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Executive Summary
Power and gender inequalities can constrain and under-
mine climate change adaptation. Those who are vulnerable 
and marginalized, with limited access to resources and 
assets, are already facing formidable barriers in adapting to 
climate change. Ignoring this challenge is maladaptive, as 
it adds to the vulnerabilities of those already burdened dis-
proportionately and encourages new types of exclusions. 
Meeting the challenge requires that we transform our soci-
eties into fairer and more just organizations. Unfettering 
the agency of individuals and collective groups, through 
policies and actions that promote gender-transformative 
adaptation, can help achieve this change.

In this background paper, we are seeking ways to use a 
gender-transformative lens to account for the social nature 
of major adaptation efforts in key systems and to under-
stand the political, economic, social, and cultural practices 
and norms that shape, but may also distort, people’s adap-
tation efforts. Specifically, the paper aims to:

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Background paper	 1

Executive Summary	 1

1. Introduction: Concepts, objectives and rationale	 4

2. Natural environment	 9

3. Food security, rural livelihoods and agriculture	 13

4. Sustainable cities	 16

5. Infrastructure	 19

6. Industry and supply chains	 22

7. Finance and investment	 25

8. Enablers of change	 29

9. Summary of findings and recommendations	 33

Annexure	 36

Endnotes	 43

http://www.gca.org


2      October 2019

•	Explore how gender is an important way to understand 
inequalities in emerging adaptation efforts and pro-
grams in key systems; and

•	Recommend actions, based on the report findings 
about specific systems and institutions engaged in 
climate change adaptation, that enable gender-trans-
formative adaptation.

The paper is organized according to systems with 
planned and operational adaptation measures. The 
systems include the natural environment; food security, 
rural livelihoods and agriculture; sustainable cities; infra-
structure; industry and supply chains; and finance. The 
paper also highlights gender-transformative adaptation 
initiatives. This is followed by a stocktaking of institu-
tional enablers of change that can be utilized and tapped 
to strengthen efforts at gender-transformative climate 
change adaptation. The paper ends with a summary of 
main findings and their respective recommendations.

The team of authors conducted a review of the relevant 
peer-reviewed research and gray literature on gender 
and climate change adaptation emerging over the last 
decade and covering gender and adaptation in the 
Global North and South. Our review leans more toward 
adaptation contexts in the Global South due in large part 
to availability of literature. The paper has been reviewed 
in iterative stages by external reviewers and was dis-
cussed in a one-and-a-half-day participatory review 
workshop attended by selected representatives from 
government, international finance, research, civil society, 
and UN organizations.

There are three sets of findings with recommendations 
as follows.

Findings: Broader structural realities that obstruct 
transformative adaptation

•	The broader political ecology and economy compro-
mise local livelihoods through exploitation, appropri-
ation, and extraction of resources by a few powerful 
players in the name of economic growth. These pred-
atory dynamics disregard the interests of significant 
populations of small producers and poor households, 
including women from diverse groups who depend on 
these resources for their daily livelihoods and survival.

•	Intersecting inequalities – such as low income, 
migrant status, sexuality, ethnic background, age, (dis)

ability, and/or gender – undermine people’s benefits, 
assets, opportunities, and adaptive capacities.

Recommendations for analysis and planning:
•	 Conduct rigorous, multi-scalar, participatory 

and holistic gender analyses that identify ways 
to redress context-specific constraints as an 
intrinsic part of the modus operandi of cus-
tom-designing adaptation measures.

•	 Use gender analyses to explore ways of break-
ing procedural habits that marginalize persons, 
peoples, and communities, with the objective 
of transforming the broader political and eco-
nomic trends to enable adaptation practices at 
the macro level, as well as across local reali-
ties and conditions.

•	 Utilize these comprehensive analyses as a 
basis for critical reflection and dialog with 
scientists, policymakers, planners, and stake-
holders to identify strategies for change and to 
then formulate, and follow through on, appro-
priate measures and indicators in pursuit of 
transformative adaptation.

•	 Ensure that specialists in gender and social 
justice lead and conduct the analyses, so they 
are not passed on to non-specialists as token 
compliance with project, donor, or international 
requirements.

•	 Recognize that gender-transformative adapta-
tion is an iterative process shaped by multiple 
feedbacks and loopholes in addressing power 
relations. Thus, gender-transformative adapta-
tion is an inherently political and dynamic set 
of measures and strategies; it is not a techni-
cal process made up of fixed and one-size-fits-
all prescriptions.

Findings: Practices that create gender inequalities in 
society

•	Inequitable access to and control of resources and a 
lack of democratic rights limit the benefits and oppor-
tunities for groups of women.

•	Patriarchal gender practices, by definition, control 
and constrict women’s autonomy, voices, and bodies, 
perpetuating vulnerabilities that are compounded by 
intensifying climate change hazards.
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Findings: Positioning gender equality in climate change 
programs

•	The (re) masculinization and elite capture of new opportuni-
ties – under the aegis of the green economy through climate 
change programs such as carbon markets and industrial 
agriculture – will sanction old and new gender, class, and 
ethnic exclusions; therefore, it is maladaptive.

•	Climate-proofing supply chains often avoids or ignores highly 
unequal power relations within supply chains and their implica-
tions for exploitative labor practices and social injustice.

•	Some gender-transformative adaptation initiatives and 
programs already exist in all systems that do not burden 
women further and do ensure equitable benefits to all.

Recommendations for gender mainstreaming in 
existing sectoral programs:
•	 Improve the gender balance of planning and 

decision-making bodies at different administrative 
scales – even in traditionally technical systems 
like infrastructure, natural environment, finance 
and agriculture – not only by incorporating wom-
en but by recognizing which women and which 
men participate, and who it is that they do or do 
not represent.

•	 Place labor issues at the forefront of climate risk 
analyses of industry supply chains to ensure 
social protection for employees facing climate 
change threats.

•	 Ensure that high-quality and rigorous gender 
analyses inform the design of sustainability 
and finance projects that require monitoring 
for results and lessons to avoid new exclusions 
or harm.

•	 Systematically track, monitor and evaluate adap-
tation financing across systems. This is neces-
sary to ensure relevant gender requirements are 
met and to identify gaps and opportunities that 
accelerate transformative change.

•	 Learn from existing gender-transformative adap-
tation programs by applying and contextualizing 
lessons and good principles in other places. Good 
principles include avoiding assignment of fur-
ther burdens on women, exercising democratic 
rights to express needs and interests, demanding 
accountability when necessary, and ensuring 
benefits are equitable.

•	Unequal gender relations lead to women’s time poverty 
and to disproportionate burdens of care that intensify 
during crises.

Recommendations for supporting the agency of 
women and other groups:
•	 Promote policy and legislative reforms and 

programs to enable equal and fair access 
to and control of resources for traditionally 
excluded women and men.

•	 Invest in basic social services and infrastruc-
ture – particularly health care, water, sanita-
tion, childcare, and labor-saving technologies 
– that reduce women’s workloads and build 
resilience without further curtailing their time 
and self-determination.

•	 Create opportunities for women’s self-orga-
nization, critical reflection, and partnerships 
with civic organizations to strengthen wom-
en’s claims to their own bodies, to social and 
natural resources, and to authorities’ account-
ability. Create spaces where women’s voices 
and rights are duly recognized and exercised. 
Promote women’s equal participation and 
voice in existing civic organizations to share 
experiences and solutions across groups and 
sectors, including transnationally.

•	 Support and create gender-awareness and 
skills-training opportunities for men and wom-
en in different systems and institutions, with 
the intention to redistribute care work and to 
cultivate alternative views of care for people 
and environment.

•	 Identify and closely liaise with gender-equality 
champions in well-known organizations to sup-
port efforts encouraging less visible groups to 
adapt positively in transformative ways.

•	 Invoke and utilize various national and inter-
national gender agreements and other change 
enablers to legitimize attention to promote 
women’s empowerment holistically through 
the citizen sphere, the policy sphere, the orga-
nizational sphere, and the delivery sphere.
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1. Introduction: Concepts, 
objectives and rationale
The effects of climate change will be felt by all, but they will 
not affect all people equally. Those who are vulnerable and 
marginalized, with limited access to resources and assets, 
are already facing formidable barriers in adapting to climate 
change. Given the carbon dioxide that humans have already 
released into the atmosphere, we will be adapting to the 
effects of changing climate for the next 1000 years.1 To 
avoid the worst outcomes, successful climate change adap-
tation requires that we transform our societies into fairer 
and more just organizations.

In this background paper on gender and climate change 
adaptation, we align our discussions with the need for 
transformative adaptation that aims to address the roots 
of vulnerability and exclusion through action “…that chang-
es the fundamental attributes of a system in response to 
climate and its effects.”2, 3 Adopting this vision can no longer 
follow business as usual if we rise to the challenge of gender 
equality and societal transformation to improve the living 
conditions and chances of survival for those most adversely 
affected. Current critical thinking on transformative adap-
tation advocates that adaptation activity should change 
aspects beyond those elements directly related to climate 
change.4 Important aspects requiring transformation are 
social inequities and gender inequality. These are conditions 
that compound the vulnerabilities of society as a whole. We 
therefore situate the aspirations for practicing gender-trans-
formative climate change adaptation within these critical 
lines of thinking.5, 6, 7 

As a starting point for characterizing gender-transformative 
climate change adaptation, we will show how the unequal-
ly distributed damages from climate change and from 
some of its mitigating measures are intrinsically gendered. 
As well, we will explain how intersecting conditions and 
identities multiply vulnerability, especially in the developing 
regions of the world.

The paper is organized according to systems with planned 
and operational adaptation measures. The systems include 
the natural environment; food security, rural livelihoods 
and agriculture; sustainable cities; infrastructure; industry 
and supply chains; and finance. The paper also highlights 
gender-transformative adaptation initiatives. This is followed 
by a stocktaking of institutional enablers of change that can 

be utilized and tapped to strengthen efforts at gender-trans-
formative climate change adaptation. The paper ends with 
a summary of main findings and their respective recom-
mendations. Table 1 offers some examples of how climate 
change is already heightening contradictions of gender 
inequality and social inequity.

