Environment (2002)
cited in Cutter et al. 2003, p.246-249]

Particularly relevant to this paper is the fact that within ‘gender’ it is women who are more
vulnerable to climate change as they “can have a more difficult time during recovery than
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men, often due to sector-specific employment, lower wages and family care responsibilities”
(Cutter et al. 2003, p.246).

‘Social vulnerability’ is a multidimensional concept and is more meaningful with a context
(Cutter et al. 2003). A woman in rural Africa will have a different degree of vulnerability to
flooding than a woman in rural Bangladesh for example. There is an opportunity and a
growing need for further research on how social vulnerability plays-off with climate change
and its threats. At the moment its role seems to be more supportive as to identifying which
characteristics and experiences of an individual, community, country or region, will make
them more (less) exposed to the impacts and will enable (prevent) them from being able to
prepare, respond and recover from the effects. Other authors that have been advocating for a
social vulnerability approach to climate change are Wisner et al. (2004), Lambrou and Piana
(2005), and Oswald Spring (2007).

Despite the extensive research being done in the matter of social vulnerability, some literature
suggests (Brody et al. 2008) that little research has been done on women as a group highly
vulnerable to climate change and their specific vulnerabilities.

Climate Change and Gender inequality: Is climate change gender neutral?
Women made up 55-70% of the Banda Aceh (Indonesia) tsunami deaths, and in the worst
affected village Kuala Cangkoy, in the North Aceh district, 80% of the deaths were women
(UNIFEM, 2005; Oxfam Briefing Note, 2005). According to BBC News online, of the 2003
French heat wave toll of 15,000, about 70% were women. And in the U.S., Hurricane Katrina
entrenched poor African-American women, who were already the most impoverished group
in the nation, into deeper levels of poverty (WEDO 2007 cited in Dankelman et al. 2008,
p.10).

Why are the gender perspectives on climate change becoming a growing issue of concern?
The vast majority of academics suggest that women comprise the largest percentage of the
world’s poor. It is commonly accepted that climate change exacerbates existing inequalities
in both key dimensions: livelihood security, and factors that are fundamental for coping with
change (education and wealth among others) (Masika 2002 cited in Brody et al. 2008). Also
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it is widely recognised that climate change poses a real threat and challenge to the
achievement of the Millennium Development Goals1, more specifically to the achievement of
sustainable development of poor, rural, mainly women, who will suffer disproportionately
from its impacts (Nampinga 2008). Finally, it is becoming highly recognized that the critical
roles women play within society provide a central opportunity for promoting effective
climate change adaptation and mitigation responses (Nellemann et al. 2011). Nevertheless
climate change does not discriminate, meaning men are also vulnerable, often in different
ways, and this distinction needs to be identified and taken into account for the development
of effective climate change policies and adaptation programs.

It has been noted that communities interact with their physical environment in a genderdifferentiated way (Dankelman 2002). This is one aspect that needs to be analysed when
determining the gender dimensions of climate change. As previously mentioned, one of the
most critical consequences of climate change is human security. The Women’s Environment
and Development Organization (WEDO) (2008 cited in Dankelman et al. 2008) developed
one of the many frameworks designed to understand and explain the relationship between
climate change, human security, and women (presented in Figure 3). Dankelman et al. (2008)
further explains this relationship (see Table 3 in Appendix 2) with a framework that suggests
that if human security were to be separated into: human survival, security of livelihood, and
dignity, then climate change will affect women in different ways depending on how it
impacts these three security factors. Also, different response strategies and policies will need
to be developed in accordance to this dynamic. For example, if an extreme weather event
occurs leading to an increase in injury rate, triggering a Human Security factor -Security of
Survival, more women then men will be injured (refer to Table 3 for more detail on how this
plays out). Thus improving homes could be an appropriate adaptive strategy for women
complemented by proper disaster preparedness programs from the government as the author
suggests.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

1
In September 2000 the Millennium Summit was held in New York where world leaders came together to adopt the United Nations
Millennium Declaration. The leaders committed their counties to a global partnership to reduce extreme poverty and as a result a series of
time-bound targets were developed, known as the Millennium Development Goals, to be achieved by 2015 (UN 2013).
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Figure 3: Relationship between climate change impacts on human security and vulnerability of
women.
Source: [WEDO 2008 presented in Dankelman et al. 2008, p.8].

