
5 Gender and environment

Learning objectives

When you have finished reading this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand	ecofeminism	and	its	various	alternatives
●	 be	aware	of	the	factors	influencing	gender	differences	in	

environmental	perception
●	 realize	how	natural	resource	use	is	gendered
●	 appreciate	the	gendered	impact	of	natural	hazards.

Since	the	final	decade	of	the	twentieth	century	interest	in	the	analysis	
of	women/environment	interaction	and	the	gendered	impact	of	
environmental	policies	has	increased	worldwide.	Meetings	such	as	the	
Global	Assembly	of	Women	and	the	Environment	in	Miami	in	
November	1991	and	the	Global	Forum,	held	in	Rio	de	Janeiro	in	June	
1992,	were	aimed	at	both	development	activists	and	popular	
audiences.	The	Women’s	Action	Agenda	21,	which	resulted	from	
these	meetings,	is	a	call	for	feminist	collaboration	in	environmental	
action	and	goes	far	beyond	the	official	UNCED	position	on	women	
and	the	environment	contained	in	Chapter	24	of	‘Agenda	21’,	the	
global	action	plan	adopted	in	Rio	de	Janeiro.	Chapter	24	is,	however,	a	
major	step	forward	in	attitudes	on	the	part	of	signatory	governments,	
although	limited	by	the	structural	inertia	of	official	policy	formulation	
and	a	resource-	based	approach	to	sustainable	development.

The	Rio	Earth	Summit	led	to	the	founding	of	the	Women’s	
Environment	and	Development	Organization	(WEDO)	in	New	York	
in	1990.	After	Rio,	increasing	numbers	of	women	became	involved	in	
issues	of	environmental	sustainability,	biodiversity,	climate	change	
and	protection	of	natural	resources.	These	women	bring	a	gender	
analysis	and	a	human	rights	framework	to	these	issues	(Khosla	2002a).

Most	governments	have	not	lived	up	to	their	commitments	made	at	the	
Rio	Earth	Summit.	Recognizing	this,	the	World	Summit	on	
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Sustainable	Development	(WSSD),	held	in	Johannesburg	in	2002,	
focused	on	implementation.	The	ideas	of	the	Rio	Agenda	21,	the	
Millennium	Development	Goals	adopted	by	most	countries	in	2000	
and	the	commitments	made	at	the	World	Trade	Organization	Doha	
Ministerial	meeting	of	2001	and	at	the	Monterey	March	2002	
Conference	on	Financing	for	Development	were	all	rolled	into	one	
Plan	of	Implementation.	The	WSSD	decided	that	the	five	key	areas	in	
which	action	should	be	taken	in	order	to	relieve	poverty	were	water,	
energy,	health,	agriculture	and	biodiversity	(Percival	2002).	This	focus	
culminated	in	the	Sustainable	Development	Goals	of	2015.

Increases	in	population	in	the	poorest	countries,	better	recognition	of	the	
role	of	transnational	corporations	in	globalization	and	underfunding	of	
the	United	Nations	have	led	to	a	new	emphasis	on	public/private	
partnerships.	The	United	Nations	proposed	in	Johannesburg	that	private	
partnerships	should	be	formed	between	any	combination	of	civil	society	
organizations,	governments,	UN	agencies	and	the	private	sector	to	
implement	projects	for	sustainable	development.	Women’s	groups	at	the	
Johannesburg	Summit	asked	about	the	accountability	of	such	
partnerships	and	suggested	that	they	might	be	a	cover	to	absolve	
national	governments	from	their	responsibilities	for	implementing	the	
Rio	Earth	Summit	commitments.	As	concern	for	increasing	global	
inequalities,	climate	change	and	environmental	degradation	grew,	
feminist	political	ecology	(Elmhirst	2015)	approaches	came	to	bear	on	
issues	of	sustainability.	A	common	theme	is	that	men	and	women	hold	
gender-	differentiated	attitudes	to	natural	resources	through	their	
particular	roles,	knowledge	and	responsibilities	in	the	household,	
making	gender	a	critical	variable	in	shaping	processes	of	ecological	
change	and	the	pursuit	of	viable	livelihoods.

Women	in	many	parts	of	the	world	are	involved	in	grassroots	
environmentalist	activism	(Rocheleau	et al.	1996;	Robinson	2018).	
They	have	also	fought	against	local	toxic	waste	issues	(Miller	et al.	
1996;	Bru-	Bistuer	1996)	and	against	destruction	of	forests	(Wastl-	
Walter	1996;	Campbell	et al.	1996;	Sarin	1995;	Nesmith	and	Radcliffe	
1993).	Many	have	seen	these	activities	and	the	associated	high-	profile	
social	movements	as	proof	that	women’s	natural	closeness	to	nature	
makes	them	more	aware	of	environmental	issues	than	men,	resulting	in	
the	ideology	of	ecofeminism	(Shiva	1989;	Mies	and	Shiva	1993).	
However,	although	many	of	these	grassroots	movements	are	
fundamentally	humanitarian,	pluralistic	and	activist,	women’s	
organizations	are	neither	inherently	altruistic	nor	environmentalist.	The	
Indian	Chipko	movement,	often	seen	as	an	attempt	to	protect	forest	
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resources	by	local	women,	has	recently	been	interpreted	as	not	being	an	
example	of	women’s	links	with	the	ecological	needs	of	their	region	but	
with	livelihood	issues,	and	has	become	a	symbol	of	non-	violent	protest	
and	part	of	a	broader	current	of	grassroots	actions	(Leach	2016).

What	little	information	exists	on	gender	differences	in	environmental	
perception	and	values	tends	to	show	that	although	women	may	be	
more	concerned	about	environmental	issues	than	men,	they	are	less	
politically	active	on	these	issues	(McStay	and	Dunlap	1993).	Case	
studies	from	many	countries	reveal	that	differences	on	environmental	
priorities	between	the	genders	tend	to	be	modest.	Studies	of	rural	
communities	often	show	diverse	links	between	environmental	
attributes	and	gender	(Leach	et al.	1995).	As	a	result,	no	firm	
conclusions	can	be	drawn	as	to	gender	differences	in	general	
environmental	perception.

Much	of	the	contemporary	work	on	examining	gender	differences	in	
environmental	perception	is	driven	by	an	interest	in	understanding	
women’s	role	in	the	environmental	movement	and	in	harnessing	them	as	
‘managers’	of	the	environment.	It	is	often	asserted	that	women’s	
relationship	with	the	environment	is	‘special’	and	that	women	are	more	
motivated	than	men	to	work	for	the	enhancement	of	the	sustainability	of	
the	environment.	This	has	encouraged	development	agencies	to	assume	a	
synergy	between	women	and	environment	when	allocating	aid,	with	the	
result	that	‘there	are	serious	risks	of	simply	adding	environment	to	the	
already	long	list	of	women’s	caring	roles,	instrumentalizing	women	as	a	
source	of	cheap	or	unrewarded	labour’	(Leach	et al.	1995:	7).	A	gender-	
based	approach	to	environmental	issues,	rather	than	a	narrow	focus	on	
women’s	environmental	roles,	can	enable	separate,	complementary	and	
conflicting	interests	to	be	identified	in	ways	that	should	lead	to	
improvements	in	the	sustainability	and	equity	of	environmental	policy.

Ecofeminism

‘Ecofeminism’	has	been	defined	as	

a movement that makes connections between environmentalisms 
and feminisms: more precisely, it articulates the theory that the 
ideologies that authorize injustices based on gender, race and 
class are related to the ideologies that sanction the exploitation 
and degradation of the environment.

(Sturgeon	1997:	25)
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In	this	definition,	Noel	Sturgeon	provides	a	very	broad	and	apparently	
innocuous	definition	of	ecofeminism,	yet	much	of	the	work	on	gender	
and	the	environment	(Agarwal	1992;	Leach	et al.	1995;	Rocheleau	et 
al.	1996;	Sachs	1997;	Seager	1997)	insists	on	locating	itself	outside	
ecofeminism.	Silvey	(1998)	suggests	that	political	activists	have	been	
more	willing	to	identify	with	ecofeminism	than	have	academics,	
perhaps	because	research	labelled	ecofeminist	was	actively	excluded	
from	many	academic	agendas	(Gaard	1994;	Sturgeon	1997),	but	she	
argues	that	linking	one’s	research	to	ecofeminism	can	contribute	to	
feminist	environmental	and	political	goals.	Ecofeminism	may	be	
broken	down	into	four	different	types:	liberal,	cultural,	social	and	
socialist	(Merchant	1992).	All	ecofeminists	share	an	environmental	
‘ethic	of	care’	based	on	women’s	biology,	labour	or	social	position	but	
their	strategies	for	change	differ.	Liberal	ecofeminists	tend	to	work	
within	existing	structures	of	governance	by	changing	laws	and	
regulations	relating	to	women	and	the	environment.	Cultural	
ecofeminists	criticize	patriarchy	and	emphasize	the	symbolic	and	
biological	links	between	women	and	nature.	Social	and	socialist	
ecofeminists	focus	on	social	justice	issues	and	analyse	the	ways	in	
which	both	patriarchy	and	capitalism	contribute	to	men’s	domination	
of	women	and	nature.	Sachs	(1997),	however,	emphasizes	the	
similarities,	showing	that	both	ecofeminists	and	their	critics	focus	on	
three	major	issues:	(1)	women’s	relationships	with	nature;	(2)	the	
connections	between	the	domination	of	women	and	the	domination	of	
nature;	and	(3)	the	role	of	women	in	solving	ecological	problems.

The	separation	between	nature	and	culture	is	paralleled	by	other	
dualisms	of	female/male,	body/mind	and	emotion/reason.	Western	
philosophy	links	women	with	nature,	body	and	emotion,	while	men	
are	associated	with	culture,	mind	and	reason.	Women	are	considered	
to	be	more	environmentally	sensitive	than	men	because	of	their	
traditional	caring	and	nurturing	role.	It	is	suggested	that	the	
preconceived	similarities	of	passivity	and	life-	giving	qualities	between	
women	and	nature	make	both	equally	vulnerable	to	male	domination	
(Merchant	1992).

Ecofeminism	consists	of	several	strands	relating	to	the	connections	
between	women	and	nature.	Two	major	tenets	are,	first,	the	co-	
domination	of	women	and	nature	(Plumwood	1993;	Warren	1990);	
and	second,	Shiva	(1989)	extends	this	to	blame	Western	science	and	
colonial	development	policies	for	the	negative	impact	of	economic	
development	on	both	the	environment	and	on	women’s	lives	in	the	
Global	South.	Cultural	ecofeminists	emphasize	the	importance	of	
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biology	in	bringing	women	closer	to	nature,	arguing	that	the	female	
biological	processes	of	pregnancy	and	childbirth	are	the	source	of	
women’s	power	and	ecological	activism.	Such	views	have	been	
critiqued	as	essentialist,	universalist,	reductionist	and	as	having	a	
focus	on	personal	spirituality.	These	criticisms	are	briefly	reviewed	in	
the	following	section.