The consequences listed in Table 1 demonstrate that climate 
change is now amplifying gendered inequalities. Addressing 
these inequalities requires gender considerations that are 
foundational to any successful adaptation program, effort, 
or policy. Table 1 also shows that persons who face several 
inequalities in their everyday lives due to discrimination are 
those least likely to successfully adapt to climate changes. 
Gender is not a binary concept nor a dichotomy of differences 
and inequalities between women and men. Rather, gender 
intersects with multiple forms of discrimination – based on 
ethnicity, class, race, sexuality, age, caste – and these con-
tribute to unique experiences of marginalization, especially in 
contexts of changing climate.8, 9, 10 Adaptation measures that 
neglect recognizing these multiple and intersecting forms of 
discrimination are thus likely to exacerbate social injustice 
and inequalities that can lead to further maladaptation.11, 12, 13

Table 1 describes results of social, political, economic and 
cultural drivers of vulnerability that are compounded by cli-
mate change. For example, women’s limited access to and 
control over agricultural resources such as land and capital 
is not directly an effect of climate change stressors but 
of social, political and economic discriminatory gendered 
practices and norms. These gendered roles, responsibili-
ties, practices and norms are taken for granted as normal. 
As normal, they are silently accepted and remain unad-
dressed even in adaptation programs. For adaptation to be 
transformative, these social drivers of vulnerability have to 
be drastically altered. Gendered vulnerability to disasters and 
climate risk is not an essential or intrinsic property of wom-
en, instead vulnerability indicates historically and culturally 
specific patterns of practices, processes and power relations 
that render some groups or persons disadvantaged.14, 15

Cases described in Table 1 compel us to aspire for gender 
equality and for women’s empowerment in climate change 
adaptation through fairness and justice in resource distri-
bution, in decision-making, and in planning for adaptation 
measures.16 Gender inequality is inscribed upon women’s 
bodies and can be magnified by climate change crises, as 
described in Box 1.17, 18, 19 
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System Example

Natural 
environment

As climate extremes degrade ecosystems, burdens of care on women and girls increase, resulting in time 
and vitality deficiencies that lead to loss of education and income generation opportunities and that 
increase their exposure to violence, including sexual assaults.21

In general, male members of households experience a decrease in availability of natural resources, such as 
timber, fish and bushmeat, that constrains their income-earning abilities. This often leads to forced labor 
migration and an increase in female-headed households.22

Climate change-related effects on wetlands’ hydrological regimes multiply the burden of women’s water 
collection and management responsibilities in developing regions.23

Marginalized communities, especially women bound to their homes where they care for less mobile family 
members, are more likely to suffer and die from the effects of climate-related disasters, including storms 
and floods.24

Climate change produces conditions, including flooding and high temperatures, that promote the spread of 
diseases such as malaria.25

Pregnant women are four times more likely to suffer from attacks of symptomatic malaria than other 
adults. Growing evidence indicates that gender-specific effects of malaria are felt most acutely by poor, 
marginalized, and rural young women.26

Marginalized communities of LGBTQI people often do not receive proper warning before, during, or after 
disasters. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, these groups were subjected to heightened hostilities: Like 
many minorities throughout history, overwrought religious groups blamed them for inviting heaven’s wrath 
with their alternative ways.27

Food security, 
rural livelihoods 
and agriculture

Women’s access to productive agricultural resources and services is not equal to men’s access. This 
reduces women’s adaptive capacities, especially during climate-related extreme events. This makes women 
disproportionately affected by climate change, a  maladaptive outcome, and any related adaptation efforts 
are less likely to succeed.28

As a coping strategy in the face of scarcity, women are more likely than men to reduce their food and water 
intake.29

The fuel, food price, and financial crises of 2007-2008 brought many land-use rivalries into high relief: food 
crops against biofuels, agricultural production against infrastructure development, producing crops against 
conserving nature, and large-scale agribusiness against small-scale family farming.30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35

Heightened competition accelerated land-grab and resource conflicts compounded by intensifying climate 
change. Such conflicts affect poor women disproportionately by constraining their access to land and 
natural resources, reducing their livelihood security, and exposing them to gender-based violence.36, 37, 38, 39

These debilitating conditions weaken adaptive capacity – of women, of the families who depend upon them, 
and of the agricultural communities they support – in the face of climate change.

TABLE 1 Some examples of how climate change leads to gender inequalities

Women’s empowerment involves being aware of gender 
inequalities, expanding opportunities and choices, increasing 
access to and control over resources, and transforming the 
structures and institutions that reinforce and perpetuate 
gender discrimination and inequality. 20 This can be done 
by first understanding the economic, political, ecological 
and cultural causes of vulnerabilities of different groups of 
women, men, and children and then addressing the causes. 

Experts call for transformative adaptation. For women 
– at least half the human population – and other 
marginalized groups, there is no real change unless the 
power dynamics defined by patriarchy, privilege and 
prejudice are transformed.
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Sustainable 
cities

Women, the poor, and the elderly are significantly vulnerable during heat waves due to their lack of access 
to cooling; in the case of pregnant women, and other vulnerable populations, this is exacerbated by their 
bodies’ compromised ability to thermoregulate.40, 41, 42, 43

Occupational risks are also a significant factor in understanding the socially differentiated effects of heat, 
as studies have shown that men who are employed in outside activities are particularly at risk as their rate 
of exposure is greater.44

Women and men food vendors who were relocated to peripheral areas of Hanoi, Vietnam, utilize rural-urban 
migration networks to explore new agricultural opportunities as a way to cope with uncertainty and change. 
Their capacity to adapt is a function of social relations and networks rather than economic condition.45

Poor design and materials of housing on city peripheries increases exposure of occupants to climate shocks 
like high temperatures during the day, when women and the elderly are working at home.46

Extreme events intensify women’s domestic responsibilities, particularly when they must take care of injured 
or sick family members. This limits their mobility to acquire emergency resources, such as food, fuel, and 
other donations or public services.47, 48

The right of women to own property, often denied, is an important requirement for post-hazard 
reconstruction of human settlements. Ownership or occupancy rights preclude eviction and enhance 
security. In the post-hazard reconstruction phase, rebuilding as storm-resistant and gender-sensitive 
structures will reduce the damage of climate-related hazards in the future.49

Infrastructure

Low socio-economic status, hazardous housing, and environmental conditions make women more vulnerable 
to the effects of flooding.50

During crises, sanitation systems break down. Research in Bangladesh has shown that, in both rural and 
urban areas, woman faced sanitation and bathing difficulties and developed urinary tract infections, while 
men reported no difficulties.51

The lack of utility service provision for informal settlements and slums is highly gendered and 
disproportionately affects poor women whose legal status, race, and other intersecting social circumstances 
can exacerbate inequities and make women more vulnerable to climate shocks.52, 53

Low socio-economic status, hazardous housing, and environmental conditions make women more vulnerable 
to the effects of flooding.54

Industry and 
supply chains

At manufacturing sites, extreme heat events and high temperatures can cause excessive dehydration, 
headaches, kidney disease, and heat stroke in exposed workers, who are over-represented by young women, 
especially within free or special economic zones.55, 56

In West Bengal, India, brick manufacturing employs a large number of young female brick carriers and brick 
molders, who are exposed to very high seasonal heat as well as heat from the brick kiln.57

A lack of toilets in factories motivates women to drink less and avoid urination. This aggravates dehydration 
caused by heat exposure and increases the potential risk of kidney disease and malnutrition.58

Risks faced by women workers are compounded by care responsibilities and precarious labor contracts. 
These risks are often exacerbated when extreme events occur.59

Women managers assist in flood recovery and provide emotional and physical support to employees, as well 
as to the enterprise, more than their male counterparts.60

The psychological trauma was higher among these women assisting employees, as they needed to balance 
their domestic-care responsibilities, normal and flood-related, with their professional roles.61

Finance

When facing disasters, woman managers depend more on personal savings or loans from family and friends, 
rather than risk-transfer tools, such as insurance and loans from banks and other financial institutions.62

In areas where climate stresses affect resources, poor women sell their small assets and take loans from 
money lenders and their social networks.63
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Gender-transformative adaptation is fundamental 
to addressing how vulnerability and exclusion are 
produced.64, 65, 66 It involves adjustments that individuals 
and collective groups create to reduce their respective 
vulnerabilities in a given context in response to climate 
change along with other socio-economic and political 
stressors.67, 68 Agency is integral to adaptation as it is the 
power of people or collective groups to change or entrench 
prevailing vulnerable conditions.69, 70 Women must have 
agency to adapt to climate change, but adaptation is often 
not an easy or straightforward process for them. 

What are the targets of gender-transformative adaptation? 
In general, it aims to transform the power dynamics and 
structures that serve to reinforce social and gendered 
inequalities.71 Specifically, it intends to change discrim-
inatory political, social and economic practices and the 
patriarchal norms that obstruct positive adaptation in 
climate change contexts.72 Gender-transformative adap-
tation is committed to undertake rigorous gender and 
power analyses, to actuate true institutional change, and to 

Climate change is identified with extreme events. The repercussions reverberate through society in different ways for the 
rich and the poor, the strong and the weak. Droughts, floods, erosion and salinization of soil and water resources cause 
many families to live in constant awareness that things fall apart.74, 75 The insecurity of their settlements, food supplies, and 
incomes pervades decisions about sustaining their homes and loved ones in the shadow of looming personal and family 
disaster. Too often these pressures add to the burdens of girls and women through traumatic and often tragic outcomes.

In many countries, girls’ schooling and climbing literacy rates are a development success story, but with climate-related 
stresses and strains that success may be brief. In some climate-vulnerable countries, girls may be taken out of school 
to reduce the drain on household resources, while boys continue their education throughout the crisis period.76, 77 All too 
often, the girls are sent to an early marriage.78

As a coping strategy for tackling loss and damage from climate pressures, the logic of early marriage follows a range of 
paths. Parents may consider early marriage to secure a place for their daughter in their in-law’s less insecure home. As 
groundwater degrades from saltwater intrusion along coastlines and estuaries, saline water is used more often in daily 
chores. This can blemish the skin, threatening a girl’s marriageability and motivating parents to marry daughters off ear-
ly for fear they become less attractive.79 Stressful home lives associated with chronic insecurity can lead to early puberty 
among girls.80, 81, 82, 83 Early marriage itself can also lead to menarche among young girls.84

But marriage does not necessarily offer protection from harm. As ecosystems degrade from climate extremes, house-
hold burdens on women and girls can increase, forcing them to search for resources in insecure areas, increasing their 
exposure to violence and sexual assault. Such threats are even higher if families are displaced and relegated to camps 
while they wait for new opportunities.85 Just staying home is not the answer either, as families suffering resource scarci-
ty are more prone to domestic violence generally and to gender-based violence specifically.86

BOX 1 Climate repercussions for the lives and bodies of women

enable empowering consequences through meaningful and 
equal participation of women and men in leadership, policy 
and decision-making processes. It offers a more holistic 
multi-dimensional approach and moves beyond programs 
that fundamentally hide and ignore deep-seated power 
relations and structures. 

Some examples of such programs are those seeking indi-
vidual women’s self-improvement, changing men’s behavior 
and attitudes, and adopting ‘women only’ approaches. While 
well-meaning, they fail to address the drivers of gender 
inequality that maintain women’s disproportionate care-work 
burdens, as they undervalue their work and their bodies.

Apart from the gender-transformative approach, existing 
programmatic procedures that advance gender equality 
in policies and programs include the gender-sensitive 
approach that attempts to redress gender inequalities 
and the gender-responsive approach that determines how 
much a program has deviated from or come near the goal 
of gender equality.73
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Overall, this background paper aims to use a gen-
der-transformative lens to account for the social nature 
of major adaptation efforts in key systems and likewise 
to understand the political, economic, social, and cultural 
practices and norms that shape, but also distort, peo-
ple’s adaptation efforts.