The first two human security issues that come to mind related to climate change, mainly in
the developing regions, are food and water security. Within developing countries women are
more likely to have a primary role in agriculture, whereas in developed countries this role is
generally reversed (Alston 2007). This dynamic could be a consequence of the fact that 70
per cent of the 1.3 billion people living below the poverty line in developing countries are
women (Denton 2002, p.10) and also poor families highly rely on subsistence farming, as
they have no reliable alternative source of income to buy food. Therefore the level of
vulnerability women will have highly depends on the economic, political, social, and cultural
(traditions and prevailing norms) contexts.

Several publications have described with case studies the different roles that women have in
the management and use of land, water, energy and biodiversity (Dankelman 2002, Napinga
2008, Brody et al. 2008, Dankelman et al. 2008, Alston 2007, UN Women Watch 2009). In
terms of food security rural women and men generally play complimentary roles. However,
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there are regions and countries where women play a greater role than men and climate change
forces them to bear the burden of finding alternative ways to feed their families. For example,
in Sub-Saharan Africa women are responsible for 80 per cent of food production (Brody et al.
2008, p.4). Other factors, such as difficulty to access credit and laws restricting property and
land rights, make women in Africa even more vulnerable to food insecurity and climate
change. In developed countries like Australia, women mainly work off-farm to support the
family (Alston 2000 and Shortall 2002 cited in Alston 2007). Climate variability and the
recent prolonged drought have exacerbated women’s need to find alternative sources of
income and have also increased their on-farm work to assist the men. This has resulted in
differential workloads, sometimes forcing outward migration and family separation (Alston
2007).

Most of the world’s poor people, of which the majority are women, “live in water-scarce
countries and do not have access to safe and reliable supplies of water for productive and
domestic uses” (IFAD 2001 cited in Wahal and Hartl 2012, p.2). Water use and management
also presents a gender dimension which has been analysed quite deeply by the gender and
environment literature. In developing countries women generally assume the primary role of
collecting water for drinking, hygiene, and cooking, while men primarily use the water for
crop irrigation. Estimates indicate that on average women in developing countries walk
approximately 6km daily in search for fresh and clean water (UNFPA 2002 cited in Wahaj
and Hartl 2012). In the event of droughts and floods it is these women that will have to walk
even further, for longer, to find drinking water and provide the family with “secure” water for
both domestic and productive uses.

Women are also more vulnerable to the effects of climate change than men, essentially
because the socially constructed roles and responsibilities they have within communities and
the skewed power relations tend to make them more disadvantaged (Dankelman et al. 2008,
Napigna et al. 2008, Dankelman 2002, Brody et al. 2008, Alston 2007, Nellemann et al.
2011). This has been illustrated in a study carried out by the London School of Economics,
the University of Essex, and the Mak-Plack Institute of Economics, which analyses the
effects of disaster strength and its interaction with the socio-economic status of women on the
gender gap in life expectancy in a sample of up to 141 countries over the period 1981 to
2002. The research found that (1) natural disasters lower the life expectancy of women more
than that of men; (2) the stronger the disaster, the stronger this effect on the gender gap in
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life expectancy; (3) the higher women’s socio-economic status, the weaker this effect on the
gender gap in life expectancy (Neumayer and Plümper 2007 cited in Dankelman et al. 2008,
p.8), results attributed to the fact that women have socially gender-constructed vulnerabilities
built into their everyday socio-economic routines. In line with the above findings, Cutter et
al. (2003) summarised that “women can have a more difficult time during recovery than men,
often due to the sector-specific employment, lower wages and family care responsibilities”
(p.246). It is sometimes the culturally entrenched norms and values that make women more
vulnerable to climate change than men. Very often, women are not permitted to evacuate
their homes without the consent from their husbands or elders of their communities. Even
cultural dress codes, like long dresses, may make women less mobile when natural hazards
strike (Nellemann et al. 2011).

Another consequence of women’s socially constructed roles in communities is the increasing
climate change health related issues due to climate effects. For example it has been
recognised that rising sea levels, due to climate change, will bring about more water borne
diseases (Brody et al. 2008). Particularly for women, when drought occurs their responsibility
of collecting water will make them more exposed to malaria (Denton 2002). Also, water from
distant sources is often contaminated. With increased flooding the level of exposure to water
contaminants may be intensified and lead to health problems among this most disadvantaged
socio-economic group (UN Women Watch 2009). For example there have been several cases
of Arsenic contamination in Bangladesh as a consequence of flooding. Other climate change
health-related problems are the increased nutritional troubles that arise from food shortages
and heat-related mortality which increases with uncommon strong heat waves (UN Women
Watch 2009).