Many	social	scientists,	especially	those	working	on	development	
issues,	find	ecofeminist	views	based	in	biology	unhelpful.	Dianne	
Rocheleau	and	colleagues	state	that	there	are	‘real	not	imagined,	
gender	differences	in	experiences	of,	responsibility	for,	and	interests	
in	“nature”	and	environments	…	and	these	differences	are	not	rooted	
in	biology	per	se’	(1996:	3).	They	prefer	a	feminist	political	ecology	
approach,	which	brings	a	feminist	perspective	to	political	ecology	
and	‘treats	gender	as	a	critical	variable	in	shaping	resource	access	
and	control,	interacting	with	class,	caste,	race,	ethnicity	to	shape	
processes	of	ecological	change’	(ibid.:	4).	Agarwal	(1992)	takes	the	
critique	of	ecofeminism’s	universalist	and	anti-	materialist	views	
further,	pointing	out	that	ecofeminism	fails	to	take	into	account	not	
only	differences	of	class	and	race	but	also	of	occupation	and	
geographical	context.	She,	like	Rocheleau	et al.,	insists	that	an	
understanding	of	the	connections	between	people	and	the	
environment	requires	a	critique	grounded	in	the	realities	of	men’s	
and	women’s	lives.	She	proposes	an	alternative	theoretical	position	
of	feminist	environmentalism	based	on	regional	patterns	of	gendered	
differences	in	divisions	of	labour,	property	ownership	and	power	
(Agarwal	1997a).	Sachs	(1997)	also	stresses	the	importance	of	
difference,	suggesting	that	a	postmodern	emphasis	on	local	
knowledge	rather	than	universal	truths	is	especially	useful	for	
exploring	women’s	understanding	of	the	environment.

Others	critique	the	focus	on	women	alone	as	being	too	narrow,	as	it	
makes	men	invisible	(Braidotti	et al.	1994;	Leach	et al.	1995),	and	
instead	emphasize	the	importance	of	understanding	processes	of	
resource	use	and	their	structuring	by	gender	relations.	Thus	they	
stress	a	move	from	a	Women,	Environment	and	Development	
(WED)	approach	to	one	of	Gender,	Environment	and	Development	
(GED).	Such	postmodern	approaches	have	been	criticized	as	
undermining	the	political	power	of	ecofeminism.	However,	King	
sees	ecofeminism’s	universalist	tendencies	as	unifying:	‘politically,	
ecofeminism	opposes	the	ways	that	differences	can	separate	women	
from	each	other	through	the	oppressions	of	class	privilege,	sexuality	
and	race’	(1983:	15).
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Ecofeminism	also	tends	to	essentialize	nature	itself.	It	considers	nature	
to	encompass	all	ecological	aspects	of	the	environment	as	well	as	
natural	(biological)	human	needs	and	capacities.	Leach	et al.	argue	
that	‘equating	“the	environment”	with	“nature”	can	obscure	the	
historical	and	continued	shaping	of	landscapes	by	people,	often	within	
conceptions	of	society	and	environment	as	inseparable’	(1995:	3).	
Such	arguments	further	undermine	the	overarching	view	of	
ecofeminism.	It	was	presented	at	the	1992	Rio	UNCED	Global	fora	as	
being	generalizable	to	all	women.	As	Braidotti	et al.	(1994:	164)	note,	
essentialist	ecofeminism	was	seen	as	a	source	of	women’s	
empowerment	by	reversing	‘patriarchal	power	structures	and	[placing]	
women	at	the	top	of	new	gynocentric	hierarchies’.	However,	they	
concluded	that:	

Despite its powerful mobilizing potential, this approach may 
become a self- defeating strategy, in particular as it has 
marginalized other approaches in ecofeminism and led to the 
disenchantment of many women in the environmental movement 
with associating themselves with ecofeminist positions.

(Braidotti	et al.	1994:	165)

Both	Rocheleau	et al.	(1996)	and	Leach	et al.	(1995)	point	out	the	
difficulty	experienced	by	many	researchers	in	reconciling	ecofeminist	
views	with	the	everyday	situations	found	in	the	field.	All	these	authors	
stress	the	need	to	provide	a	local	context	for	any	study	of	gender	and	
the	environment,	by	contextualizing	development	in	the	social	and	
natural	environment.	Kirk	argues	that	a	sense	of	place	is	something	
few	ecofeminists	address,	‘perhaps	because	many	of	us	live	in	urban	
areas	or	are	relatively	mobile’	(1998:	192).	On	the	other	hand,	to	
assume	that	certain	cultural	groups	have	a	natural	affinity	with	the	
land	is	equally	essentialist.	Thus	ecofeminism	suffers	from	multiple	
essentialisms,	not	only	of	women	and	of	ethnic	groups	but	also	of	
nature/environment	itself.	An	awareness	of	these	underlying	
assumptions	makes	it	possible	to	carry	out	relevant	community-	based	
environmental	work,	while	avoiding	essentialist	arguments	about	the	
uniqueness	and	profundity	of	land-	based	local	cultures.	Yet	Leach	
(2016)	points	out	that	ecofeminism	has	inspired	endorsement	of	local	
and	indigenous	knowledge	and	practices.

Moreover,	the	association	of	women	and	nature	is	not	a	transhistorical	
and	transcultural	phenomenon.	Huey-	li	Li	(1993)	points	out	that	a	
normative	link	between	women	and	nature	is	not	a	cross-	cultural	
belief,	since	nature	as	a	whole	is	not	identified	with	women	in	Chinese	
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society.	Yet	the	lack	of	the	transcendent	dualism	identified	by	Western	
writers	does	not	preclude	the	oppression	of	women	in	Chinese	society	
or	environmental	degradation.	Furthermore,	we	are	oversimplifying	
the	aetiology	of	environmental	problems	by	blaming	men	for	much	
that	is	beyond	male	hegemony.	Postmodern	critiques	of	both	
ecofeminism	and	the	woman–environment–development	debate	reject	
their	universalizing	tendencies	and	emphasize	the	importance	of	local	
knowledge	and	concrete	situated	experiences	in	understanding	
women’s	connections	with	the	environment.

Feminist	political	ecology	as	utilized	by	Rocheleau	et al.	(1996)	and	
Elmhirst	(2015)	brings	together	much	of	ecofeminism	but	takes	into	
account	the	above-	mentioned	critiques.	It	deals	with	how	gender	
interacts	with	class,	race,	ethnicity,	national	identity	and	situated	
knowledge	to	shape	experiences	of	and	interest	in	the	environment.	
Feminist	political	ecology,	perhaps	combined	with	a	materialist	
ecological	feminism,	provides	a	stronger	theoretical	framework	for	
studies	of	gender	and	environment	than	an	uncritical	acceptance	of	the	
term	‘ecofeminism’.

Contextualizing gender differences in environmental awareness

Ecofeminism	assumes	gendered	environmental	awareness,	yet	actual	
studies	of	gender	differences	in	concern	for	the	environment	have	
been	relatively	few,	especially	of	countries	in	the	Global	South	
(Momsen	2000).	Much	of	the	information	that	currently	exists	about	
such	differences	is	from	studies	that	have	examined	concerns	about	
local environmental issues,	which	pose	a	threat	to	community	health	
and	safety	(Blocker	and	Eckberg	1989;	Sarin	1995;	Shah	and	Shah	
1995).	These	studies	have	consistently	shown	women	to	be	
significantly	more	concerned	about	such	issues	than	men	(Mohai	
1992),	but	Leach	et al.	(1995)	argue	that	such	differences	are	socially	
constituted.	Gender	differences	in	perception	of	general environmental 
issues	–	that	is,	problems	not	specifically	limited	to	those	in	the	
neighbourhood	or	community	(Blocker	and	Eckberg	1989;	Momsen	
1993)	–	have	been	less	clear	and	have	varied	from	study	to	study.	Yet	
Robinson	(2018:	10–12)	has	shown	how	women	have	taken	the	lead	in	
recognizing	climate	change	globally	and	young	women	are	taking	the	
lead	in	raising	public	awareness.
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Gender and environmental concern at national and local scales

Gender	differences	in	understanding	of	the	natural	environment	at	
different	scales	were	noticeable	in	a	study	in	Barbados,	which	focused	
on	soil	erosion	and	was	based	on	interviews	with	85	men	and	90	women	
respondents	in	four	communities	in	the	northern	part	of	the	island	
(Momsen	1993).	There	was	little	difference	in	the	mean	age	and	
education	levels	of	men	and	women.	It	was	found	that	74	per	cent	of	the	
men,	but	only	48	per	cent	of	the	women,	felt	that	soil	erosion	was	a	
national	problem.	At	the	local	scale	gender	differences	in	awareness	of	
environmental	problems	were	more	marked	but	the	level	of	such	
awareness	varied.	In	the	most	seriously	eroded	district	of	Barbados,	a	
lower	proportion	of	men	(62	per	cent)	expressed	serious	concern	over	
soil	erosion	as	a	local	problem	as	compared	to	the	74	per	cent	who	saw	
it	as	a	national	problem,	while	there	was	only	a	very	small	difference	
among	the	women	interviewed	(Momsen	1993).	Overall,	men	and	
women	living	in	the	steeply	dissected	Scotland	District,	where	soil	
slippage	is	sweeping	away	roads	and	houses	and	which	has	been	the	
focus	of	large-	scale	anti-	erosion	measures	for	over	30	years,	were	less	
concerned	about	it	than	those	living	elsewhere	on	the	island,	where	soil	
erosion	is	more	gradual	and	less	catastrophic	(ibid.).	This	unexpected	
result	could	be	related	to	the	fact	that,	if	your	house	slid	down	the	
hillside,	the	government	replaced	it	and,	like	the	new	roads	built	to	
replace	those	washed	away,	this	was	generally	a	big	improvement.