Specifically, we aim to:

•	Explore how gender is an important way to understand 
inequalities in emerging adaptation efforts and programs 
in key systems; and

•	Recommend actions, based on the report findings 
about specific systems and institutions engaged in 
climate change adaptation, that enable gender-trans-
formative adaptation.

We have conducted a review of the research and gray 
literature produced in the last decade on gender and cli-
mate change adaptation in the context of environmental, 
agricultural, urban, environmental, infrastructural, finance, 
and industrial development. The scope of this paper spans 
both the Global South and North to demonstrate not only 
the universality of gender issues in climate change adap-
tation, but also the wide diversity in vulnerabilities and 
adaptations in an array of ecological, social, economic, and 
geographical contexts.

Photo: SEI Asia
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2. Natural environment
Climate change multiplies existing pressures on the 
environment, such as overexploitation and pollution, and 
acts as a driver of biodiversity loss.87, 88, 89, 90, 91 According 
to the 2019 Global Assessment by the Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services, climate change acts as a driver of biodiversity 
loss that will soon become a dominant factor.92 Worldwide 
degradation of ecosystems – compounded by droughts, 
flooding and recession of glaciers – poses direct challeng-
es to economic development, but especially to rural poor 
communities whose livelihoods are based on ecosystem 
services.93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98 These ecological disruptions threat-
en livelihood securities, and exacerbate poverty, gender 
inequality, involuntary migration, and displacement, as well 
as pose the risk of violent conflicts. 99, 100, 101 Degradation of 
the environment is further limiting the capacity to adapt to 
climate change102 and worsens inequality.103 This chapter 
shows how women’s rights of access to and control over 
natural resources enable nature-based solutions for adap-
tation to climate change.

2.1 Nature-based adaptation strategies 
and gendered rights to resources
In the face of climate change challenges, nature-based 
solutions are adaptation approaches that protect, sus-
tainably manage, and restore natural or modified eco-
systems.104 Landscape restoration is one important 
strategy for climate adaptation and mitigation that can 
increase income-generating opportunities, secure tenure, 
improve ecosystem services, and enhance knowledge and 
skills.105, 106 However, such benefits do not simply reach 
all evenly. Gender inequality can be an under-recognized 
but important factor that impairs restoration and the fair 
distribution of benefits. Restoration can undermine women 
if their priorities, rights to resources, and contributions of 
labor and knowledge are overlooked. Women, and other 
marginalized people with informal or insecure land rights, 
can lose access to land claimed for restoration.107

Access to and control over resources is gender-differen-
tiated, with women often at a disadvantage made worse 
by considerations of age, marital status, and ethnic back-
ground. While 164 countries explicitly recognize women’s 

Photo: annie spratt / Unsplash
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right to own, work, and use land as collateral, only 52 
countries guarantee these rights in law and in practice.108 
In more than 100 countries, traditional, religious and cus-
tomary laws and practices limit women’s freedom to claim 
and protect land assets.109 These customs limit women’s 
capacity to participate in biodiversity conservation and 
climate adaptation measures. Access to water – so nec-
essary for human health and welfare – and other natural 
resources is closely linked with access to land.110 However, 
a few bright spots demonstrate that women’s land rights 
can contribute to nature-based solutions.

India’s 2006 Forest Rights Act allows forest access to 
those who can prove their ancestral link to the land.111 
In 2019, nearly two million forest dwellers faced mass 
evictions from an order by the Supreme Court, in response 
to a petition submitted by wildlife and conservation 
groups claiming that local people are encroaching into 
protected land.112 Indigenous groups, supported by 
national and international NGOs, have rebuked these 
claims, arguing that they are the best group to protect 
nature and the climate.113 Women are particularly threat-
ened because of their precarious access to either legal 
records or land rights.

A team of researchers evaluating a pilot land-regulating 
program in Rwanda found that the program improved land 
access for legally married women particularly and promot-
ed recording of inheritance rights without gender bias. The 
program significantly improved investment in and mainte-
nance of soil conservation. These findings applied mainly 
to female-headed households that had suffered previously 
from high levels of tenure insecurity.114

If the needs and perspectives of women are taken into 
account, benefits from restored landscapes will be 
more gender-responsive and effective. This was demon-
strated by the Restoration Opportunities Assessment 
Methodology in the Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico. Separate 
groups of men and of women identified those tree spe-
cies that were significant for them. Although both groups 
named around 40 species, few species were on both 
lists. If women had not been included, the assessment 
would have missed nearly half the important tree spe-
cies.115 Similarly, Nepal’s women-led Dumrithumka Adarsh 
Mahila Community Forest User Group played a key role 
in forest restoration and enhancing livelihoods in their 
landslide-prone area in Udayapur district. This gender-re-

sponsive initiative – supported by the International Centre 
for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) and Bird 
Conservation Nepal – is a model for restoration in sur-
rounding areas.116

In the context of ecosystem-based climate adaptation 
and mitigation, nature conservation plays an important 
role. This can coincide with social objectives, as has been 
shown by the Coalition des Femmes Leaders pour l’Envi-
ronnement et le Développement Durable (CFLEDD) in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, winner of the Gender Just 
Climate Solutions 2018 Transformational Change Prize.117 
CFLEDD strives for the recognition of indigenous wom-
en’s land and forest rights in the provinces of Equateur 
and Maindombe. Its successful advocacy enabled dialog 
between indigenous women and the traditional chiefs 
and provincial authorities. This resulted in the adoption of 
provincial edicts that guarantee women’s land and forest 
rights: essential conditions for women’s active participation 
and decision-making in forest governance, climate adapta-
tion and conservation, as well as for the transformation of 
patriarchal norms and practices.118

2.2 Constraining and enabling factors
Practices in local communities clearly show the impor-
tance of traditional knowledge and of leadership in wom-
en-led adaptation efforts. Cases from the Hindu Kush 
Himalayan region demonstrate the importance of including 
women in forest, water, and fishery management groups 
for governance and conservation.119, 120 In parts of India’s 
Uttarakhand State, women became active forests stew-
ards. They divide the forests into sections, with some open 
to the community for limited periods and others closed. 
Women set and implement rules on harvesting wood and 
non-timber forest products, ensuring forest reserves are 
used sustainably and equitably.121

Wetland management is another form of ecosystem-based 
adaptation. The Ramsar Convention Strategic Plan for 
wetland conservation and management recognizes their 
relevance to meet all Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), including SDG 5 on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment.122 When wetland ecosystems are serious-
ly threatened, conflicts may arise in households and in 
communities. In northern Uganda’s Otuke District, CARE 
International works with communities to restore wetlands 
through the Women’s Empowerment in Natural Resource 
Governance (WENG) program. Participation of local wom-
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en, worst affected by the social breakdown as wetland 
degrade, is crucial for the effort. The WENG program builds 
capacity in local communities and works with the local gov-
ernments on wetland policies. Women lead as negotiators 
and mediators, mobilize other women, and make decisions 
about their immediate environment and its resources. 
Notable outcomes include pre-emptive water harvesting 
during the rainy season, setting up early-warning systems 
around water depletion, and increasing commitments by 
local governments.123 Similarly, in Guyana, the government 
recognized the potential threat from climate change on its 
low-lying coastal wetland zone and initiated a project to 
restore its mangrove forest in combination with socio-eco-
nomic development. The project not only offers physical 
protection and restoration of coastal mangroves, but it par-
ticularly benefits single female-headed households, poor 
coastal households, farmers and fishermen. Women are 
at the forefront, forming 80 percent of community partici-
pation. They were trained, earned an income from nursing 
mangrove seedlings, and formed the Mangrove Reserve 
Producers Cooperative Society.124

While women in Ghana’s Upper West Region contribute 
about 80 percent of household food needs, their land 
access and land tenure security are constrained by patri-
archal norms and institutions. To help strengthen adaptive 
capacities of these women, the Adaptation at Scale in 
Semi-Arid Regions project provided training on eco-inclu-
sive livelihoods, access to and use of climate information, 
and financial management. Now, women-based platforms 
advocate for local women’s rights, for access to land, 
credits and financial institutions, and for training.125, 126 
The Participatory Disaster Preparation and Mitigation 
Project in Viet Nam – supported by Oxfam through its 
interactive Living with Floods Information, Education and 
Communication Clubs – resulted in shared responsibilities 
between women and men, changed lives, and modified 
stereotypes. As a farming couple involved in the project 
declared, “Laundry is not only women’s work.”127, 128

2.3 Conclusion
We need radical improvements in natural resource 
management in our climate-stressed world. Nature-based 
solutions for climate resilience will not be fully possible 
without recognizing gender equality in the rights to 
resource management. This means that measures must 
be developed and implemented with full involvement of, 
and benefit sharing by, women and men of diverse ages, 
ethnicities, and income classes. The evidence shows that 
women’s resource rights enable nature-based solutions 
for adaptation, as well as fulfill human rights requirements 
and address SDGs 5, 10 and 15.129 The important enabling 
factors for gender-transformative nature-based solutions 
for adaptation are recognizing the value of women’s work 
on providing, managing and safeguarding resources 
and of equal rights to access and control over natural 
resources. This would entail their full participation and 
leadership in the governance of natural resources at 
different institutional levels and at the household, 
community, sub-national and national scales. Action to 
advance gender equality should be developed for existing 
contexts based on rigorous gender analysis using gender-
specific data and indicators.130
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3. Food security, rural livelihoods 
and agriculture
Several reports highlight the severe impacts that climate 
change will have on agriculture and food systems world-
wide, aggravating the existing challenge of producing more 
food to meet growing consumer demand on a shrinking 
and depleted natural resource base.131, 132 Among those 
most affected will be poorer households in developing 
countries that rely entirely or partially on agriculture and 
access to natural resources for food and livelihoods – 
currently that is about 750 million people or two-thirds 
of the world’s extremely poor.133 In developing countries, 
women comprise about 50 percent of the agricultural labor 
force.134 Rural women play key roles in food security, rural 
livelihoods and agriculture, as well as in agro-biodiversity 
conservation and natural resource management. However, 
they face serious obstacles to accessing, controlling and 
using resources such as land, water, forests, finance, tech-
nologies and information and, ultimately, to making their 
voices heard.135 At the same time, their strategic interests 
are unaccounted for in key decisions on small- or large-
scale commercial food production that may also encroach 
on their existing, but increasingly dwindling, assets. To 
worsen their situation, they are most adversely affected 
by climate-related flooding, drought and biodiversity loss 
that significantly places their food and livelihood security 
at risk. 136, 137, 138 Addressing this complex challenge calls for 
a comprehensive, multi-scalar approach, based on strong 
gender analyses of people, resources, and policies in agri-
cultural contexts.

This chapter will highlight the evidence on rural women’s 
lack of resources for both food and livelihood security that 
places imminent risks on their climate adaptive capacities. 
Conversely, the chapter will also describe promising adap-
tation practices that strengthen food and livelihood security 
as well as climate resilience.