In some cases the disproportionately negative impacts women suffer are not always straight
forward because of the multiple roles they have (food producers and providers, care givers,
guardians of health and economic actors) and because of the context in which they live.
Women may present stress related illness and exhaustion as result of assuming the primary
responsibility for their families’ subsistence in the events of climate variability (Brody et al.
2008). Family separation, as women have to leave their homes in search for an alternative
income, may bring about further stress and financial pressure if mothers have to pay for
childcare for example. In times of climate-induced food shortages women tend to suffer more
from famine than men and present higher mortality rates as discrimination in food
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distribution may occur in both emergency relief assistance and within the household (Dr. Eve
Crowley cited in Nellemann et al. 2011). In addition to women’s regular activities, they are
generally expected to take care of the sick, young and elderly, putting additional workload
and stress on them in times of environmental disasters (IUCN/WEDO 2007 cited in Brody et
al. 2008). Sometimes, women and girls have to set aside their regular activities to assume
more supportive and productive household work, time that could be spent in school, social
participation or economic activity. For example, in urban areas women may spend several
hours queuing for water (Brody et al. 2008).

A relatively new and serious consequence of climate-related disasters is female harassment
and sexual assault when women walk long distances to fetch water, as well as within refugee
camps and in areas of conflict (Brody et al. 2008). Nellemann et al. (2011) draw on various
studies that “suggested that 95% of women and girls surveyed reported first-hand knowledge
of violence with 77% by family members” (p.6). Organised human trafficking is also
emerging as a potential risk associated with climate change. Often when climate-related
disasters strike, local security systems are disrupted allowing for human exploitation and
trafficking (Nellemann et al. 2011). Mati Nepal, an anti-trafficking organisation, stated that
during disaster human trafficking may increase by 20-30 per cent (Nellemann et al. 2011,
p.7). These issues illustrate how common social female responsibilities in the family make
women more vulnerable to the threats of climate change.

As noted above, gender inequality is major factor contributing to the vulnerability of women.
Other forms of gender inequality are in terms of access to economic resources, division of
labour, and differences in earnings (Brody et al. 2008, Dankelman et al. 2008). In developing
countries over-representation of women in agriculture, informal sectors and self-employment
make them more vulnerable to climate-related disasters because those sectors are often the
worst impacted. Even some developed countries present gender inequality dynamics. In
November 2012 Australia had a gender pay gap of 17.2 per cent, a gap that has been
increasing for the past 18 years nationwide (WGEA 2013). Women, by virtue of these
inequalities, have less resources and less adaptive capacity to respond to climate change
related disasters and shocks; in addition, climate change will exacerbate these inequalities by
removing opportunities for economic participation whilst overloading them with social
responsibilities.
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Gender-sensitive perspective of coping with Climate Change: Women responding,
adapting to and mitigating climate change
“Disasters don’t discriminate, but people do” (UNISDR 2009, p.iv)

A number of factors influence the effectiveness of women’s response and adaptation to
climate change, such as gender-differentiated interaction with the environment; genderdifferentiated roles in the household and community; gender inequality in access to social and
physical goods; gender gaps in education, health and income; and violation of human rights.
Hence a great deal or work is already being done by women, environment and development
agencies (WED) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) on the gender dimensions of
climate change mitigation, response and adaptation, commonly known as Disaster Risk
Reduction (DRR) programs. In particular, the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations
International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) have been working collaboratively
to integrate gender issues into DRR. A recent joint publication by these organisations
presents a very comprehensive approach to policy and practical guidance for introducing
gender perspectives into DRR (UNISDR 2009).

Women, as the majority of world’s poor, should be the centre of adaptation programs as
climate change becomes more threatening, climate-induced disasters become more frequent,
and climate-related problems more severe (Nellemann et al. 2011). The Hyogo Framework
for Action (HFA) 2005-2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to
Disasters highlights the need to integrate a gender perspective in all DRR policies, planning
and decision making process (including risk assessment, early warning, information
management, and education and training). The UNISDR report states that work towards
promoting gender equality into DRR programs has mainly focused on advocacy and
awareness-raising (UNISDR 2009). At an operational level gender-sensitive DRR seems to
be slow and inconsistent, whilst at a government level progress in recognising and
introducing gender issues in national DRR strategies is still far from sufficient. By 2009,
although 51 of 62 national reports lodged with UNISDR acknowledged gender as being
important to DRR strategies, this is still not reflected in policies and programs (UNISRD
2009, p.3). In 2013, a mid-term review of the HFA revealed that the majority of countries
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reporting on its implementation do not consider gender issues during disaster planning and
often ignore the contributions of women (McClean 2013).