Gender roles and environmental concern

The	expectation	that	women	are	more	concerned	about	environmental	
problems	than	men	is	based	on	the	argument	that	from	childhood	on,	
women	are	socialized	to	be	family	nurturers	and	caregivers;	that	is,	to	
develop	a	‘motherhood	mentality’	(Mohai	1992).	It	has	been	
hypothesized	that	the	attitudes	derived	from	this	socialization	are	
reinforced	by	the	roles	that	women	assume	in	their	adult	lives	as	
homemakers	and	mothers.	In	contrast,	in	most	societies	men	are	
socialized	to	be	protectors	of	and	providers	for	the	family.	As	in	the	
case	of	women,	the	attitudes	acquired	through	socialization	may	be	
further	reinforced	by	the	roles	that	men	assume	in	adult	life	as	
members	of	the	formal	workforce.	However,	in	most	societies	these	
traditional	gender	roles	are	changing	and	provide	an	unstable	
argument	on	which	to	base	gender	differences	in	levels	of	
environmental	concern.
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Whether	women	in	reality	are	more	concerned	about	the	environment	
than	men	has	not	been	determined	conclusively	by	empirical	studies.	
Attitudes	may	be	influenced	by	type	of	problem	as	some	
environmental	issues	are	subtle	rather	than	dramatic.	The	effects	of	
pollution	are	often	only	slowly	apparent,	with	the	consequent	
deterioration	in	environmental	quality	more	typically	showing	up	in	
small	ways	in	the	ordinary	lived	environment.	As	a	result	of	women’s	
social	location	as	managers	of	the	domestic	environment,	they	are	
often	the	first	to	notice	the	effects	of	pollution,	particularly	when	
cooking	over	open	fires	(Plate	5.4).	Joni	Seager	(1996)	sees	this	social	
role	as	the	main	determinant	of	women’s	grassroots	organizing	of	
environmental	protest.

Studies	of	the	effects	of	parental,	homemaker	and	workplace	roles	on	
gender	differences	in	environmental	concern	have	provided	mixed	
evidence.	In	Barbados	(Momsen	1993),	I	found	that	there	was	less	
difference	between	male	and	female	farmers	in	their	concern	about	
soil	erosion	than	among	the	general	population.	Among	non-	farming	
women,	all	with	children,	there	was	more	concern	about	the	local	
environment	of	the	community,	especially	in	relation	to	pollution	from	
traffic	and	garbage,	than	about	the	general	danger	of	soil	erosion	to	the	
nation.

Gender differences in knowledge of environmental issues

In	the	Barbados	study	(Momsen	1993)	and	in	a	Costa	Rican	study	of	
perception	of	volcanic	hazards	(Lemieux	1975),	women	appeared	to	
be	less	aware	of	the	causes	of	problems	in	the	natural	environment	
than	men.	In	Barbados	over	half	of	the	men	but	slightly	less	than	a	
third	of	women	surveyed	realized	that	ashfalls	from	volcanic	eruptions	
on	neighbouring	islands	were	crucial	to	maintaining	the	fertility	of	
soils	on	the	island.	Women	were	more	likely	to	admit	ignorance	in	
response	to	a	question,	and	so	men	appeared	to	be	more	aware	of	
environmental	problems	than	women.

Most	studies	in	the	industrialized	world	have	tended	to	focus	on	
gender	roles	rather	than	on	the	effect	of	differences	in	education	and	
decision-	making	power.	In	poorer	countries	these	latter	issues	may	be	
overwhelming.	In	Barbados,	where	there	are	currently	more	women	
attending	university	than	men,	educational	differences	are	closely	
linked	to	particular	age	cohorts.	We	had	elderly	women	telling	us	that	
they	had	no	knowledge	of	a	particular	issue	and	directing	us	to	their	
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school-	age	grandchildren	who	were	very	happy	to	explain	the	effects	
of	Amazonian	deforestation	leading	to	soil	erosion	and	its	impact	on	
local	coral	reefs.	It	may	be	that	women	are	more	likely	than	men	to	
admit	that	they	do	not	know	the	answer	to	a	particular	question	since	
lack	of	such	knowledge	does	not	reflect	on	their	status.

Other	studies	of	gendered	links	between	information	and	
environmental	concern	also	question	the	extent	to	which	they	are	
meaningful.	In	hazard	perception,	vulnerability	is	an	important	
distinction	and	women	are	often	the	most	vulnerable,	since	they	are	
less	likely	to	have	the	resources	to	recover	from	a	hazardous	event	or	
the	community	status	to	be	able	to	obtain	assistance	(see	Box	5.3).	
This	is	clearly	seen	in	a	study	of	hazard	perception	in	an	area	affected	
by	volcanic	activity	in	Costa	Rica	(Lemieux	1975).	Men	were	more	
likely	to	feel	that	they	could	depend	on	official	assistance	but	they	also	
stated	that	they	believed	(falsely)	in	the	efficacy	of	specific	predictors	
of	future	eruptions.	As	in	both	the	studies	of	soil	erosion	and	water	
conservation	(Table	5.1)	in	Barbados,	women	were	more	likely	to	say	
that	they	did	not	know,	thus	giving	an	impression	that	men	were	more	
environmentally	aware.	One	Costa	Rican	woman	in	her	40s	stated,	in	
response	to	a	question,	that	she	had	had	15	children	and	could	no	
longer	think!

Among	West	Indian	small	farmers,	the	ranking	of	environmental	
concerns	reflects	gender	differences	in	reproductive	roles	as	well	as	
environmental	differences	between	islands.	Women	farmers	undertake	
most	farm	tasks	but	always	seek	male	labourers	to	spray	pesticides	

Table 5.1  Gender and the meaning of water conservation in Barbados, West Indies

Meaning Male Female Total
No. % No. % No. %

Water	conservation	is:
saving	water 11 40.7 16 59.3 27 27.3
reducing	wastage 11 55.0 9 45.0 20 20.2
limiting	use 8 53.3 7 46.7 15 15.2
optimizing	use 6 66.7 3 33.3 9 9.1
do	not	know 2 8.3 22 91.7 24 24.2
Other 4 0.0 0 0.0 4 4.0
Total 42 42.4 57 57.6 99 100.0

Source: Griffith (2001)
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and	herbicides	for	them,	as	women	have	long	been	aware	of	the	
dangers	of	the	use	of	agricultural	chemicals,	especially	to	pregnant	
and	nursing	mothers	(Momsen	1988b,	2006;	Harry	1993).	In	Trinidad,	
as	early	as	1978,	women	farmers	were	also	expressing	a	fear	of	
chemical	contamination	of	food	and	were	selling	organic	produce	in	
village	markets	at	a	premium	price	(Harry	1980).

Structural and situational gender differences

The	influence	of	state	policy	is	clearly	seen	in	work	in	Yunnan,	China,	
where	the	national	government	had	been	pursuing	a	publicity	
campaign	stressing	the	damage	that	deforestation	could	do	to	the	
environment.	In	the	four	mountain	villages	surveyed,	this	message	
was	reinforced	by	severe	punishment	for	transgressors.	It	was	most	
accepted	in	those	villages	where	it	was	reinforced	by	the	village	
headman’s	commitment	to	protect	the	local	environment	and	natural	
resources.	In	the	most	isolated	village,	where	the	official	forest	guards	
were	least	likely	to	be	present,	there	was	a	great	deal	of	timber	being	
illegally	cut	for	sale,	though	it	was	often	not	done	by	the	villagers	
themselves.	Men	and	women	in	Yunnan	seemed	to	have	equally	
absorbed	the	government	message.	The	only	informant	who	admitted	
that	she	felt	that	logging	should	be	allowed	was	a	woman	whose	
husband	was	in	jail	for	such	illegal	activity	(Momsen	2000).

In	all	societies	gender	roles	are	changing.	In	industrialized	countries	it	
is	getting	less	meaningful	to	separate	homemaker	and	paid-	worker	
roles.	In	Barbados	and	China,	fieldwork	revealed	a	decline	in	the	
specificity	of	gender	roles,	with	more	household	and	farm	tasks	
becoming	gender	neutral.	As	roles	change	and	become	less	gender-	
specific,	many	of	the	materialist	arguments	for	women’s	greater	
awareness	of	environmental	problems	at	the	local	level	become	less	
persuasive.

Gendered use of natural resources

Water	is	essential	to	human	life	and	in	most	societies	women	are	
responsible	for	supplying	it	to	their	families	for	drinking,	cooking,	
cleaning,	bathing	and	clothes	washing.	It	is	also	needed	for	watering	
animals	and	for	irrigating	crops.	Water	is	becoming	a	scarce	and	
increasingly	polluted	commodity	in	many	places	as	population	density	
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and	use	of	agricultural	chemicals	increase.	Under	the	MDGs,	the	
target	of	reducing	the	proportion	of	the	world’s	population	without	
sustainable	access	to	safe	water	(MDG7)	was	measured	by	the	number	
of	people	using	improved	drinking-	water	sources	but	without	taking	
into	account	the	location,	availability	or	quality	of	the	water.	
Sustainable	Development	Goal	target	6.1	calls	for	universal	and	
equitable	access	to	safe,	available-	when-needed	and	affordable	
drinking	water.	In	2015,	at	the	end	of	the	MDGs,	5.2	billion	people	
used	improved	water	sources	located	on	premises,	available	when	
needed,	and	free	from	contamination.	Of	the	remaining	2.1	billion	
people,	1.3	billion	had	an	improved	water	source	located	within	a	
round	trip	of	30	minutes	to	collect	water;	263	million	people	were	
more	than	30	minutes	from	an	improved	water	source;	423	million	
people	depended	on	unprotected	wells	and	springs;	and	159	million	
people	were	collecting	water	from	untreated	surface	water	from	lakes,	
ponds,	rivers	and	streams.	So	89	per	cent	of	the	world’s	population	
(6.5	billion)	were	within	half	an	hour’s	round	trip	of	an	improved	
water	source.

But	such	access	varied	according	to	location,	with	about	16	per	cent	of	
rural	dwellers	as	opposed	to	only	4	per	cent	of	those	in	urban	areas	not	
having	access	to	safe	drinking	water.	Most	unusually,	in	2018	
Capetown,	in	South	Africa,	almost	ran	out	of	water	completely	after	a	
three-	year	drought.	In	studies	in	Ethiopia,	Ghana,	India	and	Tanzania	
it	was	found	that	time	previously	spent	on	water	collection	was	
diverted	to	income	generation,	observance	of	social	obligations	and	
attendance	at	school.	Women	and	girls	benefited	most.	Academic	
performance	improved	because	children	stayed	longer	in	class	and	
teachers	did	not	have	to	fetch	water	for	them.	Death	and	disease	have	
been	reduced	and	in	some	cases	gender	roles	have	become	more	
interchangeable	as	women	have	become	empowered.