3.1 Resources for food and livelihood 
security
Introducing adaptation initiatives without an understand-
ing of context-specific power, gender and social dynamics 
can lead to maladaptation.139 For example, Rao and others 
highlight a Botswana project where farming packages, 
which included drought-resistant crop varieties and ground-
water irrigation, did not reach the intended beneficiaries, 

particularly women. Designed as a solution to crop failures 
for smallholder famers, in practice these packages could 
only be bought by the more affluent farmers engaged in 
commercial farming. In addition, class differences between 
farmers inhibited reciprocity practices that are traditionally 
used to benefit households, and particularly women, in 
times of crises.140

Irrigation is important for buffering threats from climate 
variability, but women usually lack the capital to afford it.141 
However, existing evidence indicates that when women do 
have access to irrigation, they tend to plant a wider vari-
ety of crops than men, drawing from their experience and 
knowledge of the labor requirements of each crop and their 
respective market prices. This strengthens their house-
holds’ economic resilience and food security, enabling 
them to adapt to critical climate-related shortfall periods. 
A case from Mexico shows that during an intense drought, 
women who were allowed to decide what to cultivate 
chose to plant more beans than corn because they knew 
that beans were more expensive and could generate better 
incomes. This is a case where women’s traditional role 
as market consumers informed their crop decisions.142 
However, preferences and patterns of gendered control 
and negotiation over different crops needs to be carefully 
considered.143, 144

A study conducted in Uganda and Malawi found that 
women are generally controlling those commodities that 
generate lower income compared to high-value commod-
ities sold on the market that are controlled by men.145 
In many countries, rural development, agrarian change, 
migration and climate change can induce a (re)mascu-
linization of rural spaces.146 In Morocco, for instance, 
disruptions of family farming, coupled with increased land 
values, are redefining farming as an entrepreneurial and 
masculine activity through a process of “professional-
ization and masculinization of farming activities.”147 This 
leaves women with less access to resources, marginalized 
in low value crops, and with increased workloads and 
responsibilities. Similarly, in rich countries in the Global 
North, climate change responses are being cast as men’s 
domains through the creation of masculine spaces and 
jobs in industrial agriculture, carbon markets, and the green 
economy.148, 149

Information communication technologies (ICTs) can help 
promote the wider dissemination of climate services; 
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however, existing inequalities could deepen if the services 
are not accessible to all or fail to address diverse needs. In 
Rwanda, a Climate Change, Agriculture, and Food Security 
project uses interactive radio programs to promote shar-
ing agro-climatic information. Baseline data on men and 
women’s asset control and access to communication 
channels were used to inform the design of the ICT tools. In 
some cases, farmer to farmer dissemination and commu-
nity-based groups are especially effective in overcoming 
those barriers that prevent women from joining formal 
groups. Such barriers include absence of land ownership or 
social norms that restrict their mobility or interaction with 
male strangers.150 Preferences and differences that shape 
the ways people socialize, acquire, and share information 
are also gendered. A study in China’s Anhui Province found 
that the sex of the household head influences access to 
information and attitudes toward adaptation. Female farm-
ers prefer social networks to share information they value, 
including on climate change, impacts on food security, and 
strategies to mitigate them. Through social sharing, wom-
en also become more open to change and adaptation.151

Women’s time poverty and work drudgery also inhibit wom-
en’s adaptive capacities. For instance, agroforestry adop-
tion among smallholder farmers in Kenya is constrained 
by women’s work burden, as well as by farmers’ urge to 
prioritize food security and health concerns over agrofor-
estry.152 A study of smallholder responses to climate stress 
in Kenya and Tanzania found that a combination of the 
burden of care work, together with local taboos, hindered 
married women’s participation in income-generating activi-
ties.153 The introduction of labor-saving and women-friend-
ly technologies – including for drinking water, irrigation, 
cooking, and agro-processing – have proven effective in 
freeing up women’s time and improving the quality of their 
lives.154 In Saint-Louis, Senegal, the non-profit organiza-
tion Le Partenariat introduced a sustainable, economic, 
and ecological bio-diesel energy solution to a group of 
700 women fish-processors. By recovering waste from 
their processing activities through composting units and 
mechanization, this technology brings ecological, health 
and economic benefits to the women. The time spent 
on wood collection is reduced together with the negative 
health impacts of wood burning. The cost of energy has 
decreased, and revenues have increased. In addition, the 
women are able to generate extra income with the produc-
tion of digestate, which they sell as fertilizer.155

3.2 Gender dimensions of adaptation 
strategies
In recent years, climate-smart agriculture (CSA) has become 
popular as a broad approach that supports building climate 
resilience while contributing to food and nutrition securi-
ty, development, and mitigation.156 Launched by the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 2010, CSA has been 
embraced by many actors and organizations, including from 
civil society, although with differing understandings and 
approaches.157 CSA has addressed gender issues, but this 
remains rather tenuous. For instance, when CSA practic-
es are carried out and funded at large scale by states and 
corporate firms, their strong productivity-driven goals may 
sidestep and diminish resource rights and benefits of rural 
women.158 A review by FAO-CARE confronts this and high-
lights benefits to food and nutrition security and to broader 
development outcomes when CSA simultaneously address-
es gender inequalities.159

Successful adaptation strategies also build from the bottom 
up. In Nepal, a project by the National Indigenous Women 
Forum supported marginalized women and communities 
affected by the 2016 earthquake to rebuild their livelihoods 
through climate-resilient farming practices. Women’s groups 
in Thami and Bankaria indigenous communities trained in 
soil testing, selecting and preserving seeds, maintaining 
plant nurseries, preparing organic fertilizer, using integrat-
ed pest management, and selling vegetables in markets. 
Women farmers groups were also established to facilitate 
and keep group savings. Finally, becoming increasingly 
aware of their human and collective rights, women were 
empowered to advocate for their representation rights as 
women, wives, daughters, sisters, and mothers.160

In many parts of the world, off-farm seasonal migration, 
particularly of men, has become a common adaptation 
strategy. Women who are left behind enact a number of 
strategies to manage farming, including altering cropping 
patterns to mitigate risks of crop failure and growing more 
vegetables, fruit and cash crops for the market, that can 
have unanticipated empowering effects.161 In Mexico162, 

163 and Bolivia,164 women have gained enhanced roles in 
agrobiodiversity, household resilience, and food and nutrition 
through home gardening. With men moving away, women 
become agricultural decision-makers and preservers of 
knowledge about plant and seed varieties.165 Similar findings 
are reported in Nepal and Bangladesh.166, 167 Another study 
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in Mexico highlights an additional benefit of male outmigra-
tion. After men moved away, many women transferred land 
ownership to themselves to avoid land expropriation. This 
reduced their vulnerability to climate change by increasing 
their tenure security, even though it sometimes created 
intrahousehold conflicts when men returned.168 This empha-
sizes the importance of engaging men as part of long-term 
solutions and promoting change.

Women and men have been adapting to change for centu-
ries by using indigenous and local strategies that allow them 
to better respond to climate change. A 2018 case study by 
ICIMOD highlights indigenous women’s roles in the conser-
vation of genetic resources and agrobiodiversity in Sikkim, 
India. Women have home gardens where they grow a vari-
ety of species, including plants that enhance soil nutrients, 
adapt to local climatic conditions, and are resistant to pest 
and diseases. As seed managers, they also preserve highly 
adaptive local seeds based on the traditional knowledge of 
seed selection, processing, and preservation that is passed 
down from mother to daughter, generation after generation. 
Vegetables and spices grown in the home gardens allow 
women to generate income to cover the family’s food needs 
and children’s education, while giving them access to markets 
and social networks. This, in turn, increases women’s position 
and decision-making power within the household.169

Strengthening traditional knowledge is at the center of a 
project on agriculture and sustainable water management 
implemented by ASOBONGO in Cordoba, Colombia, where 
rural areas experience tropical storms and drought that 
affect access to clean water and food security. The project 
rehabilitates ancestral knowledge, using locally adapted 
seeds and small livestock species, to support climate-re-
silient traditional agriculture and to promote sustainable 
water gathering, storage, and management. Among the 200 
beneficiary families, 38 have participated in ecological train-
ing to restore 20 ancient crops, create organic fertilizer out 
of compost, increase crop yields, and reinsert two livestock 
species in their farming ecosystems. The strong gender 
approach empowered young women to take on leading roles 
in the water committees, as their time is freed up from the 
heavy burden of water gathering.170

Finally, the policy environment is key to ensuring that 
adaptation strategies in the agricultural and food secu-
rity systems contribute to the reduction of rural women 
and men’s vulnerabilities. This can include ensuring that 

National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) are gender-responsive 
in all aspects and sectors, including in agriculture. The FAO 
and UNDP Integrating Agriculture into National Adaptation 
Plans (NAP-Ag) program has made the integration of gender 
concerns into adaptation planning and budgeting for the 
agricultural sectors one of its main pillars.171 The program 
supports development of capacities, knowledge exchange, 
stocktaking and prioritization of adaptation activities related 
to the agriculture sectors, as well as access to international 
climate finance. To support gender mainstreaming, the pro-
gram has developed a series of gender-training workshops, 
tools and knowledge materials.

3.3 Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to identify some of the key 
elements enabling adaptation in agricultural contexts that 
responds to the needs and supports the agency of women 
and men from diverse social backgrounds. Equal access 
and control rights to resources such as irrigation, ICTs, and 
enabling policy environments can strengthen livelihood and 
food security that will in turn increase climate resilience and 
adaptative capacities. It is also important to recognize the 
importance of women having sufficient time to use avail-
able resources and adapt effectively to climate change, not 
adding adaptation to their already long list of caring roles. 
Scaled-up and large-scale adaptation strategies and pro-
grams, if not carefully monitored, may sidestep rural wom-
en’s needs and interests and re-masculinize rural spaces 
for the sole purpose of realizing corporate profits without 
benefits to smallholders – depriving women of control 
over livelihood spaces and food production processes and 
possibly worsening environmental conditions. Women’s 
involvement in adaptation programs should also simultane-
ously empower them with equal resource and voice rights, 
not just mobilizing them with their already stretched time 
and labor. Long-standing indigenous adaptation practices 
can be harnessed especially if they serve to enhance climate 
resilience. Finally, migration as an adaptation option should 
be approached cautiously, as it may result in positive out-
comes under certain conditions but may also pose risks to 
livelihood security under others. It appears then that climate 
change adaptation is an iterative process shaped by multi-
ple feedbacks and by women’s and men’s local knowledge 
and experiences. Overall, gender-transformative adaptation 
in rural contexts is unlocked when interventions challenge 
power dynamics and discriminatory norms and practices 
that threaten livelihood and food security.
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4. Sustainable cities
Climate change is expected to have costly consequences 
for urban infrastructure, basic services, housing, liveli-
hoods, and well-being. Coastal cities, 65 percent of all cities 
globally, are also threatened with flooding and salinization 
from sea-level rise, as well as from increased frequency 
and intensity of storms.172 Globally, socio-economic flood 
costs were estimated to be approximately US$6 billion per 
year in 2005 and projected to increase to US$52 billion by 
2050.173 In addition to flooding, roughly 14 percent of the 
world’s population would be exposed to severe heat waves 
at least once every five years with a 1.5° rise of global 
average temperature; this figure jumps to 37 percent with a 
2° temperature rise.174 The vulnerability of cities to extreme 
events results from their dense populations and the varying 
resilience of the infrastructure. That vulnerability is experi-
enced most severely by already marginalized city dwellers 
and the safety of women and children causes particular 
concern.175 These climate change effects in cities are likely 
to affect women, men and children in different ways and 
adaptive responses are also unevenly sufficient. Therefore, 
prevention and adaptation through climate-resilient urban 

planning mechanisms will be a key strategy to support 
gender-equitable outcomes. Below are some promising 
adaptation strategies incorporating gender in urban trans-
port, housing and planning.