The rationale behind a gender-sensitive DRR program is simple. The impact of a disaster is
dependent on two factors: natural hazards and community vulnerability. As stated before,
women’s roles in society and their socio-economic status largely make them more vulnerable
to climate change-related disasters. Women firstly have to have the ability to respond to
climate challenges and this ability to cope depends highly on their underlying health,
wellbeing and support networks. Secondly, women have to have the ability to adapt to
climate change, and this depends on their access to natural, physical and economic resources,
knowledge, information, relevant skills and cultural barriers (UN Women Watch 2009,
Nampinga 2008, Dankelman et al. 2008).

As with every complex issue, climate change gender-specific adaptation and mitigation
strategies and programs present challenges and barriers. Authors like Dankelman (2002) and
Terry (2009) argue that the underlying framework in climate change issues is stereotypically
‘masculine’. For example, in developing countries the main providers, managers and users of
energy in the households are women; however, organisations that make decisions affecting
energy policies are male-dominated organisations (Dankelman 2002). Singh et al. (2010)
interestingly suggest that issues mostly concerning women fail to be incorporated and
discussed in the political agenda as women still play a small role in governments. Meaning,
the exclusion of women in policymaking will often result in a skewed decision-making
process and outcome.

Therefore, to enable effective climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts, it is necessary
that programs address the wide range of barriers and challenges related to gender inequalities
and that gender-sensitive capacity-building programs be designed and implemented
(Nellemann et al. 2011 and Denkelman 2002). “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” (UNISDR 2005, p.4). Further detail of DRR a gender-sensitive DRR exceeds the
purpose of this paper.
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Beyond vulnerability discourse
Greater insight into the issue of climate change and gender is yet needed, as the gender
dimensions of the problem are far reaching – academics, NGO’s and UN affiliates are only
starting to comprehend some of the numerous dimensions.

The women, environment and development research and academic literature has been
showing a tendency of talking about the gender aspects of climate change as if women were
no more than victims (Dankelman 2002, Arora-Jonsson 2011, MacGregor 2010). Writers
such as Terry (2009), Dankelman et al. (2008) and Brody et al. (2008), among many others,
have analysed this ‘vulnerability’ discourse and suggest that women have in fact been
proactive and positive agents in adapting to climate change. Too often women are perceived
as the main victims of climate change under three main arguments: firstly, because women
comprise the highest percentage of poor; secondly, because the socially constructed roles and
responsibilities they have within communities make them more vulnerable to climate change;
and thirdly, because they have a higher mortality rate than men in climate-induced disasters.
While these three arguments are worrying, they communicate through a ‘victim talk’ that
could be problematic (MacGregor 2010). Some authors discuss that poor women from the
developing south only enter the climate change discussion because they are considered
victims, making them a one-dimensional object and portrayed as not able to cope without the
United Nation’s help (MacGregor 2010).

This negative stereotype perpetuates the idea that all women are poor and that poor are
always the most vulnerable, whish generally implies that we must look after them, as they are
unable to look after themselves as opposed to using their local knowledge and capacity
building to strengthen their resilience to climate change. Generalisation that all women are
homogeneous together with the ‘feminisation of poverty’ (Arora-Jonsson 2011) can lead to
unsustainable coping strategies. Making women the centre and main priority of climate
change adaptation and mitigation programs could imply that resources must be redirected to
them which can have a negative overall impact on poverty. Also, channelling resources to
women (material, economic, technological) does not change the unjust underlying paradigms
upon which the climate change discourses are built. In return women become overburdened
instead of positively reattributed.
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Seema Arora-Jonsson interestingly suggests (2011) there does not have to be a universal
direct correlation between women, poverty and vulnerability. MacGregor adds, that the
approach the gender and climate change literature takes is impact-focused in that if impacts
can be measured and female victims are counted, then there will be enough empirical
evidence to prove the ‘gender and climate change’ case. MacGregor is also concerned with
the fact that a quantitative impact-focused approach leaves little room for case studies to
include the voices of those women who are genuinely being impacted climate change.