Under	MDG7	2.1	billion	people	have	gained	access	to	improved	
sanitation	and	the	proportion	of	people	practising	open	defecation	fell	
by	half	between	1990	and	2015.	SDG7	aimed	to	achieve	success	by	
2030	in	providing	‘access	to	adequate	and	equitable	sanitation	and	
hygiene	for	all,	and	end	open	defecation,	paying	special	attention	to	
the	needs	of	women	and	girls	and	those	in	vulnerable	situations’	(UN	
DESA	2015:	16).	But	women	and	girls	are	still	discriminated	against	
in	toilet	provision	(Greed	2015).	Girls	may	have	to	stay	away	from	
school	every	month	when	they	are	menstruating	because	of	a	lack	of	
suitable	school	toilets,	thus	affecting	their	education.	It	is	said	that	half	
of	girls	in	poor	countries	do	not	continue	in	school	following	the	onset	
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of	menstruation	because	of	a	lack	of	toilets	(ibid.).	If	the	alternative	is	
having	to	go	in	the	bush,	schoolgirls	are	more	vulnerable	than	boys	
because	of	personal	safety	fears,	plus	snakes	and	animals	may	be	more	
conscious	of	female	bodies	because	of	the	hormones	they	emit	(ibid.).

As	the	daily	search	for	pure	drinking	water	becomes	a	more	time-	
consuming	task	in	many	parts	of	the	world,	less	time	is	available	for	
other	household	tasks,	such	as	childcare	and	cooking.	Availability	of	
water	varies	with	the	seasons:	in	the	dry	season	in	many	places	rivers	
and	springs	may	dry	up	and	the	search	for	water	becomes	even	more	
difficult	and	contamination	more	likely.	In	addition,	irrigation	
schemes,	where	there	is	standing	water	in	ponds,	may	increase	the	
prevalence	of	mosquito-	borne	diseases,	such	as	malaria,	yellow	fever	
and	dengue	fever.	In	many	cases	the	needs	of	women	for	access	to	
water	are	ignored	when	irrigation	schemes	are	planned,	and	women	
are	rarely	included	in	the	community	irrigation	management	group.	
Women	may	not	attend	meetings	concerning	irrigation	schemes	
because	they	do	not	have	time,	cannot	leave	children	or	are	not	
allowed	to	appear	in	public.	Planners	often	assume	that	male	heads	of	
household	will	represent	the	needs	of	all	members	of	the	household.	
On	the	rare	occasions	when	women	are	officially	involved	in	irrigation	
projects,	they	may	be	too	shy	to	speak	out	and/or	may	be	ignored	
when	they	try	to	speak	in	public	or	only	women	from	wealthier	
households	are	considered	(Sultana	2015).

The	use	of	polluted	sources	of	water	results	in	the	spread	of	
waterborne	diseases	such	as	cholera,	typhoid	and	amoebic	dysentery,	
as	well	as	stomach	upsets	and	diarrhoea.	Some	842,000	people,	
including	361,000	children	under	five,	are	estimated	to	die	each	year	
from	diarrhoea	caused	by	unsafe	drinking	water	and	lack	of	
handwashing.	Other	problems	such	as	schistosomiasis	(bilharzia),	an	
acute	and	chronic	disease	caused	by	exposure	to	parasitic	worms	in	
infested	water,	affect	almost	240,000	million	people.	Development	
interventions	by	supplying	wells	to	villages	have	reduced	the	spread	of	
these	diseases	but	have	brought	their	own	problems	of	maintenance	
and	equality	of	access.	The	introduction	of	charges	for	use	of	the	new	
well	may	drive	poor	families	to	return	to	using	their	old	polluted	
source,	while	in	Bangladesh	the	new	tubewells	were	found	to	be	
contaminated	by	arsenic	from	the	underlying	geology	of	deltaic	
deposits	(Sultana	2008).	Thus	in	West	Bengal,	India	and	Bangladesh	
slow	arsenic	poisoning	has	become	a	major	environmental	disaster.	
Good	nutrition	provides	some	protection	from	this	poisoning	but	most	
villagers	in	the	region,	especially	women,	are	undernourished.	Nor	can	
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they	afford	to	buy	filters	which	may	remove	the	arsenic	from	the	water	
or	to	seek	medical	assistance	(Box	5.1).	Women	may	also	be	excluded	
from	arsenic	mitigation	committees	because	they	are	illiterate	or	
because	of	elite	capture	of	these	committees	(Sultana	2015).

Box 5.1 Arsenic poisoning in Bangladesh

When	her	mother	died	in	May	1999,	at	the	age	of	26,	after	months	of	sickness	from	
drinking	water	containing	high	levels	of	arsenic,	Shapla,	aged	10,	who	already	showed	
signs	of	the	skin	lesions	and	sores	of	arsenic	poisoning,	worried	about	the	survival	of	her	
malnourished	seven-	year-old	brother	and	her	nine-	month-old	sister.	By	June	2000	her	
sister	was	dead.	Her	father,	a	rice	mill	worker,	was	too	poor	to	purchase	filters	to	remove	
the	arsenic	from	the	village	water	and	vitamin	tablets	to	protect	his	family.	His	wife	had	
been	recovering	from	arsenic	poisoning	but	succumbed	after	the	local	doctor	refused	to	
continue	treating	her	without	payment.	His	mother,	aged	55,	was	also	suffering	from	
arsenic	poisoning	and	was	baffled	by	this	illness	which	had	attacked	10	of	her	
13-member	family.	A	number	of	arsenic-	contaminated	tubewells	in	the	village	had	been	
sealed,	without	providing	alternative	sources	of	water,	thus	forcing	women	to	expend	
more	energy	and	travel	further	in	search	of	clean	drinking	water.

Bangladesh	is	currently	in	the	middle	of	what	the	World	Health	Organization	calls	‘the	
largest	mass	poisoning	of	a	population	in	history’.	Some	40	million	people,	most	of	
whom	live	in	poor	rural	areas,	are	exposed	to	arsenic-	contaminated	water.	At	least	59	of	
the	nation’s	64	districts,	in	which	80	million	people	live,	have	arsenic-	contaminated	
groundwater.	Possibly	30	per	cent	of	tubewells,	the	provision	of	which	was	completed	
in	the	early	1990s,	have	unacceptably	high	levels	of	arsenic.	People	are	affected	in	
different	ways	and	some	appear	to	be	relatively	resistant.	It	can	take	from	two	to	15	
years	for	symptoms	to	appear,	but	gradually	victims,	mainly	in	villages,	become	
lethargic,	weak	and	unable	to	work.	In	this	way,	arsenic	poisoning	is	a	threat	to	food	
security	in	Bangladesh.	In	addition	there	is	fear	that	arsenic	may	be	getting	into	the	food	
chain	through	contamination	of	irrigation	water.

Many	Bangladeshis	find	it	hard	to	understand	that	water	that	looks	clean	and	is	tasteless	
can	cause	such	problems.	It	has	been	called	the	worst	environmental	risk	ever,	worse	
than	Bhopal	or	Chernobyl.	Predictions	of	deaths	from	causes	related	to	arsenic	are	
difficult,	but	vary	between	one	and	five	million	people.	Rural	people,	because	of	
ignorance,	consider	arsenicosis	a	curse	of	nature	and	fear	that	it	is	contagious.	The	social	
impact	is	enormous,	with	girls	showing	signs	of	arsenic	poisoning	being	unable	to	find	
husbands	and	married	women	being	rejected	by	their	spouses.	Families	often	force	
victims	to	live	in	isolation	or	remain	within	the	house	and	so	patients	complain	of	
loneliness.	People	from	villages	with	high	levels	of	contamination	may	be	shunned	as	
marriage	partners	and	as	employees.	A	study	in	three	badly	affected	villages	found	that	
prevalence	rates	for	women	were	higher	than	for	men	and	that	more	women	(64	per	
cent)	than	men	(36	per	cent)	thought	it	was	contagious	(Bhuiyan	2000).	Higher	rates	of	
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arsenicosis	in	women	are	related	to	their	lower	nutritional	and	educational	levels.	
Among	the	291	cases	of	arsenic	poisoning	in	the	three	villages,	two-	thirds	complained	
of	social	and	psychological	problems,	of	which	64	per	cent	were	women	(ibid.).

Publicity	associated	with	Bangladesh’s	arsenicosis	has	led	to	recognition	of	both	arsenic	
and	fluoride	in	wells	in	rural	Bengal	and	other	parts	of	eastern	India.	Ingestion	of	this	
polluted	water	has	led	to	stunting	and	mortality,	especially	among	children.

Sources: compiled from: Bhuiyan (2000); Chowdhury (2001: 67–89); Ahmed (2000); Bearak (2002)

In	many	places	water	is	generally	becoming	scarcer	and	conservation	
is	vital.	By	2025	half	of	the	world’s	population	will	be	living	in	water-	
stressed	areas.	Barbados,	a	Caribbean	coral	island,	draws	its	water	
from	underground	sources.	The	water	is	derived	from	rainfall	and	is	
pure	because	it	is	stored	as	subsurface	groundwater	and	is	filtered	by	
percolating	through	the	coral.	However,	the	local	demand	for	water	is	
increasing	as	most	people	now	have	piped	water	in	their	houses	and	
access	to	flush	toilets.	There	is	also	high	demand	from	tourists,	who	
tend	to	shower	more	frequently	than	local	people,	expect	to	have	clean	
sheets	and	towels	daily,	and	want	to	see	the	grounds	of	their	hotels	and	
their	golf	courses	green	and	lush	at	all	times	of	year.	However,	unless	
there	is	a	clear	understanding	of	the	need	for	water	conservation	by	
both	locals	and	visitors,	it	will	be	impossible	to	reduce	demand	to	any	
great	extent.	Many	hotels	now	have	a	‘Green’	policy	of	reducing	the	
use	of	water	for	laundry	and	using	wastewater	for	gardens.	A	recent	
study	in	Barbados	has	shown	clear	gender	differences	in	this	
understanding,	with	women	who	are	likely	to	be	the	heaviest	users	of	
water	showing	the	least	knowledge	(Table	5.1).

The	availability	of	pure	drinking	water	may	also	be	a	problem	in	non-	
tropical	countries,	especially	in	post-	communist	countries,	where	
pollution	and	decaying	infrastructure	are	widespread.	In	Ukraine,	
MOMA-	86,	a	women’s	NGO	founded	as	a	response	to	the	Chernobyl	
nuclear	disaster	of	1986,	is	the	foremost	environmental	organization	in	
the	country	(Khosla	2002b).	In	1997	MOMA-	86	initiated	a	drinking	
water	campaign.	This	campaign	aimed	to	find	solutions	to	drinking	
water	problems	at	the	local	level	through	water	quality	monitoring,	
raising	public	awareness	on	water	and	health	problems,	sustainable	
water	management	and	environmental	rights	and	promoting	public	
participation	in	planning.	In	towns,	the	main	drinking	water	problems	
are	the	low	quality	of	the	water	and	water	shortages,	because	most	of	
the	water	delivery	systems	are	worn	out	and	leaking.	In	the	
countryside	wells	have	become	contaminated	by	nitrates	and	other	
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chemicals.	MOMA-	86	estimates	that	45	per	cent	of	the	population	is	
consuming	water	that	does	not	comply	with	government	standards	
(ibid.).	At	the	same	time	tariffs	for	water	have	risen	rapidly	and	
pensioners	may	be	paying	up	to	15	per	cent	of	their	incomes	for	water	
(ibid.).	There	has	been	an	increase	in	diseases	caused	by	polluted	
water	and	these	are	particularly	affecting	children.	MOMA-	86	works	
actively	with	women	as	they	feel	that	women	are	the	most	concerned	
group,	particularly	where	children	are	becoming	sick.	MOMA-	86	is	
also	working	with	community	groups	to	find	alternatives	to	polluted	
sources,	has	installed	water	purification	devices	in	kindergartens,	has	
lobbied	to	get	a	new	law	passed	on	drinking	water	supply	and	is	
running	education	campaigns	to	encourage	people	to	save	water.