4.1 Gender-transformative urban 
transport
Many cities are exploring options to reduce their carbon 
footprints by upgrading or improving public transportation. 
At a minimum, transportation planning for climate change 
must be based on the recognition of women’s distinct roles, 
needs, and experiences. Offering safe and efficient public 
transportation has multiple benefits, including allowing 
women access to employment, education, and other ser-
vices that strengthen households’ resilience and increasing 
ridership, a prerequisite for emissions reductions.176 Yet, 
making the transition toward a zero-carbon society and 
supporting transformative adaptation requires more than 
addressing the different transportation needs of men and 
women, and it requires more than introducing resource 
efficient technologies.177, 178, 179 It also requires planning that 
addresses the underlying vulnerabilities and root caus-
es of structural inequities.
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Several cities are working toward more gender-sensitive 
transportation, an important first step. Cities like Berlin, 
Bogotá, Malmö, Medellín, Montreal, and Vienna have prior-
itized women’s perspectives through participatory plan-
ning.180, 181, 182 The results include wider pavements, pedes-
trian-friendly traffic lights, and a general sense of safety.183 
Additionally, constructing specific lanes for rickshaws and 
bicycles can reduce burdens for low and middle-income 
women and children.184 Women-only rail, bus, and taxi 
transportation is one of several measures to reduce vio-
lence and harassment against women in public transporta-
tion, increasing safety and reducing anxiety.185, 186 In addi-
tion to safety, accessibility for a range of needs is crucial. 
Providing lower steps and lifts on buses as well as infor-
mation in multiple languages, written and audio, are a few 
recommendations to accommodate various limitations.

However, attention to non-commuter and care-work travel, 
primarily undertaken by women, has proven most difficult 
for planners. Incorporating gendered needs and preferenc-
es, as well as the structural root causes of transportation 
barriers, is essential to support the adaptation options of all 
urban residents.

4.2 Urban housing access, rights, and 
infrastructure
Access to safe and secure forms of housing is another 
factor that shapes gendered adaptation to climate change 
in urban areas at various scales. Strengthening women’s 
property rights in urban areas can also have wider benefits, 
including protecting them from eviction and increasing 
their safety and security, which is usually at risk especial-
ly during climate stresses.187 There is need to invest in 
post-disaster rebuilt housing and storm-resistant shelters 
for future resilience.188

However, individuals whose gender or gender expres-
sion falls outside of normative categories are not able to 
exercise their land and housing rights and so are often 
excluded from response, relief, and recovery efforts fol-
lowing an extreme climate event.189 They face significant 
social and religious stigma that further excludes them 
from such resources and limits their mobility during and 
after disasters.190 This makes finding post-disaster housing 
and employment extremely difficult, particularly for low-in-
come transgender women.191 As well, the experiences and 
needs of migrant and homeless youth are often neglected 

in post-disaster management.192 Thus, any analysis of the 
gendered nature of disasters in urban areas should move 
beyond binary relations of comparing women and men, a 
habit that does little to capture the social relations of power 
that shape livelihoods and responses to disasters. Such 
an analysis can reveal both opportunities and constraints 
for adaptation, not only between men and women, but also 
between women of different backgrounds and privileges.

The vulnerability of residents in slums and informal set-
tlements to climate shocks will be particularly palpable. 
Demographic trends suggest that increasing numbers of 
women and girls in female-headed households will live in 
cities and many will reside in informal settlements.193 Thus, 
upgrading housing infrastructure, particularly in urban 
peripheries, should take an inclusive approach based on 
collaboration with women and community groups to avoid 
further marginalization. For instance, relocating slums 
to remote areas is often considered a viable adaptation 
strategy in a number of cities with areas vulnerable to 
environmental hazards, or where livelihoods and employ-
ment are usually difficult. However, this type of relocation 
of informal settlements could increase the difficulties of 
women to access formal jobs and might lead to the further 
exclusion of slum dwellers.194 Access to adequate hous-
ing also provides women greater opportunities to develop 
and control climate-resilient strategies and spaces within 
their household.195, 196 Cities can therefore invest in basic 
social services and infrastructure – particularly health 
care, water, sanitation, and child care – to reduce women’s 
workloads and to build their resilience without additional 
burdens to their time.197

4.3 Gender-transformative urban 
planning
Access to air-conditioned space during heat waves, partic-
ularly for vulnerable urban populations, is a known means 
to reduce heat-related illnesses and mortality.198, 199 Many 
potential public cooling centers – libraries, swimming 
pools, supermarkets, movie theaters, hospitals, and shop-
ping malls – may be available in emergencies, but they dis-
courage frequent occupation by marginalized populations, 
particularly the poor. Studies in the US and South Korea 
show that even during emergencies reasons such centers 
are not used include a lack of awareness or transportation, 
mental or physical incapacity, and individuals unable to 
identify their own need – particularly among women, the 
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elderly and the homeless.200, 201 Furthermore, in smaller 
cities in Bangladesh, publicly available cooling centers do 
little to reduce low-income women’s prolonged exposure 
to high heat as they accomplish their daily work burden in 
the home. While using electric fans and opening doors and 
windows is a common means of cooling homes, the fact 
remains that the home itself is a significantly gendered 
space. Thus, the amount of time women spend in that 
space and their care activities may increase their exposure 
and limit their ability to go to public centers.202

Although gender is still largely unaddressed in urban cli-
mate change planning, a few examples exist. From 2015 to 
2018, Gender CC partnered with several women’s organi-
zations in four countries to make gender-responsive policy 
recommendations in seven cities.203 While Johannesburg 
and Tshwane, South Africa, both have mandates to 
incorporate women into economic planning, neither city 
addresses gender issues in climate change planning.204 Nor 
do they expand their scope to discuss which women and 
where, rather than assigning all women to a homogenous 
group. New Delhi, on the other hand, was one of the only 
cities to integrate gender considerations – however, only 
in the sectors of health and education and only in terms of 
women‘s needs versus men‘s needs, broadly.205 Yet, while 
women are involved in grassroots adaptation efforts in 
the city of New Delhi, their representation in policy devel-
opment and planning implementation is negligible, which 
could contribute to the lack of gender considerations in 
other sectors.206 Moreover, which women are represented 
and how is important, as elite women’s interests often do 
not coincide with low-income women’s. Thus, to make 
urban planning and policy more gender-equitable and 
inclusive, cities and local governments need to improve 
the gender balance of planning and decision-making 
bodies within cities not only by incorporating women, but 
by carefully considering which women and whom they 
do or do not represent. 207

4.4 Conclusion
As this chapter has demonstrated, there is much work to 
be done to make urban spaces and planning processes 
attentive to gender in the context of climate change adap-
tation. On the other hand, urban transportation options in 
some areas are incorporating women’s needs, preferences, 
and experiences. While not transformative, these measures 
might be considered gender-sensitive, an important first 
step. Yet, urban housing access, rights, and infrastruc-
ture in cities and their peripheries form another issue that 
requires a gender analysis. Not only are trans and queer 
women excluded from temporary shelters and from more 
permanent housing following climate-related disasters, 
low-income and migrant women and youth are also in 
need of adequate, secure, and permanent housing that 
can significantly enhance their ability to adapt to a chang-
ing climate. Lastly, much is yet to be done to make urban 
planning more gender transformative, including diversifying 
decision-making bodies, so that a range of interests and 
needs are met. The design and accessibility of both public 
and private cooling spaces desperately need a gendered 
lens. Perhaps most importantly, however, a gender-trans-
formative approach to urban planning requires understand-
ing and addressing unequal power relationships within 
households and neighborhoods. This approach can ensure 
equal participation of all women that enables them to voice 
their needs, preferences, and opinions in spatial zoning 
and planning urban spaces in ways that will enhance their 
adaptation to climate change.
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5. Infrastructure
Worldwide, 1 billion of the world’s population have no 
reliable sources of energy, over 1 billion people lack 
access to roads, 2 billion do not have safe drinking water 
at home, over 4 billion lack satisfactory sanitation facil-
ities, and 4 billion are without modern communication 
services.208, 209, 210 These shortfalls are the focus of the 
SDGs. The people suffering these shortfalls are, by defini-
tion, the poor and marginalized. According to a 2018 World 
Bank study, while relative poverty rates of women and men 
vary over lifetimes, generally 5 million more women and 
girls than men and boys live in poverty.211

These shortfalls are remedied by infrastructure, the types 
of infrastructure that enable people to survive the stresses 
and shocks of climate change. Aging and poorly main-
tained infrastructure can disrupt services, as can badly built 
projects. Resilient infrastructure is immediately required in 
many developing countries to protect citizens, assets and 
overall economies against climate change. According to 
tenets of green industrial policy, developing countries have 
an advantage in attaining sustainability, because most of 
their energy and urban infrastructure is yet to be built.212

The poor, women, children, the elderly, particular ethnic 
groups and the disabled are often excluded or denied 
access to infrastructure in general. This renders them 
less capable to adapt to climate change, which worsens 
their conditions. The heaviest burdens fall on women and 
girls since they are largely responsible for household care, 
suffering from infrastructure deficiencies as they cover 
long distances to collect burdensome water and fuel 
and endure the lack of adequate sanitation facilities and 
the harm wrought by toxic and smoky cook stoves.213, 214 

The challenge is to refigure the energy, transport, water, 
sanitation and waste management sectors to be more 
climate-resilient, while also promoting gender equality and 
social justice. This chapter will discuss promising adap-
tation strategies that make use of climate-resilient and 
gender-sensitive infrastructure.