These discourses seem to illustrate how making gender vulnerability and climate change an
issue of poverty or social construction of roles for example, is simpler than directing attention
to the gender characteristics of governments, institutions and development agencies
themselves (Jackson 1996 cited in Arora-Jonsson 2011). Just to give some examples: only 16
per cent of the IPCC scientists are female; only 7 of the 146 national delegations participating
in the New York Climate Summit were headed by women; and most of the prominent
political and celebrity climate change spokespeople are male (MacGregor 2010, p.230).

Areas for future research
As previously drawn, “the wide-reaching and very profound effects that climate change will
have on human societies are less well-understood, and it is fair to say that academics, gender
and development practitioners, and women’s rights advocates are still only starting to
grapple with its many gender dimensions” (Terry 2009, p.5). Hence areas for future research
keep growing as the ‘gender and climate change’ debate becomes more relevant. The
BRIDGE paper written by Brody et al (2009, p.21-22) and several of the authors referenced
throughout this paper suggest and discuss the shortcomings of the current debate and propose
areas which if further explored can take the debate to a whole other level.

Gender and climate change impacts
-

How do climate change impacts differ between women and men in underresearched contexts? More specifically, what different climate-induced events affect
women and men differently and in what ways? Why are men and women affected
differently considering the specific contexts? Do social vulnerability factors vary from
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households, community or even region? Can social vulnerability indicators be
compared?
-

Which would be the appropriate coping strategies and adaptation priorities for
men and women? More clarity is needed on the different vulnerability factors
between men and women. Evaluation and documentation of current mitigation and
adaptation strategies that have been effective could help to identify any gender focus.

-

Climate change and women in urban contexts. In depth research and understanding
is needed on why, how and to what extent women in urban areas are vulnerable to
climate change as the majority of the literature and research focuses on poor women
of the rural south. Impacts are socially and culturally specific. What would be the
appropriate coping strategies and adaptation priorities for women in peri-urban and
urban areas?

-

Climate change and woman in developed countries. How vulnerable are women
from medium/high socioeconomic levels to climate change? Does vulnerability differ
between women and men from the same socioeconomic level? In what ways can
women from developed regions suffer from climate change variations? Are climate
change mitigation and adaptation strategies in developed regions ignoring gender
differentiated vulnerability?

-

Grow-out of Generalisations. Women tend to be represented as a homogeneous
group and in fact different characteristics will shape and affect their vulnerability and
ability to cope (Nellemann et al. 2011). Therefore how does climate change impact
women from different backgrounds, including culture, age, race, ethnicity, marital
status, profession, etc.? What are, or should be, the coping strategies and adaptation
priorities for each different group? Generalisations make it challenging to meet the
highly specific needs of particular groups of women or men (Arora-Jonsson 2011).

-

Gender-sensitive responses to climate-related events.

What are the effects of

climate-related disasters on women, e.g. displacement? What other issues emerge
from the effects of disasters, e.g. discriminatory access to food? More qualitative
research is needed in order to have more insights on the different dimensions of
climate change and women.
-

Disasters and displacement: How can gender-sensitive responses better address the
emerging issues of gender violence, harassment and sexual abuse among the many
other problems? Are there barriers preventing appropriate gender-sensitive responses,
e.g. culture? How can these barriers be addressed? Considering the growing numbers
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of environmental displacements, gender-sensitive research is needed to address the
resulting needs of female migration appropriately.
-

Health: What are the gender-specific uses of health facilities related to climaterelated events? Can the increased exposure to diseases related to climate change be
prevented? Detailed research is needed to identify how access to health can be
improved.

-

Agriculture: More research is needed into how agricultural productivity and food
security affects women and what adaptation strategies would improve their ability to
cope. Are technology and financial resources easier to access by women or men? How
can land and property rights be secure, for both women and men, in disaster prone
areas?

-

Water: To what extent does climate-induced flooding (contamination of supply) and
drought (lack of water) force women to walk longer distances to collect water? How
can the burden (physical demand, psychological stress) of collecting water in a
climate changing context be reduced for women? What are the challenges related to
climate change, women and water in the urban context?