Until	recently,	water	resources	were	considered	unlimited	and	
obtainable	for	free	or	for	only	a	nominal	sum.	Growing	awareness	of	
water	pollution	and	frequent	absolute	shortages	have	created	new	
pressures	to	protect	water	supplies.	Women	are	often	most	
immediately	affected	by	these	changes	because	of	their	household	
responsibilities	involving	water	and	their	role	as	caregivers	for	the	sick	
in	the	family	(see	Plate	5.1).	The	United	Nations	notes	that	in	2018	
more	than	a	quarter	of	humanity	–	1.9	billion	people,	with	73	per	cent	
of	them	in	Asia	–	live	in	areas	where	water	is	potentially	severely	
scarce.	There	is	an	increase	in	demand	for	water	driven	by	population,	
prosperity	and	climate	change.

Forests and woodlands

Forests	are	sources	of	timber	for	construction	and	manufacturing	and	
for	fuelwood.	Leaves	provide	feed	for	stock,	bedding	and	organic	
material	for	gardens.	Forests	are	also	important	as	sources	of	wild	
plants	which	provide	supplementary	nutrition,	such	as	trace	elements	
and	vitamins,	otherwise	missing	in	the	diet.	Wild	plants	may	also	have	
medicinal	uses,	while	some	forest	products,	such	as	mushrooms,	
honey	or	chicle,	may	be	sold	for	extra	income.	Forested	areas	may	
also	be	sources	of	meat	from	animals	like	wild	boar	or	deer.

Population	growth	and	demand	for	tropical	hardwoods	from	the	
Global	North	have	led	to	the	rapid	depletion	of	many	forests	and	
growing	commercial	use	of	timber	has	led	to	the	privatization	of	some	
forests.	Generally,	men	are	involved	in	timber	extraction	for	
construction,	charcoal-	making	and	the	sale	of	firewood	to	cities.	
Women’s	use	of	forests	tends	to	involve	more	subsistence	demand.	
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Women	collect	wood	for	fuel	and	forest	plants	for	use	in	the	home	but	
may	also	sell	some	forest	products.	The	decline	of	communal	forest	
lands	has	forced	women	to	walk	further	in	search	of	fuelwood	and	to	
make	do	with	types	of	wood	that	do	not	burn	well	or	that	produce	a	lot	
of	smoke	(Box	5.2).

In	a	study	undertaken	in	Ghana	in	1983	(Ardayfio-	Schandorf	1993)	it	
was	found	that,	in	comparison	with	1973,	fuelwood	was	more	scarce,	
especially	good	burning	species,	women	had	to	walk	further	to	find	it	
and,	if	they	had	to	buy	it,	as	they	did	in	coastal	villages,	it	was	more	
expensive	(Figure	5.1;	Plate	5.2).	In	Sri	Lanka	in	1950	women	
obtained	all	their	fuelwood	from	the	forest,	but	by	1988	this	resource	
yielded	no	fuelwood	and	the	new	sources	were	common	lands	(58	per	
cent),	own	home	gardens	(40	per	cent)	and	farmland	(2	per	cent)	
(Wickramasinghe	1994).	In	Bangladesh	the	percentage	of	women	
using	different	fuels	was	as	follows:	dried	cowdung	(60),	agricultural	
residues	(48),	twigs	and	leaves	(47),	waterplants	and	biosoil	(41)	and	
wood	(35)	(Rumi	and	Ohiduzzaman	2000).	Substitution	of	high-	
energy	fuelwood	with	low-	energy	species	or	other	types	of	fuel	
increased	the	workload	of	women	(Ulluwishewa	1993).	Chopping	

Plate 5.1   India: women and girls using a village water pump

Source: Janet Townsend, University of Newcastle
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low-	energy	fuelwood	into	manageable	pieces,	to	allow	it	to	dry	and	so	
reduce	the	moisture	content,	demands	additional	inputs	of	time	and	
energy	from	women.	Unless	the	moisture	is	removed,	lighting	low-	
energy	fuelwood	is	difficult.	In	the	wet	season	it	is	hard	to	collect	and	
to	dry	wood,	agricultural	residues	or	cowdung.	Such	seasonal	
shortages	can	be	overcome	by	purchasing	fuel	if	the	family	can	afford	
it,	but	landless	families	in	Bangladesh	had	an	average	of	156	days	a	
year	without	fuel	for	cooking	(Rumi	and	Ohiduzzaman	2000).	It	was	
also	found	that,	as	women	had	to	walk	further	to	collect	wood,	they	
reduced	the	number	of	trips	per	week	from	five	to	two,	but	increased	
the	weight	per	load	from	an	average	of	8.3	kg	to	27.6	kg.	In	Sri	Lanka	
the	distance	walked	to	collect	fuelwood	increased	from	an	average	of	
0.25	km	to	3.3	km,	and	the	time	taken	searching	for	suitable	wood	also	
increased	from	30	minutes	to	4.5	hours	(Ulluwishewa	1993,	1997).

Box 5.2 Kenya: women’s role in reafforestation

Dr	Wangari	Maathai	set	up	the	Green	Belt	Movement	(GBM)	in	Kenya	in	1977.	
Working	with	the	National	Council	of	Women,	she	persuaded	communities	throughout	
Kenya	to	plant	more	than	10	million	trees.	Some	35	other	African	countries	have	taken	
up	the	scheme.	Thousands	of	green	belts	have	been	planted	and	many	hundreds	of	
community	tree	nurseries	set	up.	Women	have	shown	each	other	how	to	collect	the	
seeds	of	nearby	indigenous	trees,	and	how	to	plant	and	tend	them.	Slowly	the	
devastating	effects	of	soil	erosion	are	being	reversed.	The	GBM	is	a	grassroots	
environmental	movement	with	multiple	objectives:	to	reduce	deforestation	by	planting	
trees;	to	promote	the	cultivation	of	multipurpose	trees;	to	prevent	the	extinction	of	
indigenous	species;	to	increase	public	awareness	of	environmental	issues;	to	create	a	
positive	image	of	women;	to	make	tree-	planting	an	income-	earning	activity	for	women;	
and	to	help	the	rural	poor.

Maathai	started	the	movement,	despite	opposition,	because	she	realized	that	much	of	
Kenya	had	already	been	cleared	of	trees	and	bushes	and	that	more	cash	crops	would	
only	accelerate	the	process	of	desertification.	There	was	little	firewood	left	to	gather	and	
rural	Kenyans	were	forced	to	depend	on	agricultural	residues	and	dung	for	cooking	and	
heating	and	so	had	to	eat	an	increasing	number	of	highly	processed	foods.	In	2003	Dr	
Maathai’s	many	years	of	environmental	leadership	were	recognized	in	her	own	country	
by	her	appointment	as	assistant	minister	of	the	environment	by	President	Kibaki,	but	she	
lost	her	seat	in	the	2007	elections.	She	was	awarded	the	Nobel	Peace	Prize	in	2004.	She	
died	in	2011	but	the	Green	Belt	Movement	has	thrived	and	has	now	planted	51	million	
trees	(Robinson	2018).

In	addition	to	the	Green	Belt	Movement,	local	authorities,	village	chiefs,	schools	and	
prisons	have	established	seedling	nurseries	in	Kenya.	Women	are	motivated	to	grow	
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trees	not	only	for	fuel	but	also	for	fodder	and	fruit,	for	use	as	windbreaks,	for	fencing	
and	for	shade	and	construction	materials.	In	a	study	of	women’s	community	forestry	
practices	in	part	of	central	Kenya	(Hyma	and	Nyamwange	1993),	it	was	found	that	
women	had	many	reasons	for	participating	in	tree-	planting:	they	recognized	the	benefits	
of	trees	to	soil	and	water	conservation;	they	saw	the	utility	of	trees	in	generating	income	
and	providing	for	household	needs	in	terms	of	fibre,	fuelwood,	shelter	and	medicine;	
and	they	wanted	to	preserve	indigenous	species.	Women	have	been	encouraged	by	the	
public	recognition	of	their	activities,	by	an	increase	in	extension	workers	and	services	
tailored	specifically	to	women’s	needs	and	by	the	free	supply	of	tree	seedlings.	A	major	
role	of	the	GBM	has	been	the	provision	of	technical	assistance	at	national	and	
international	levels	to	other	community	groups.

Hyma	and	Nyamwange	(1993)	also	found	that	many	women’s	forestry	groups	suffered	
from	disorganization.	Heterogeneity	both	within	and	between	groups,	with	respect	to	
age,	education,	status	and	motivation,	also	caused	problems.	Constraints	on	tree-	planting	
identified	by	women’s	groups	included	the	following:	lack	of	inputs	such	as	seedlings,	
containers	and	fencing;	plant	infestations;	shortage	of	water	and	manure	for	seedlings;	
and	lack	of	training,	management	skills,	time,	land	and	capital.	There	are	very	few	
trained	women	foresters	and	it	was	felt	that	tree	nurseries	needed	to	have	paid	staff	
rather	than	depend	on	women’s	volunteer	work.	Planning	programmes	need	to	reflect	
the	existing	indigenous	knowledge	of	tree	management,	conservation	practices	and	
interest	in	and	needs	for	different	trees	of	women	and	men,	rather	than	seeing	tree-	
planting	as	yet	one	more	responsibility	of	rural	women.

Sources: based in part on Vidal (1989), Hyma and Nyamwange (1993) and Robinson (2018)

According	to	the	United	Nations	Development	Programme	(UNDP),	
women	and	young	girls	in	sub-	Saharan	Africa	carry,	on	average,	more	
than	20	kg	of	wood	over	5	km	every	day	(Lefèbvre	2002b).	Where	
women	have	to	seek	firewood	beyond	the	area	that	they	perceive	to	be	
safe,	they	need	to	be	accompanied	(Plate	5.2).	Sometimes,	if	the	
family	owns	a	bicycle,	husbands	will	help	in	transporting	the	fuelwood	
as	women	do	not	ride	bicycles	(see	Plate	5.3).	In	Bangladesh	women	
face	social	censure	if	they	venture	away	from	the	home	to	collect	
firewood.	This	problem	is	most	severe	for	poor	women	from	landless	
families,	while	large	farmers	do	not	have	this	problem	as	they	do	not	
need	to	venture	off	their	own	land	(Rumi	and	Ohiduzzaman	2000).	
Women	also	expect	children	to	help,	so	that	in	rural	Bangladesh	10	
per	cent	of	children	are	forced	to	miss	school,	but	the	supply	of	
fuelwood	remains	the	woman’s	responsibility	(ibid.).