5.1 Road infrastructure
Viable and safe road networks and transport systems 
can enhance the mobility of women and girls, enabling 
their access to education, markets, and other public 
services that enable their adaptive capacities to climate 
change. Urban spaces and transport systems are rarely 
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planned with the mobility needs of women, the elderly 
and children in mind. However, while rare, there are some 
promising examples worth noting. For example, an Asian 
Development Bank project in Bangladesh – focusing on 
small towns and rural areas to improve minor roads, bridg-
es, landing stages and public transport vehicles – incorpo-
rated the needs of poor, rural women for separate public 
toilets, for accessible steps in buses, and for 15 percent 
of small business locations along new roads reserved for 
women. The project provided training and created employ-
ment opportunities for more than 2,800 poor landless 
women in off-pavement road maintenance.215

In Liaoning province in China, older women participated 
in an urban transport infrastructure project that identi-
fied their number of daily trips and prompted prioritizing 
construction of better road pavements, road drainage, hard 
shoulders, separation between walkways and road, and 
better lighting and signage. Younger women were also able 
to raise issues of safety in public buses, long waits due to 
infrequent services, and lack of pedestrian lanes to access 
bus stops. The women’s interventions led to changes 
in the initial plan.216 Such practices can be replicated in 
gender-transformative adaptation planning for infrastruc-
ture to raise stakeholder awareness of climate change 
impacts. This could lead to collective review of existing 
road design standards and construction practices that 
anticipate adverse climate impacts, as well as enhance 
coordination among stakeholders to develop resilient road 
infrastructure.217

On the other hand, some climate-resilient practices may 
pose dangerous climate mitigation-adaptation trade-offs. 
For example, EU transport policy to reduce transport emis-
sions has led to increased biofuel imports from developing 
countries. This is maladaptive when it re-configures land 
rights, since land used for biofuels cultivation is likely 
marginal and where women plant food crops and vegeta-
ble gardens.218 These largely subsistence crops can often 
buffer food shortfalls, an adaptive strategy of smallholder 
households. In short, mitigating climate change in one way 
could lead to adaptation failures in another way.

5.2 Energy services
Access to clean energy improves the health of women 
and girls, while it helps to diminish the threat of climate 
change. Worldwide, women and girls suffer 60 percent 
of the premature deaths resulting from unclean fuels 
and inefficient cookstoves that pollute household air.219 
Research in various countries also shows that when poor, 
rural women have access to renewable energy services 
– solar energy cookers or biogas digesters – their quality 
of life improves. Their respiratory health revives markedly 
as indoor smoke pollution decreases and they enjoy more 
leisure time away from collecting fuelwood, which also 
encourages men to engage in more domestic tasks such 
as cooking.220, 221, 222, 223 This shows that access to alterna-
tive fuel sources generally advances women’s well-being 
and provides additional time for activities that strengthen 
their economic potential and their adaptation capacities, 
including participation in decision-making groups and in 
economic opportunities.

In many countries, women’s entrepreneurship in renew-
able energy technologies has grown. For instance, the 
Solar Sister projects have demonstrated an increase in 
rural women’s skills as entrepreneurs and have provided 
affordable and renewable energy to remote rural villages.224 
These small enterprises can also help women adapt to cli-
mate-affected natural resource-based livelihoods. However, 
a recent study in the Mekong region draws attention to 
inclusion issues in such enterprises, showing that more 
well-off elite women usually lead them.225 Planners then 
have to be sensitive to exclusion issues in the access to 
energy sources and the emerging entrepreneurial activities 
around renewable energy technologies. Adaptation may be 
constrained by such exclusions.

5.3 Water and sanitation
Clean water and sanitation are so vital for the health and 
well-being of women and girls that they must be central to 
transformative adaptation. The absence of clean water for 
health and sanitation during flooding and longer, dry spells 
pose serious challenges for people to adequately adapt. 
For instance, in coastal Bangladesh, cyclone shelters were 
reported in 2008 as unable to meet the water and sanita-
tion needs of adolescent girls and pregnant women.226 To 
raise awareness and track gender-related water, sanitation, 
and health (WASH) deficits, the Stockholm Environment 
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Institute developed a WASH monitoring tool that tracks 
who is left behind in terms of access to these services.227 
Other initiatives include one supported by the Self-
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) where Gujarati 
women in India were trained to maintain and repair village 
hand pumps.228 These women overcame the gender-based 
prejudices of both the Gujarat Water Supply and Sewage 
Board (GWSSB) and their fellow villagers. They proved that 
the required education standards for the GWSSB training 
were not needed to fix the pumps. While these initiatives 
are promising, there is still huge infrastructural deficits 
in meeting WASH challenges that remain unattended. 
Globally, 23 per cent of schools were lacking sanitation 
services in 2016, and a little more than half of them had 
a basic hygiene service.229 These affect adolescent girls 
who often struggle to manage their menstrual hygiene in 
school. In 2015, 2.1 billion people had poor access to safely 
managed drinking water. Women and girls are responsible 
for water collection in 80 per cent of households without 
access to water on premises.230 The lack of clean water 
clearly intensifies women and girls’ workloads. To make 
things worse, the 63rd session of the Commission on the 
Status of Women states that “…while water and sanita-
tion are among the most transformative investments for 
women and girls, they are much less likely to be financed 
through private finance or public-private partnerships than 
other infrastructure investment such as telecommunica-
tions, energy or transport.”231

5.4 Emergency services and early 
warning systems
Infrastructure related to response situations such as health 
and emergency services are vital during extreme climate 
change events. Their resilience is crucial to ensure the safe-
ty of affected groups. A comparative study on early-warn-
ing systems (EWS) in Mali, Egypt and Belgium show that 
EWS may fail due to diverse technological, social and polit-
ical problems.232 EWS help people to better adapt but their 
designs lack a gender analysis as recent research found in 
Vietnam on drought forecasting infrastructure. While farm-
ers had access to daily drought forecasting, they did not 
have access to long-term forecasting, which was provided 
only to provincial-level agricultural state authorities. This 
constrained both women and men smallholder farmers 
from planning their combined off-farm and on-farm live-
lihood strategies, especially planning for irrigation during 

long dry spells. For those women left behind by husbands 
working in remote towns, they will have to negotiate for 
irrigation water with more powerful male farmers, adding to 
women’s burden of stress.233

5.5 Conclusion
Strengthening people’s adaptive capacities to climate 
change will require better planning for more investments on 
sustainable and resilient infrastructure systems, as well as 
ensuring that people – regardless of gender, class, ethnic-
ity, age or race – have inclusive and undisrupted access to 
them.234, 235, 236, 237, 238, 239, 240 As well, the interests and needs 
of women, children and the elderly will have to be embed-
ded in the design and engineering of these infrastructures. 
Infrastructure investment needs to integrate gender-equal-
ity considerations from the outset and be part of long-term 
development strategies that are sufficiently matched with 
dedicated funding.241 Finally, gender considerations are 
increasingly being included in transport, roads and energy 
projects, but with less priority for water and sanitation. One 
possible explanation is that energy, transport and roads 
are huge revenue-generating investments and are produc-
tivity-driven. This is less so in water and sanitation, despite 
being important services for women and girls and that 
prove to be one of the most transformative investments for 
them. Renewable energy enterprises are also growing, and 
women have become a viable constituency for entrepre-
neurship, especially in view of declining livelihoods affected 
by climate change. However, their access to sustained 
capital and technologies – essential to fortify or expand 
their enterprises – may be limited. This can result in the 
elite capture of this sector, where only privileged women 
prosper.
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6. Industry and supply chains
The characteristics of industry and supply chains – such 
as their global reach, the production of specialized inputs 
at specific locations, and reduction of inventories through 
just in time delivery – render these supply chains increas-
ingly vulnerable to climate stressors like flooding, extreme 
storms, and heatwaves.242 For example, prolonged flooding 
of urban and industrial areas in Thailand due to heavy and 
persistent rain in 2011 caused significant loss of life.243 As 
well, the flooding affected globalized supply chains and 
substantial monetary losses followed, particularly in the 
electronics and automobile manufacturing sectors. Some 
estimates suggest lost wages totaled US$3.5 billion, with 
significant gendered effects.244 This section, therefore, 
takes a closer look at a handful of mainstream adapta-
tion strategies being promoted within industry and supply 
chains, and it analyses the gendered opportunities and the 
limits these strategies pose.

6.1 Climate-proof supply chains
Globally, there is a broad push for business and industry to 
not only lighten their carbon footprint, but also build resil-
ience to climate change across the supply chain. Efforts 
to climate-proof supply chains may include important 
structural modification for industries that can also deliver 
co-benefits to employees. Improving industrial infrastruc-
ture, for example, could bolster not only industrial resil-
ience, but gendered resilience as well. For example, invest-
ing in efficient cooling systems that will not fail during heat 
waves is a wise strategy that can maintain productivity 
and the well-being of factory workers.245 However, without 
attention to gender, some efforts may undermine liveli-
hoods as well as local adaptive strategies.

Supply chain flexibility, particularly for transnational supply 
chains, is one recommendation for climate-proofing a 
supply chain that has the potential to undermine liveli-
hoods. The idea is that supply chains will be more resilient 
to climate change if the sources are diversified, avoiding 
dependence on supplies from a single location.246 However, 
avoidance of legally binding contracts for supply, supply 
spreading, and supplier switching directly affect working 
conditions at production sites. The affected conditions 
include poor job security, low wages, the pressure to work 
overtime, and employment of temporary workers who are 
often poor semi-skilled and under-skilled women and men 

whose labor is considered cheap and flexible.247 In other 
words, labor conditions for export production do not exist 
in a vacuum, but are intimately tied to the terms of trade 
that shape them.248 At the same time, ethical standards 
adopted to address occupational safety and labor rights 
in manufacturing, such as those claimed by large retailers 
and marketers within the garment and textile industries, 
often fail to reach workers that are more vulnerable.249

6.2 Positioning gender within industry 
and supply chains
Given the above issues, supply-chain risk assessments 
should address issues of worker safety, vulnerability, and 
risks. Yet, these issues are not relegated to the manu-
facturing sector alone nor limited to transnational supply 
chains. They need to be accounted for throughout the 
supply chain and at a variety of scales. Several projects 
and program notes include gender-sensitive plans and risk 
assessments in agricultural and fisheries value chains. 
However, these reports tend to provide recommendations 
on how to conduct a supply chain risk assessment in the 
context of climate change or on how to make the sector or 
program gender transformative. Few do both. Exceptions 
include recent reports from the Green Climate Fund, the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development, and 
FAO.250, 251, 252 Even fewer address non-agricultural value 
chains or incorporate an explicitly gender-transformative 
approach.253, 254, 255 Business for Social Responsibility (BSR) 
is one of the few industry-oriented networks providing 
recommendations for reducing non-agricultural business 
risks in the face of climate change while simultaneously 
addressing gender and human rights. 256 However, several 
shortcomings are worth noting: First, the recommenda-
tions focus exclusively on women, rather than on gender 
broadly. Second, women are reduced to their value as 
productive assets within the value chain, which negates the 
valuable reproductive labor that women do. Finally, citing 
the economic multiplier effect, the report suggests that 
empowering women will also empower families, commu-
nities, and economies.257 The logic of the last point is that 
if women participated in the economy equally to men, it 
would add as much as US$28 trillion to the annual global 
GDP by 2025.258 Thus, if women and communities have 
more economic resources, theoretically their ability to 
adapt to climate impacts will also increase.
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This logic assumes that empowering women will be a 
linear process with logical and multiple positive effects. 
However, research shows that the relationship between 
gender equality and economic empowerment is asym-
metrical.259 Specifically, gender equality can lead to eco-
nomic growth. However, the reverse is not often not so; 
economic growth often does not lead to gender equality. 
Such assumptions negate the need to attend to local 
power dynamics and social drivers of vulnerability, actions 
that are essential for gender-transformative adaptation, 
by widely accepted definition.