-

Clarity in data and figures: ‘Gender statistics’ is a relative new field (Singh et al.
2010). In fact Arora-Jonsson 2011 states that no scientific study ever cited to
document the statement that 70 per cent of all poor are women. Gender-specific
vulnerability assessments need to be conducted in order to allow gender-focused
analysis of current climate change impacts and policies. Can gender sensitive
indicators be constructed? Can data be gender-disaggregated? Does quantitative data
correctly inform policies and mechanism or does qualitative data need to be given a
greater importance? Does country vulnerability aggregated data hide political and
cultural or ethical controversies?

-

Awareness, education and training. Further research is required into how to better
target information, mitigation and adaptation strategies, awareness raising campaigns
targeted at women for the purpose of behaviour change and survival. Are women able
to build proper resilience to climate change (anticipation strategies, early warning and
prevention)?

Gender and Climate change decision-making
-

Identifying and overcoming barriers to women participating in decision-making.
Women are often excluded from the decision-making process (Wahal and Hartl
2012). What are the current levels of women participating in decisions related to
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climate change at local, national and regional levels? Is female participation in the
decision-making considered in terms of quantity or quality? What are the barriers to
participation and are the barriers being heard and taken seriously? Further research is
needed in this area as to guarantee women’s voices are included across sectors and in
all institutions.
-

Institutional enhancement. Few existing DRR policies are gender-sensitive
(UNISDR 2009). Can national and international institutions adapt and be flexible
enough to push gender-sensitive DRR policies and programmes throughout? What
capacities, skills, mechanisms, values and norms need to be enhanced? Is there a clear
benefit of mainstreaming a gender perspective into climate change? Do decisionmakers understand the benefits?

Conclusion
From the above discussions we can conclude that it is commonly agreed that including
women in decision-making processes around climate change adaptation and mitigation
policies at local, regional and international levels will address issue of gender inequality and
should improve the effectiveness of women and therefore the community’s response to
climate change (Brody et al 2008). Further research into the areas suggested above –
disaggregated data collection and identifying vulnerability of women in the developed world
among many others – is a crucial step towards developing more equitable and appropriate
climate change policies and programs.

There is an urgent need to clearly and critically examine women’s demands, concerns,
experiences, priorities and needs as an approach to gender, climate change and development
research and action (Nellemann et al. 2011). Also particular attention needs to be given to
particular contexts in which individuals, and particularly women, experience the
anthropogenic climate-induced changes (O’Biren 2007 cited in Dankelman et al. 2008).

Racheal Nampinga, Program Director of Eco-Watch Africa (2008), presented in the fiftysecond session of the UN’s Commission on the Status of Woman a series of
recommendations that governments, international agencies and stakeholders should consider
in order to properly address the issues of gender equality and climate justice:
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− 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
budgets-from 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

Does gender mainstreaming2 fit into these goals and policies? Lastly, gender and climate
change is a trans-national issue and as such it presents diverse international and local
implications for countries highly vulnerable to climate change. Today Australia has a clear
set of climate change goals and policies. According to the UNEP the Australian Government
has reported that “gender analysis and mainstreaming are embedded within its government
policies, all departments are encouraged to ensure hat gender issues are considered
throughout the policy process” (UNEP cited in Wanner 2009, p.855). Despite this
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

2
“Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, including
legislation, policies or programmes, in any area and at all levels. It is a strategy for making the concerns and experiences of women as well
as of men an integral part of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic
and societal spheres, so that women and men benefit equally, and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal of mainstreaming is to
achieve gender equality” (UN Economic and Social Council cited in Wanner 2009, p.853).
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declaration, gender is not mentioned in the paper published by the Australian Government
which sets out the Government’s vision for adapting to the impacts of climate change and
proposes practical steps to realise this vision (Department of Climate Change and Energy
Efficiency 2010). The National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility (NCCARF)
has developed nine key research areas that will ensure Australian decision makers have
robust knowledge and information when making decisions about climate change; however,
women do not form part of any of them. Moreover, of all the research projects done under
NCCARF umbrella, only one addresses gender issues of climate change (Understanding how
the use of intertidal marine resources by Indigenous women in the Northern Territory will be
affected by climate change, and their preferred adaptation options) and only as part of
Indigenous Community research (NCCARF 2012, p.8). This general neglect of gender
dimensions of climate change reduces Australia’s chance to achieve “effective and socially
just solutions to climate change” (Wanner 2009, p.856). If Australia seeks to genuinely
embed gender mainstreaming into its policies, then all dimensions of the gender gap need to
be urgently addressed and gender analysis has to become common practice in climate change
policy making.
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Appendix 1