The	use	of	low-	quality	fuel	for	cooking	means	spending	more	hours	
by	the	side	of	the	fire,	usually	in	a	poorly	ventilated	kitchen,	where	
inhaling	acrid	smoke	is	hard	to	avoid	(see	Plate	4.2).	It	has	been	
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Figure 5.1   Ghana: problems of fuelwood collection in different ecosystems
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calculated	that	a	day	spent	inhaling	smoke	from	cooking	fires	is	the	
equivalent	of	smoking	400	cigarettes	and	can	cause	chronic	respiratory	
problems,	throat	cancer	and	stillbirths.	Women	who	cooked	with	straw	
or	wood	when	they	were	30	years	old	were	found	to	have	an	80	per	
cent	greater	chance	than	other	women	of	having	lung	cancer	in	later	

 EBSCOhost - printed on 6/25/2022 9:22 PM via UNIVERSITY OF WARWICK. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Plate 5.2   Ghana: women walking home along a main road carrying wood for fuel collected 
from the forest and roadside

Source: author

Plate 5.3   Brazil: men collecting mangrove wood in the southern Amazon (Maranhão state) 
and transporting it on a cart

Source: author
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years	(Ardayfio-	Schandorf	1993).	The	World	Health	Organization	
(WHO)	estimates	that	2.5	million	women	and	children	in	developing	
countries	die	prematurely	from	inhaling	toxic	fumes	from	the	biomass	
fires	used	indoors	to	cook	their	food	(Lefèbvre	2002b).

However,	smoke	is	seen	by	many	women	as	an	essential	element	for	
food	storage	as	it	reduces	the	losses	to	rats,	insects	and	fungi.	Grains,	
pulses,	seeds	and	various	kinds	of	wild	fruits,	meat	and	fish	are	stored	
above	the	fireplace,	where	they	are	kept	warm	and	dry	(Oakley	and	
Momsen	2007).	In	thatched-	roof	huts	the	smoke	can	escape	through	
the	thatch	and	also	repel	insects	and	pests.	Smoke	becomes	more	of	a	
health	hazard	when	thatched	roofs	are	replaced	by	tile	or	corrugated	
iron.	Household	smoke	is	thought	to	be	the	world’s	most	lethal	
environmental	problem,	killing	2.6	million	people	each	year	(The 
Economist	7.4.2018).	Soot	from	domestic	fires	also	warms	the	planet	
and	black	carbon,	like	that	from	dirty	cookstoves,	is	thought	to	be	the	
third	most	important	cause	of	climate	change	after	carbon	dioxide	and	
methane	(ibid.).	Between	2000	and	2015	the	number	of	people	heating	
their	food	with	dirty	fuels	remained	between	2.5	and	2.8	billion,	
although	the	proportion	of	people	globally	without	access	to	clean	
cooking	fell	from	46	to	38	per	cent	with	declines	in	Asia,	especially	
China,	but	an	increase	in	Africa	and	India	(ibid.).	Attempts	to	
introduce	improved	stoves	have	had	very	limited	success	(see	Plate	
6.7)	and	the	biomass	fuels	used	are	becoming	scarce.	In	India	the	
government	has	been	subsidizing	LPG	gas	stoves	since	2016	and	has	
made	them	available	to	34	million	poor	households	and	Brazil,	
Ecuador	and	Indonesia,	among	others,	are	also	doing	this	(ibid.).

As	the	cost	and	effort	of	obtaining	fuelwood	increase,	women	are	
compelled	to	economize	on	its	use.	They	adopt	a	range	of	strategies	to	
achieve	this:

●	 Women	move	from	cooking	outdoors	 to	 indoors	 to	minimize	 the	
loss	of	heat	from	wind.

●	 Most	women	are	aware	that	improved	stoves,	which	are	enclosed	
and	have	an	opening	on	one	side	for	insertion	of	wood	and	holes	
for	the	pots	on	top,	are	more	efficient	and	economical	than	the	
traditional	three-	stone	open	fire	(see	Plates	4.2	and	6.7).	Such	
stoves	have	been	widely	adopted	in	Asia	and	Africa.	In	Kenya	the	
‘Jiko’	stove,	consisting	of	a	tin	can	with	a	ceramic	lining,	was	
introduced	and	is	now	used	by	half	the	poor	families	in	the	
country.	This	costs	between	US$2	and	US$5	and	saves	590	kg	of	
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fuel	a	year,	worth	about	US$65,	a	big	saving	in	time	and	money	
for	women	(Hesperian	Foundation	2001).

●	 When	fuelwood	is	abundant	the	fire	is	kept	burning	to	provide	
protection	from	mosquitoes	and	wild	animals,	but	with	scarcity	
fires	are	extinguished	immediately	after	cooking.

●	 Aluminium	cooking	pots	are	energy	efficient	so	they	are	gradually	
replacing	earthenware	pots	in	order	to	reduce	the	use	of	fuelwood.	
But	aluminium	pots	are	seen	as	being	highly	priced,	earthenware	
vessels	keep	food	warm	for	longer	and	many	people	say	that	the	
food	cooked	in	the	traditional	pots	tastes	better	(see	Plate	5.4).

●	 When	there	is	no	shortage	of	fuelwood,	water	is	heated	to	bathe	
children,	the	old	and	the	sick.	Drinking	water	is	also	boiled	to	
purify	it.	With	fuel	scarcity	cold	water	only	is	used	for	such	
purposes.	Drinking	unboiled	water	is	likely	to	lead	to	sickness,	
especially	in	young	children,	pregnant	women	and	the	elderly,	
leading	to	greater	stress	in	the	family.	Washing	clothes	and	dishes	
and	bathing	babies	in	cold	water	is	harder	work	for	women.

●	 At	busy	times,	women	cook	more	food	than	is	required	for	a	single	
meal.	The	leftovers	are	used	for	a	second	meal.	With	plentiful	wood	
the	leftovers	would	be	warmed	up,	but	when	wood	is	scarce	and	
expensive	they	are	served	cold,	saving	both	time	and	fuel.	In	tropical	
climates	without	refrigeration	left-	over	food	quickly	becomes	
contaminated.	Women	usually	eat	last	in	Asian	and	many	African	
families,	after	serving	other	family	members,	and	so	are	likely	to	get	
the	smallest	portions	and	also	the	food	that	has	been	left	out	longest.

●	 Carrying	heavier	loads	of	wood	longer	distances	is	a	hardship	for	
women.

●	 The	extra	time	needed	to	find	wood	and	the	lack	of	fuel	for	
cooking	forces	families	to	reduce	the	number	of	meals	they	
consume	each	day	in	the	most	acute	cases.

●	 Scarcity	of	fuel	forces	families	to	cut	down	on	consumption	of	
food	items	needing	long	cooking	times,	such	as	pulses	and	yams,	
and	to	give	up	smoking	some	items	for	longer	preservation	
(Bortei-	Doku	Aryeetey	2002).

●	 Wood	ash	from	fires	is	traditionally	used	to	fertilize	dooryard	
gardens	but	the	supply	of	this	decreases	with	declining	use	of	fire.

●	 There	has	been	a	shift	from	the	use	of	traditional	herbal	medicines	
to	Western	medicines,	in	part	because	of	the	time	and	amount	of	
wood	needed	to	prepare	herbal	remedies.

●	 In	many	parts	of	Africa	women	are	the	main	producers	of	local	
wine	or	beer.	Such	products	are	often	the	only	source	of	cash	
income	for	women.	However,	brewing	of	alcoholic	beverages	
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takes	a	lot	of	fuel	and	so	women	may	be	forced	to	cut	back	
production	(see	Plate	6.7).

In	response	to	the	fuelwood	crisis,	international	agencies	developed	
programmes	of	social	or	community	forestry	in	many	parts	of	the	
South.	These	were	specifically	aimed	at	helping	the	rural	poor	and	
later	developed	a	focus	on	poor	women	as	the	main	beneficiaries.	On	
the	whole,	these	projects	failed	to	help	women	because	they	were	‘top-	
down’,	involving	paternalistic	attitudes	to	the	poor,	overly	centralized	
planning,	poor	delivery	of	support	services,	elitist	attitudes,	especially	
among	poorly	trained	government	foresters,	and	unsuitable	technology	
such	as	concentration	on	ecologically	unsuitable	exotic	species	like	
eucalyptus	(Gain	1998).	Community	resource	management	institutions	
in	India,	formed	as	part	of	the	Joint	Forest	Management	(JFM)	
programme	in	the	1980s,	were	celebrated	as	a	success	but	Agarwal	
saw	them	as	‘gender	exclusionary	and	highly	inequitable’	(1997a:	
1374)	and	policies	do	not	seem	to	have	become	more	gender	
responsive	in	the	last	two	decades	(Tyagi	and	Das	2018).

Plate 5.4   Ghana: a woman cooking over a three-stone open fire outdoors in a family 
compound in northern Ghana. Note the use of manufactured enamel bowls

Source: author
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In	many	cases	these	projects	tend	to	benefit	the	richest	families	in	the	
community	and	women’s	needs	are	not	always	taken	into	
consideration.	However,	women	are	often	employed	in	tree	nurseries	
as	this	is	considered	suitable	for	them	because	of	their	traditional	
nurturing	roles.	Such	tasks	may	be	seen	as	providing	additional	
income	to	women,	or	merely	as	consuming	more	of	women’s	scarce	
time	for	something	that	does	not	benefit	them	in	the	long	run,	if	the	
trees	are	planted	on	men’s	land	and	sold	rather	than	used	for	firewood	
(Bortei-	Doku	Aryeetey	2002).