Consequently, making supply chains climate-proof 
and adaptive to changing climate requires serious 
consideration of the highly unequal power relations within 
supply chains populated by people made vulnerable 
by their low income, their migrant status, their ethnic 
background, and/or their gender.260 In particular, nuanced 
understanding of local social relations and power 
dynamics – and the composition of livelihoods within the 
broader political economy – are important to consider in 
supply-chain risk analyses.261 Furthermore, to fully analyze 
the potential consequences and benefits for workers, 
whom are often low-income women, an awareness of 
labor issues should be at the forefront of any supply-chain 
analysis.262 As Bolwig and colleagues argue, this requires 
“…going beyond seeing labor as a productive asset and 
taking into consideration the terms and conditions under 
which workers participate in value chains and how they 
are affected by changes in these.”263 For example, women’s 
labor within the supply chain and the earnings generated 
from factory work often constitute a major source of 
household income. Thus, the risks faced by women 
workers, often young women workers, are compounded 
by their care responsibilities, unstable labor opportunities, 
and precarious labor contracts. Wage losses from climate 
stressors will also affect workers’ family members, 
including children and seniors who are increasingly 
dependent upon the wages these young women earn.264 
Additionally, men’s wage losses also affect children and 
seniors, as well as women who do not work outside the 
home. It is also important to consider how proposed 
changes within the supply chain will not only affect the 
well-being or resource access of a particular group, but 
also the nature of change in the individual’s or group’s 
relations with other groups.265

Making supply chains adaptable to climate change also 
involves supporting small-scale producers within the 
supply chain, which is particularly important within agri-
food supply chains. Attending to the gender dimensions 
that shape vulnerability, risk, and capacities is an important 
dimension of supporting producers. Given that women 
provided much of the agricultural labor in agri-food supply 
chains, Oxfam suggests that in addition to developing dia-
logs with producer communities and investing in farmers’ 
adaptive capacities broadly, companies should develop an 
understanding of women’s often unseen and unpaid roles 
and pay attention to their particular vulnerabilities and 
capacities. 266 The BSR report concludes that a business 
pursues its own interests by understanding the challeng-
es that women face within the supply chain, to enable 
women’s decision-making and leadership, and to use their 
influence to address women’s underlying vulnerabilities and 
inequalities that may limit adaptive capacity.267

6.3 Conclusion
Gender-transformative adaptation requires addressing the 
social drivers of vulnerability, particularly transforming the 
power dynamics that reinforce gendered inequities. Supply 
chain flexibility, especially in climate-vulnerable places, can 
lead to job insecurity, low wages, the pressure to work over-
time, and employment of temporary workers who are often 
poor semi-skilled and under-skilled women and men whose 
labor is considered cheap and flexible. However, evidence is 
emerging that supply chains become more resilient and cli-
mate adaptive if they support small-scale producers in their 
supply chains. This means that they understand the chal-
lenges that women workers face within the supply chain 
and address women’s underlying vulnerabilities. This is 
perhaps the most important with the greatest potential to 
facilitate gender-transformative adaptation if implemented 
widely. Finally, acknowledging that women’s vulnerabilities 
differ by intersecting characteristics including age, ethnic-
ity, class, location, and mobility and that addressing these 
differently positioned vulnerabilities and differences among 
women will facilitate gender-transformative adaptation.
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7. Finance and investment
While international finance for climate change has been 
increasing steadily, it is still far from meeting gender-re-
lated needs and, in general, does not focus enough on 
long-term, low-carbon and sustainable development.268, 269 
Gender was not fully incorporated into the original design 
and implementation of most existing climate financ-
ing mechanisms, resulting in gender-blind projects or 
sub-optimized gender programs.

Due to pressures from women’s groups and movements, 
multilateral climate funds have begun to include gender 
considerations in a retroactive way to funding criteria and 
guidelines. The critical challenge remains for more sys-
tematic embedding of gender-equality goals beyond being 
an add-on or afterthought. 270 To address this, rigorous 
gender analysis that informs well-designed and participa-
tory multi-disciplinary projects can strengthen the adaptive 
capacities of women and men (Annex 1). However, to fully 
unlock its transformative potential, climate finance must 
align with national development policy and planning that, 
in turn, needs to take gender equality seriously. For this, 
capacity for gender analysis at local level needs to be sup-
ported and ownership promoted.

This chapter will look at different financing mechanisms, 
including climate finance, through a gender lens and 
extract lessons on whether and how gender considerations 
are sufficiently embedded in their operations.

7.1 Climate financing and the gendered 
adaptation gap
The finance gap is gendered. The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Development Assistance Committee reports that just 31 
percent of their 2014 climate overseas development assis-
tance (ODA) portfolio supported gender equality, totaling 
US$8 billion. Of that total ODA, only 3 percent had gender 
equality as a primary objective, while 28 percent included 
gender equality as a secondary objective. However, OECD 
notes that between 2010 and 2014 gender-responsive ODA 
increased at a faster rate, at 16 percent, than the overall 
climate ODA, at 3 percent. The analysis also highlights 
that adaptation ODA targeted gender equality more than 
mitigation ODA – 46 percent as opposed to 28 percent. 
Distribution was uneven across sectors, with agriculture 
and water accounting for 59 percent and 39 percent 

respectively, while energy and transport and storage 
received 8 percent and 20 percent of the total. Since total 
ODA predominantly targets energy and transport, the num-
bers suggest a missed opportunity for advancing gender 
equality in these sectors.271

Access to finance is also gendered, with women facing 
higher barriers, especially in rural areas.272, 273 This influenc-
es women’s adaptation behaviors and choices, including 
their prospects of building assets and capital to draw on in 
times of need or of keeping their businesses afloat when 
they are self-employed.274, 275 The International Finance 
Corporation estimates that in developing countries about 
18-22 percent of women-led micro enterprise and 57-71 
percent of women-led small and medium enterprises have 
no, or limited, access to financial services, creating a credit 
gap of US$414-508 billion.276

7.2 Multilateral climate funds, public 
and private finance
Multilateral climate funds are a key source of climate 
financing, and they offer important opportunities for 
gender-responsive adaptation. In recent years, all major 
climate funds have stepped up efforts to integrate gender 
concerns, mirroring the stronger positioning of gender 
equality in United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) decisions and the adoption of 
the Gender Action Plan at its Conference of Parties (COP) 
in 2017.

The Global Environment Facility (GEF) endorsed its Policy 
on Gender Equality in 2017 after an evaluation of its earlier 
Gender Mainstreaming Policy indicated that an insufficient 
portion of projects integrated gender across all project out-
comes and activities. This new policy makes gender analy-
sis mandatory and introduces requirements on monitoring 
and reporting at project, program, and portfolio level.277 In 
2018, the GEF also adopted a new Gender Implementation 
Strategy that, in addition to systematic gender mainstream-
ing, identifies strategic entry points for gender equality in 
programs and projects that have a potential for transforma-
tional change. The strategy also assigns roles and account-
ability to the GEF Council, Secretariat, and implementing 
agencies.278

The Adaptation Fund adopted its first fully-fledged gender 
policy and a multi-year gender action plan in 2016, after a 
review of the Fund’s programs found that systematic atten-
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tion to gender was lacking. The Fund issued operational 
guidance on how to improve the gender responsiveness 
of its projects and programs. The new Adaptation Fund 
Medium-Term Strategy (2018-2022) highlights support of 
gender equality as part of the Fund’s mission.279

With its 2017 Policy on Gender Equality, the Green Climate 
Fund (GCF) committed to gender-responsive financing, 
accountability for gender, and equitable allocation of 
resources from the outset. Unlike other funds, the GCF 
places climate investment in the context of sustainable 
development and seeks a 50/50 allocation between miti-
gation and adaptation, with a focus on the most vulnerable 
countries, communities and people.280 The guidelines on 
gender mainstreaming indicate that gender analysis, a 
gender action plan, and a monitoring and evaluation frame-
work have to be developed for all projects in full consul-
tation with and participation of local women and men.281 
Following civil society organization recommendations, 
the GCF adopted a revised Gender and Social Inclusion 
Policy and Action Plan in 2018 that accounts for gender 
identities and intersectionality, but still lacks provisions for 
adequate staffing, financial resources, and implementation 
accountability of the Board.282 In 2019, further civil soci-
ety organization advice called for scaling up adaptation 
through programming that addresses both climate risks 
and underlying vulnerabilities. They recommend that such 
programming should be developed in full consultation with 
the public and, in particular, with indigenous peoples, local 
communities, and women.283

The GCF Readiness and Preparatory Support Programme, 
a special instrument created to support developing coun-
tries in formulating and implementing their NAPs, provides 
opportunities to meet these recommendations. Established 
by the UNFCCC’s 2010 COP, the NAP process entails the 
formulation and implementation of gender-responsive 
strategies and programs based on the identification of 
countries’ adaptation needs.284 Gender equality, environ-
mental and social safeguards and protecting the rights of 
indigenous people compose one of ten criteria the GCF 
uses to evaluate NAP funding proposals.285 Efforts such as 
the In-Country NAP Support Program, implemented by the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development, build 
gender capacity at country level, based on an approach 
that gender and social norms influence vulnerability to 
climate change and they intersect with other factors, such 
as age, race, ethnicity and sexual orientation.286

7.3 Public and private finance
Public budgets that have earmarked allocations for gen-
der in their sectoral plans are also an important way to 
ensure gender-responsive planning and implementation 
of adaptation initiatives. The Philippines is a good exam-
ple of how gender-responsive budgeting works together 
with climate budgeting in a conducive policy environment. 
Starting in 1995, the Gender and Development (GAD) 
budget mandated all national and sub-national budgets to 
earmark at least 5 percent of departmental expenditure 
on programs for women. While critics argue the effective-
ness of this approach, the GAD budget policy has led to 
the formulation of annual gender plans and budgets in all 
government departments and local government units. The 
policy was revised in 2012 to ensure that the gender bud-
get would be not only allocated but also spent effectively 
on concrete programs.287 Since 2014, Philippine national 
agencies have been tagging proposed climate change 
funding, which reaches over 5 percent of the total national 
budget. Of the total, about 98 percent of the earmarked 
budget in 2015 was for climate change adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction.288 Finally the Philippine Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Management Act of 2010 mandates 
that all climate change measures be gender-responsive, 
respectful of human rights, and sensitive to indigenous 
knowledge systems.289