Table 2: Social Vulnerability Concepts and Metrics.
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Source: [Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley (2001); Heinz Center for Science, Economics, and the
Environment (2002) cited in Cutter et al. 2003, p.246-249]
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Appendix 2
Table 3: Human security, Climate Change and Gender.
Human Security
Security of
Survival

Security
Aspect
Mortality/injury

Climate change

Gender aspect

- Mortality through
different extreme
weather events

- More women than
men injured or die

Adaptive strategies
women
- Looking for safe
shelter; improving
homes and houses
- Disaster risk reduction

Health

- Increased infectuous
diseases vectors
- Physical and mental
stress

- Women bear the
brunt of taking care of
the sick, disabled
- HIV / AIDS increases
due to early marriage,
forced prostitution, etc.

- Medicinal plants and
application of other
preventive or alternative
methods

Opportunities
(policy, etc.)
- Disaster
preparedness
- Early warning
systems
- Gender-specific
(women’s participation
and access/control)
- Access to health
facilities and service
(for women)
- Monitoring health

- Increase in caring
tasks

- Reproductive health
facilities

- women lack access
to (reproductive)
health services

Security of
Livelihood

Food security

- Agricultuural
production changes

- Loss of medicinal
plants/biodiversity
- More time and
energy needed for
food production

- Fisheries stock
- Increased workburned
- Calorie-deficiencies
/hunger

- Adapting the
agricultural practices:
switching to other crops,
animals, or to other
methods
- Saving food, seed, and
animals

- Agricultural
extension in adaptive
strategies, e.g mixed
cropping, better
adapted crops
/livestock

- Adaptation diets

- Affordable and
ecologically-sound
agricultural imputs

- Buying food

-Better nutrition

- Budgetary problems

- Land rights for
women

Water security

- Lack of water
- Pollution and
salination of water
- Floodig

Energy
security

- Lack of biomass fuel
- Dysfunctioning
hydropower

- More time and
energy needed for
water provision
(household
/agriculture)

- Water-saving
practices, including
rainwater harvesting

- Marketing facilities
- Safeguarding of
afforable drinking
water

- Purchasing water from
water-vendors

- Safe sanitation
facilities

- Increased workburden
- Health problems
- More time and
energy needed for fuel
collection
- Increased work-

- Preservation of
wetlands
- Switching to other
energy-sources

- Prvision of fuel
sources

- Use of energy saving
devices

- Provision of (and
tranining in) energy-
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burden

Environmental
security

Shelter
security

Economic
security

- Environmental
processes and
services jeopardized

- Housing,
infrastructure and
services destroyed

- Decreased income
generating and credit
opportunities

- Inferior energysources: indoor
pollution
- Poorest women living
in insecure
environments most
affected

- Limited land rights
- Excluded from land
Planning
- Male out-migration
- Women working in
informal sector most
affected
- Costs for household
budget increase (e.g.
buying water)

Dignity

Basic human
rights

Capacity

Participation

- Triggers violation of
basic human rights:
stress factor increases

- Lack of education
and Income
generation
opportunities

- No/limited part in
decision-making; lack
of information

- Male out-migration:
increase female
headed households
- Violence against
women: at household
level, in conflicts

- Girls dropping out of
Schools

- Advocacy

saving devices
- Ecological
regeneration

- Building more secure
houses

- Ecological
restoration

- Cleaning up the
environment

- Safe shelter areas

- Regenerating the
environment
- Building more secure
housing

- Safe shelters and
solid housing

- Seeking shelter:
migration
- Saving on expenses or
money for lean times
- Selling of assets and
services
- Alternative income
generating activities

- Organization of women
- Social networks

- Self-training, support
groups and networks

- Affordable credit and
financial facilities for
women
- Provision of
alternative livelihood
options

- Supporting facilities
(including counseling,
community based
organizations (CBOs)
- Defense of women’s
rights
- Education
- Skills training

- No time left for
education, training,
income generation
- Lack of women’s
participation in climate
change adaptation
activity
- Priorities neglected

- Organization

- Access to
information

- Advocacy
- Participation

- Ensure women’s
participation (in
planning and decisionmaking)
- Involvement of men
in gender training

Source: [Adapted from Dankleman et al. 2008, p.14-15].
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