One-	quarter	of	the	world’s	population	does	not	have	access	to	
electricity	and	the	annual	expansion	of	new	connections	does	not	keep	
up	with	population	growth.	Some	2.4	billion	people	depend	on	
biomass	for	heating	and	cooking	and	the	number	is	increasing	
(Lefèbvre	2002b).	The	World	Summit	on	Sustainable	Development	in	
2002	agreed	that	meeting	the	goal	of	halving	poverty	levels	by	2015	
could	not	be	achieved	without	improving	access	to	energy	supplies.	It	
was	also	noted	that	the	impact	of	energy	scarcity	on	women	was	a	
major	contributor	to	the	problem	of	gendered	inequalities	of	
opportunity	(ibid.).	SDG7	aimed	to	ensure	access	for	all	to	affordable,	
reliable,	sustainable	and	modern	energy	by	2030.	Just	under	one	
billion	people	still	lack	access	to	electricity,	two-	thirds	of	whom	live	
in	rural	Africa	(The Economist	9.2.2019).	Since	2000	the	number	of	
people	without	power	has	fallen	by	700	million.	Tax	breaks	are	being	
given	to	companies	that	supply	small	solar	kits.	In	Bangladesh	the	
number	of	systems	powered	by	a	panel	on	the	roof	has	shot	up	from	
16,000	in	2003	to	4.1	million	by	the	end	of	2017.	These	systems	are	
also	popular	in	rural	Mexico	and	Ethiopia.	In	Rwanda	it	is	hoped	to	
connect	every	household	to	the	electricity	grid	or	to	solar	power	by	
2025	(ibid.).	Children	have	light	to	study	at	night,	phones	can	be	
charged	and	solar	lamps	replace	smoky	kerosene	ones.	But	the	power	
may	be	used	for	watching	television	and	people	may	tap	into	
transmission	lines	illegally.	Studies	have	shown	that	the	benefits	
accrue	mostly	to	richer	families	(ibid.).

Gendered impacts of natural hazards

Vulnerability	in	combination	with	the	occurrence	of	a	natural	hazard	
produces	a	disaster	(Wisner	1993).	Poverty	is	one	of	the	main	aspects	
of	vulnerability	but	it	varies	with	occupation	and	social	characteristics,	
such	as	gender,	age,	ethnicity	and	disability.	The	gender	impact	of	
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natural	hazards,	such	as	volcanic	eruptions,	earthquakes,	hurricanes,	
typhoons	and	floods,	reflects	the	position	of	women	in	different	
cultures.	Women	generally	have	less	access	to	resources	and	less	
representation	at	all	levels	of	decision-	making.	Women	may	suffer	
more	than	men	in	most	disasters	but	may	also	have	central	roles	in	
coping	and	recovery,	providing	that	they	are	given	the	opportunity	
(Jiggins	1986;	Rivers	1987;	Rashid	2000).	Women	may	be	forced	to	
turn	to	high-	risk	activities	like	prostitution	in	order	to	feed	their	
children	following	a	disaster,	while	men	can	migrate	alone	in	search	of	
employment.	Women	on	their	own	are	even	more	vulnerable	and	may	
find	it	especially	difficult	to	get	loans	for	rebuilding	and	re-	
establishing	a	viable	livelihood	(Wisner	1993).

In	the	Costa	Rican	study	mentioned	above	(Lemieux	1975),	women	
were	less	likely	to	get	state	aid	as	they	had	fewer	contacts	in	positions	of	
power	who	could	help	them	and	were	less	used	to	dealing	with	outsiders	
and	seeking	help.	Thus	their	main	recourse	in	the	face	of	disaster	of	
praying	to	God	was	rational	given	their	powerless	position	in	terms	of	
human	assistance.	In	the	predominantly	Muslim	society	of	Bangladesh	
many	women	are	not	allowed	to	speak	to	strange	men	or	be	in	public	
without	a	male	relative.	It	is	a	woman’s	duty	to	protect	her	home	and	
her	children	(see	Plate	5.5).	Thus	when	there	are	severe	floods,	which	
occur	regularly	in	this	deltaic	nation,	women	will	not	leave	their	homes	
to	go	to	shelters	in	case	their	husbands	accuse	them	of	not	looking	after	
their	homes.	At	the	same	time	they	are	afraid	of	the	relatively	public	
space	of	the	shelters	and	especially	fear	for	the	safety	of	their	daughters	
there.	Also	when	building	latrines	for	displaced	persons,	the	privacy	
needs	of	women,	especially	pregnant	women,	need	to	be	taken	into	
account.	The	normal	gender	division	of	labour	is	not	changed	and	
women’s	tasks,	such	as	carrying	water,	cooking	and	caring	for	children	
and	animals,	become	very	difficult.	In	addition,	women’s	assets,	such	as	
milch	cows,	cooking	utensils	and	poultry,	are	very	vulnerable.	
Furthermore,	women’s	clothes	hinder	their	mobility	(see	Box	5.3).

In	the	Indian	Ocean	tsunami	of	2004	women	suffered	higher	death	
rates	than	men.	Young	women,	having	lost	the	protection	of	their	
family,	were	traumatized	and	exposed	to	trafficking.	Loss	of	tools	for	
work	such	as	fishing	boats	and	sewing	machines	made	it	difficult	for	
both	male	and	female	survivors	to	recover.	After	the	2006	tsunami	in	
the	Solomon	Islands	domestic	violence	increased	(Ellsberg	2008).

When	assistance	is	sent	to	affected	areas,	women	are	often	last	to	get	it	
as	the	men	push	them	out	of	the	way	in	the	rush	to	grab	supplies.	Also	
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women	may	have	lost	clothing,	so	are	unable	to	cover	themselves	
adequately	and	so	cannot	enter	public	areas.	Pregnant	women	may	
miscarry	or	give	birth	prematurely	or	have	other	medical	needs	for	
themselves	or	their	children	but	will	not	consult	male	doctors.	Clearly,	
if	women	are	to	receive	adequate	disaster	assistance,	there	need	to	be	
more	women	doctors	and	volunteers	and	more	women-	specific	aid	
provision,	such	as	clothing,	breast	pumps	for	nursing	mothers	who	
have	lost	their	babies,	diapers	(nappies)	and	adequate	safe	and	private	
sanitation	facilities	for	women.	Poor	women	know	fewer	languages,	
so	may	not	be	able	to	communicate	with	aid	workers	and,	when	given	
unfamiliar	food	in	aid	packages,	may	not	know	how	to	cook	it.	
However,	gender	discrimination	can	make	it	difficult	for	women	relief	
workers	to	do	their	jobs	and	to	change	the	way	aid	is	allocated	(Begum	
1993).	In	environmental	disasters	women	in	Bangladesh	are	made	
more	vulnerable	by	their	social	status	and	gender	role.

Plate 5.5   Bangladesh: woman applying a fresh layer of mud to strengthen the foundation of 
her house during the monsoon season, when flooding is common. Her husband is a 
handloom weaver as the family has no land. The wife is responsible for all outdoor 
work as well as housework and childcare

Source: Michael Appel, Three Springs Farm, Oklahoma
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In	the	Caribbean	island	of	Montserrat,	when	a	hurricane	destroyed	
much	property,	there	was	a	shortage	of	construction	workers	so	young	
women	learned	how	to	be	tilers	and	plasterers.	In	this	way,	short-	term	
demand	enabled	a	change	in	the	traditional	division	of	labour	and	
women	gained	a	new	skill	which	was	of	long-	term	utility.	After	
Hurricane	Mitch	in	Nicaragua	in	1998,	aid	workers	tried	to	ensure	that	
both	women	and	men	had	access	to	assistance.	By	linking	this	
assistance	to	gender	workshops,	they	hoped	to	improve	mutual	
understanding	within	families	and	communities,	ease	trauma	and,	by	
helping	men	to	appreciate	the	work	done	by	women,	reduce	the	extent	
of	domestic	violence.	Despite	this	emphasis	on	gender	awareness,	it	
was	young	women	and	men	who	appeared	to	have	benefited	most	
from	reconstruction	projects	and	the	impact	of	‘masculinity’	
programmes	on	gender	relations	was	unclear	(Bradshaw	2001).

Climate change

Climate	change	refers	to	the	increasingly	erratic	weather	patterns,	
rising	sea	levels	and	extreme	events	that	may	be	attributed	to	human	
activity	and	the	greenhouse	gas	emissions	that	have	created	global	
warming.	As	weather	such	as	monsoons	becomes	less	predictable	and	
extreme	events	such	as	floods	and	cyclones/hurricanes	become	more	
frequent	and	severe,	it	is	poor	women	and	men	in	the	Global	South	
who	find	their	livelihoods	most	threatened.	Women	and	men	
experience	climate	change	differently,	with	men	more	able	to	migrate	
to	seek	opportunities	elsewhere	often	because	they	are	better	educated,	
while	women	have	to	walk	further	to	collect	water	and	have	increased	
problems	with	subsistence	agriculture	(Rezwana	2017).	Coral	reef	
environments,	as	in	many	small	island	nations,	are	considered	the	
most	vulnerable	ecosystem	to	rising	sea	levels.	In	many	such	small	
island	nations	this	is	forcing	residents	to	migrate	from	the	more	
vulnerable	outer	islands	to	central	more	urbanized	islands	as	in	
Kiribati	and	Tuvalu	in	the	Pacific	(Locke	2009).	Such	internal	
migration	puts	pressure	on	services	such	as	water	supply	and	local	
infrastructure	and	results	in	a	general	livelihood	decline	(ibid.).

The	United	Nations	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change	
(UNFCCC),	created	at	the	Rio	summit	in	1992,	provides	the	
international	focus	for	addressing	climate	change.	The	Bali	Action	Plan,	
created	at	the	UNFCCC	conference	in	2007,	was	the	first	to	consider	
gender	issues	but	there	is	still	a	large	gender	gap	in	climate-	change	
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decision-	making.	In	December	2015	the	Paris	Agreement	was	signed	
and	committed	the	signatories	to	keep	the	global	rise	in	temperatures	to	
less	than	2	degrees	centigrade	and	made	commitments	on	human	rights	
and	gender	equality	and	funding	by	rich	countries	for	climate	action	in	
poor	countries	(Robinson	2018).	The	Pope	also	mentioned	the	
importance	of	climate	change	in	his	2015	encyclical.	However,	in	June	
2017	President	Trump	announced	he	was	pulling	the	United	States	out	
of	the	Paris	Agreement.	But	other	countries	reiterated	their	support	for	
the	Paris	Agreement	and	many	individual	US	cities	and	states,	led	by	
California	and	New	York,	decided	to	continue	to	support	the	
Agreement.	By	2017	the	earth	had	warmed	by	about	1	degree	centigrade	
and	global	temperatures	in	2018	were	the	fourth	warmest	on	record,	but	
global	carbon	emissions	had	levelled	off.

A	new	global	movement	against	climate	change	has	taken	off,	led	by	
school	children.	A	Swedish	teenager,	Greta	Thunberg,	sat	outside	the	
Swedish	Parliament	building	for	three	weeks	in	August	2018	
protesting,	and	in	January	2019	she	addressed	the	World	Economic	
Forum	in	Davos,	saying,	‘I	want	you	to	act	as	you	would	in	a	crisis.	I	
want	you	to	act	as	if	your	house	is	on	fire.	Because	it	is’	(Guardian 
Weekly	15.2.2019).	Following	Thunberg,	action	by	schoolchildren	has	
steadily	grown	as	they	have	stayed	away	from	school	to	march	and	
protest	in	various	countries	around	the	world	(ibid.:	11–12)	in	reaction	
to	the	news	that	the	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change	
(IPCC)	announced	we	had	only	12	years	left	to	prevent	catastrophic	
climate	warming.

Box 5.3 Bangladesh: gender roles in disasters

Rima	was	a	young	woman	in	her	20s	when	interviewed.	She	had	not	finished	primary	
education	and	was	the	second	wife	of	a	much	older	man.	She	was	one	of	the	lucky	
survivors	of	Cyclone	Sidr	in	2007.	On	the	day	of	the	cyclone	she	was	asked	to	go	to	her	
father’s	house	for	a	party.	Her	family	ignored	the	cyclone	warnings	as	they	did	not	
believe	it	would	happen.	After	the	party	she	was	unable	to	leave	to	go	home	as	the	
cyclone	approached.	Soon	trees	started	falling	on	her	parents’	house	and	the	house	was	
carried	away	by	the	current.	She	could	not	swim	and	was	heavily	pregnant	so	her	father	
found	some	empty	plastic	barrels	for	her	and	her	sister	to	hold	onto.

After	a	time	she	found	herself	floating	in	the	water	and	could	not	see	any	of	her	family.	
She	was	getting	cut	by	floating	objects.	She	found	a	tall	Palmyra	tree	and	climbed	onto	
it.	Her	sister	also	climbed	onto	a	lower	part	of	the	tree	but	her	long	hair	got	caught	on	
the	thorns	of	the	tree	and	she	eventually	drowned	while	Rima	watched	helplessly.	She	
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went	into	premature	labour	and	fainted.	Next	morning	the	water	had	receded	and	her	
brother-	in-law	walked	by	and	saw	blood	flowing	down	the	tree.	She	was	dragged	out	of	
the	tree	and	the	baby	was	born	dead.	She	was	carried	to	the	nearest	school	and	laid	on	a	
table	but	she	had	lost	most	of	her	clothes.	There	was	no	fresh	water	for	her	to	drink.	Her	
husband	eventually	came	and	took	her	to	the	local	health	centre	where	her	wounds	were	
stitched	but	they	could	not	stop	the	bleeding.	She	eventually	got	treatment	from	a	group	
of	visiting	doctors	but	had	to	stay	in	hospital	for	a	month.	She	needed	more	treatment	to	
restore	her	ability	to	bear	children	but	could	not	afford	it.

Post-	disaster	periods	bring	additional	problems	for	women.	Besides	facing	more	barriers	
to	health	treatment	than	men,	damage	to	sanitation	facilities	is	a	great	problem	for	
women	after	disasters,	especially	during	pregnancy	or	menstruation.	They	also	find	it	
difficult	to	bathe	as	suitable	places	are	closed.	It	is	also	difficult	for	them	to	get	clean	
clothes.	Cultural	patterns	of	gender	discrimination	mean	that	a	young	boy	can	run	and	
find	food	on	the	streets	but	a	young	girl	or	her	mother	have	to	wait	until	a	father	or	
brother	brings	food,	even	though	they	may	be	starving.	Female	victims	find	it	difficult	to	
collect	relief	because	of	family	reputations	and	social	attitudes	and	also	to	get	medical	
care.	Even	for	middle-	class	urban	women	there	were	post-	disaster	problems:

there was no electricity for a month – nor water supply. At night I had to carry 20 
to 30 buckets of water and work all the next day using that water. I had to take 
clothes to wash and kids to bathe to a distant location. I became sick.

Six	years	after	Cyclone	Sidr	there	was	greater	awareness	but	no	significant	increase	in	
the	number	of	evacuees	during	Cyclone	Mahasen	in	2013.

Gendered vulnerabilities
Men	would	first	try	to	save	family	members	but	when	that	failed,	they	left	them	to	save	
themselves.	Men	also	had	to	protect	their	valuable	assets	such	as	livestock,	goods	for	a	
shop	and	houses.	Many	men,	and	sometimes	women,	tried	to	rescue	other	victims,	
especially	the	old,	the	disabled	and	children.	Men	can	run	faster	and	know	the	location	
of	the	shelters	and	the	best	routes	to	them.	They	can	escape	even	without	clothes	but	for	
a	woman	that	is	not	allowed.	Women	were	also	at	risk	of	verbal	abuse	and	sometimes	
physical	harassment	in	the	cyclone	shelters	and	depended	on	men	from	their	community	
to	protect	them.	These	cultural	attitudes	lead	to	a	higher	number	of	female	casualties	
following	cyclones	as	occurred	with	the	south	Asian	tsunami	in	2004.

Source: Nahid Rezwana, PhD dissertation, University of Durham, 2015

Despite	strong	theoretical	arguments	suggesting	that	women	are	more	
protective	of	the	environment	and	more	aware	of	environmental	
problems,	investigations	into	gender	differences	in	concern	for	the	
environment	have	been	relatively	few	and	are	generally	inconclusive	
in	their	findings.	Where	differences	do	exist,	they	do	not	show	a	
consistent	pro-	environment	stance	for	either	gender.	Furthermore,	
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statements	about	such	concern	may	reflect	gendered	social	roles	and	
positions	more	than	real	differences.	It	may	well	be	that	contemporary	
economic	development	pressures	on	natural	resources,	changing	
gender	roles	and	wider	access	to	education	are	undermining	the	long-	
established	patterns	of	gender	differences	in	environmental	awareness	
that	formed	the	basis	of	ecofeminism.	It	appears	that	a	strongly	place-	
based	feminist	political	ecology	approach	may	provide	a	better	
understanding	of	gendered	environmental	perception	than	
ecofeminism.

Learning outcomes

●	 Ecofeminism	has	a	plurality	of	positions:	cultural,	liberal,	social	
and	socialist.

●	 Alternatives	to	ecofeminism	include	feminist	political	ecology,	
feminist	environmentalism	and	development	policies	based	on	
gender	and	environment	rather	than	women	and	environment.

●	 The	use	of	natural	resources	can	be	gendered	and	the	privatization	
of	common	resources	impacts	women’s	access.

●	 Women	are	more	vulnerable	to	natural	hazards	because	of	cultural	
restrictions	and	social	status.

Discussion questions

1	 Explain	how	ecofeminism	can	be	considered	essentialist.
2	 Why	do	women	sometimes	cook	on	wood	that	produces	a	lot	of	

smoke	or	does	not	burn	well?
3	 Why	do	women	more	than	men	admit	ignorance	of	causes	of	

environmental	problems?
4	 Discuss	the	gendered	impact	of	water	pollution	in	poor	countries.

Further reading

Coles,	Anne	and	Tina	Wallace	(eds)	(2005)	Gender, Water and 
Development,	Oxford:	Berg.	An	edited	collection	of	papers	on	
different	aspects	of	water	and	its	role	in	development.

Leach,	Melissa	(ed.)	2016	Gender Equality and Sustainable 
Development,	Abingdon:	Routledge.	Contains	seven	chapters	covering	

 EBSCOhost - printed on 6/25/2022 9:22 PM via UNIVERSITY OF WARWICK. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Gender and environment    •    151 

food	security,	land	grabs	and	environmental	policy	and	provides	a	
review	of	the	interlinkages	among	gender,	environment	and	
sustainable	development.

Quarrie,	Joyce	(1992)	Earth Summit 1992,	London:	The	Regency	
Press	Corporation.	Provides	an	accessible	source	of	documents	from	
the	Rio	Conference.

Rezwana,	Nahid	(2017)	Disasters, Gender and Access to Healthcare: 
Women in Coastal Bangladesh,	London:	Routledge	International	
Studies	of	Women	and	Place.	A	field-	based	study	of	the	gendered	
impact	of	cyclone	damage	in	the	sunderbans	of	south-	west	Bangladesh.

Robinson,	Mary	(2018)	Climate Justice: Hope, Resilience and the 
Fight for a Sustainable Future,	London:	Bloomsbury	Publishing.	A	
manifesto	for	climate	justice	based	on	meetings	with	women	around	
the	world	working	at	grassroots	level	to	save	the	environment.

Rocheleau,	Dianne,	Barbara	Thomas-	Slayter	and	Ester	Wangari	(eds)	
(1996)	Feminist Political Ecology: Global Issues and Local 
Experiences,	London	and	New	York:	Routledge.	An	edited	collection	
of	case	studies	of	women’s	activism	for	protection	of	the	environment.	
The	editorial	introduction	provides	an	analysis	of	political	feminism.

Sachs,	Carolyn	E.	(ed.)	(1997)	Women Working in the Environment,	
London	and	Washington,	DC:	Taylor	&	Francis.	Includes	case	studies	
of	gendered	use	of	natural	resources,	mostly	in	developing	countries.	
The	editorial	introduction	provides	a	review	of	gender	and	the	
environment.	Usefully	read	in	conjunction	with	the	book	by	
Rocheleau	et al.

Shiva,	Vandana	(1989)	Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and 
Development,	London:	Zed	Books.	The	classic	presentation	of	
ecofeminism.	Shiva’s	work	led	the	way	in	considering	women’s	
connections	to	the	environment	in	the	South.

Websites

www.biodiv.org	Convention	on	Biological	Diversity,	full	text.

www.igc.apc.org/ea/susdev/agenda	21.htm	Rio	Agenda	21.

www.igc.org/habitat/agenda21/rio-	dec.htm	Rio	Declaration,	with	27	
principles	defining	the	rights	and	responsibilities	of	nations	in	enabling	
a	new	and	equitable	global	partnership	for	development.
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www.johannesburgsummit.org	Official	documents	of	the	World	
Summit	on	Sustainable	Development.

www.nt1.ids.ac.uk/eldis/gender/gen_lele.htm	Eldis	is	a	means	of	
accessing	online	information	on	development	and	the	environment	and	
focuses	on	countries	of	the	South.

www.unfccc.int	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change	
(UNFCCC).

www.wedo.org	Women’s	Development	and	Environment	
Organization	(WEDO),	an	international	advocacy	network	that	seeks	
to	increase	the	power	of	women	worldwide	as	policy-	makers	in	
governance	and	in	policy-	making	institutions,	forums	and	processes	at	
all	levels,	to	achieve	economic	and	social	justice,	a	peaceful	and	
healthy	planet	and	human	rights	for	all.	Organizes	Women’s	Caucuses	
at	UN	conferences	and	other	intergovernmental	forums	to	coordinate	
political	action.

www.weimag.com	Women and Environments International,	a	
magazine	produced	in	Canada	and	founded	in	1976,	examines	
women’s	multiple	relationships	to	their	environments	–	natural,	built	
and	social	–	from	feminist	perspectives.
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