Private sector investment accounts for the majority of 
climate investments, totaling 54 percent annually in 
2015-2016. 290 However, there is no tracking of the share 
that goes to adaptation or to the promotion of gender 
equality and women’s focused interventions.291 In adap-
tation, private investment is often linked to insurance 
schemes that cover loss and damage from climate-in-
duced events. Since 2005, there has been an increase in 
initiatives around disaster risk financing and risk trans-
fer mechanisms, such as insurance.292 However, these 
schemes are largely biased toward men and inaccessible 
to the very poor. Insurance schemes have been criticized 
for placing the burden of climate change on vulnerable 
countries and people, while diverting the attention from 
other more socially-just solutions, such as improvements 
of public social protection schemes.293 Overall, there is 
little evidence that assesses the success of insurance 
schemes in building resilience, the cost benefit analyses 
of insurance over other schemes, or the consequences for 
structural gender inequalities.294 
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In Nepal, a program on biodiversity conservation and 
climate change adaptation supported 1000 smallholder 
farms in accessing government crop and livestock insur-
ance and social health insurance schemes. However, the 
insurance product has requirements of land area for people 
to qualify, while many of these vulnerable groups, particu-
larly women, are landless or illegal dwellers. Also, the claim 
process involves complex procedures that are inaccessi-
ble to generally illiterate poor and marginal farmers and 
socially marginalized groups. Specific gender targeting 
is also needed to avoid the risk that insurance schemes 
could reinforce control of decisions making and resources 
toward the male head of household. 295

Multilateral climate funds have put facilities in place 
for private sector projects that can catalyze investment 
through concessional funding. The Acumen Resilient 
Agriculture Fund (ARAF) adaptation project, approved by 
the GCF in 2018, is an interesting example of enforcing 
private sector accountability for gender results. Through 
the gender assessment, the project – to be implemented 
in Uganda, Ghana and Nigeria by Acumen, a nonprofit that 
invests philanthropic capital in companies and innova-
tors – commits to provide funding to companies that will 
empower women and men smallholder farmers and will 
improve women’s financial inclusion, financial literacy and 
decision-making power and participation in extension net-
works.296, 297 Additionally the GCF decision requested ARAF 
to undertake a gender assessment for each individual 
investment and develop a gender action plan with funding 
from the GCF Technical Assistance Facility.298 Where these 
accountability mechanisms do not exist, it is hard to ensure 
that private sector finance and investment in adaptation 
will be truly gender responsive.

Blending of public money and incentive mechanisms 
could be a way to motivate and reward the private sector’s 
attention to gender equality. For instance, the Women 
Organizing for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resource 
Management (WOCAN) W+ Standard certifies projects 
that create social and economic opportunities while also 
valuing their contributions to unpaid care work.299 There is 
a risk, however, that these initiatives may perpetuate the 
notion that women’s work is worthwhile only insofar as it 
has a monetary value attached to it – a concern voiced by 
many feminist scholars.300, 301, 302, 303 This also resonates with 
earlier concerns about casting women as a reserve army of 
labor in climate change and development programs.

7.4 Financial inclusion and services
In the forms of savings, credit and insurance, financial 
inclusion allows poor and vulnerable households to build 
resilience and to cope with and adapt to climate-induced 
stressors and disasters by planning ahead, absorbing 
shocks, and adapting.304, 305 However, more evidence is 
needed to understand how best to use financial inclusion 
and to design services in the climate change adapta-
tion context, particularly from a gender perspective. For 
example, a study in Senegal and Burkina Faso highlight-
ed important gender differences in risk management 
strategies, comparing demand for savings with demand 
for weather index insurance. Women requested more 
access to emergency savings as opposed to men who 
had a stronger interest in insurance, indicating women’s 
preoccupation with shocks that would not be covered 
by a weather index product.306 This is also confirmed by 
further research indicating that due to health risks asso-
ciated with reproduction and children’s health, women 
are more likely to choose savings, which can be used 
more flexibly than insurance.307

Microfinance has been promoted for climate change 
adaptation, although there are questions about its effec-
tiveness in reaching those in need – including poor rural 
women and men and those in remote locations – and 
long-term financial viability. 308, 309 An OECD analysis 
highlights that the potential of microfinance is not an 
easy match for adaptation financing but emphasizes the 
need to carefully assess implications of lending practices 
promoting unstainable livelihood strategies, increasing 
women’s work burden, or disregarding the structural bar-
riers that women face.310 Conclusions about the effects 
of microfinance on women’s empowerment are mixed but 
show that microfinance works best when it is part of a 
holistic approach building women’s resilience at the same 
time it remains sensitive to power dynamics.311, 312 For 
example, many microfinance institutions provide credit 
plus services that include skills education and training 
assistance on agricultural and health practices.313

The International Cooperative and Mutual Insurance 
Federation (ICMIF) promotes mutual and cooperative 
microinsurance and is owned and operated exclusively 
for the benefit of their members/customers, in con-
trast to stock-based/private sector insurance. Together 
with the Swedish non-profit organization We Effect and 
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other partners, ICMIF has developed the 5-5-5 Mutual 
Microinsurance Strategy to improve health and life 
coverage in five countries in Asia and Latin America, 
with the aim to support five million households to get 
out of poverty.314 In the Philippines, similar mutual orga-
nizations have developed rapidly and contribute 77 
percent of the total microinsurance coverage, thanks to 
circulars by the Insurance Commission that introduced 
a new tier for microinsurance in the form of Mutual 
Benefit Associations.315 The Philippines’ 5-5-5 initiative, 
implemented with a local partner made of 17 Mutual 
Benefit Associations, aims to advance gender equal-
ity by providing affordable health and life coverage in 
case of extreme disasters and to help build the resil-
ience of poor communities with their sustainable rural 
development approach.316

Climate-specific social protection includes schemes 
that link social protection management and information 
with early-warning systems or credit. Social protection 
programming is also being increasingly used to prepare 
for, and respond to, large-scale shocks and disasters. 
However, to date there has been limited use of gender 
analysis to inform these programs despite the poten-
tial.317 According to Holmes, features of gender-sensitive 
and shock-responsive social protection might include 
access to programs through accessible application and 
registration processes; gender-, age- and ability-appro-
priate work and equal wages; flexible working hours and 
work opportunities close to home; and child care options. 
Well-designed cash transfer schemes include targeting 
payments to women to increase their bargaining power 
and control over resources, providing bank accounts and 
banking payments for beneficiaries for financial inclusion, 
ensuring that time taken to adhere to transfer conditions 
does not add to women’s time burdens; ensuring safe 
collecting of transfers, providing women with opportuni-
ties for leadership roles, and providing regular long-term 
cash transfers of sufficient value. Other in-kind programs 
may include nutrition-sensitive interventions for pregnant 
or nursing women, HIV prevention care to reduce risk-tak-
ing behavior, and information and training on disaster 
risk reduction to reduce vulnerability to recurrent flood-
ing and to provide alternative economic opportunities 
for women in lean seasons.318

7.5 Conclusion
Progress has been made in the area of finance and invest-
ment, particularly in terms of gender conditionalities in 
multilateral climate funds. However, much more needs to 
be done to ensure that quality and rigorous gender analy-
sis informs the design of sustainability projects, which will 
require monitoring for results and lessons and establish-
ing appropriate accountability mechanisms. Systematic 
tracking of adaptation financing across systems is needed 
to ensure relevant gender requirements are met. Financial 
inclusion and services are an important part of building 
women’s and men’s adaptive capacities over the long term. 
To deliver their optimal potential, these services ought to 
be designed based on an understanding of the context and 
of the actors, of their vulnerabilities, and of the position and 
status of different beneficiary groups such as indigenous 
groups and ethnic minorities. As well, designs should dis-
courage conditions that perpetuate existing gender inequal-
ities and structural barriers, including women’s time poverty 
and unequal access to information, education, resources 
and services. Finally, leveraging mitigation benefits of 
adaptation for women, for example through access to jobs 
in the energy sector, and aligning adaptation to national 
development plans should be strengthened. For this to hap-
pen, local capacity needs to be strengthened at both the 
policy and implementation levels, including through better 
engagement in the design and practice of public programs 
and projects of civil society organizations with experience 
in gender-responsive financial inclusion.
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FIGURE 1 Institutional spheres

Source: adapted from Levy, C. 1996. The Process of Institutionalising Gender in Policy and Planning: the ‘Web’ of Institutionalisation. Working Paper. London, UK: 
Development Planning Unit, University College Publishing.
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8. Enablers of change: Four 
spheres for institutional change
Processes and initiatives that enable transformative 
change in the areas of climate change adaptation and 
gender equality should be multi-dimensional, multi-sectoral 
and strive for a holistic approach.319 To move from purely 
technocratic and instrumental adaptation strategies toward 
gender-transformative adaptation, structural changes are 
needed. To enable the gender-transformative process, 
the Web of Institutionalisation for gender mainstream-
ing, developed by Caren Levy in 1996, offers a helpful 
framework. The web distinguishes four spheres where 
institutional changes can potentially enable gender-trans-
formative change in adaptation: the citizen sphere, the 
policy sphere, the organizational sphere, and the delivery 
sphere.320 Building, recognizing, and enhancing women’s 
leadership, through their own agency, is essential. It should 
be achieved with the encouragement of institutional, 

governmental, donor, and NGO partners as well as with the 
full support of male counterparts. Gender analyses, data 
collection, assessments, and gender-specific monitoring 
and evaluation should forestall maladaptation while pro-
moting gender equality and women’s empowerment. Giving 
specific attention to diverse groups of women – girls, 
elderly, indigenous communities, and those living in poverty 
– should be part of those efforts.

The starting point in this web centers in the concrete 
and real effects of climate change on women and men’s 
lives. Their experiences inform policies that are gov-
erned by constituency-driven political commitment to 
gender equality. This will ideally translate into concrete 
plans and programmes enabling gender-transforma-
tive adaptation. Specific organizations will be tasked to 
develop, conceptualize and deliver these programmes 
as well as build capacities of target groups and to man-
age monitoring and evaluation of effectiveness that will 
generate greater understanding.
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8.1 Citizen Sphere: Women’s 
participation, empowerment and 
leadership
Under-representation and sub-ordination of women in 
social and political life subvert adaptation policies and 
programs. Women’s participation plays a crucial role in 
enhancing gender concerns in adaptation activities, espe-
cially through their active participation in the implementa-
tion of community-based and ecosystem-based adaptation 
initiatives. A cross-country analysis of women’s participa-
tion in forest management in four countries and of aggre-
gated datasets from forest associations in ten countries 
concludes that women are more likely to participate when 
forest institutions are less exclusionary, when households 
have more education, and when economic inequality in 
general, and particularly across genders, is smaller.321 This 
comprehensive analysis demonstrated that a history of 
women’s participation in forest management correlates 
highly with less disruptive conflicts – conflicts that erode 
community resilience in the face of climate change. 
Women’s organizations play key roles in advocating for 
and participating in climate action and for building further 
leadership in climate adaptation.322

Women’s active participation and equal gender representa-
tion are also necessary at global negotiation levels, includ-
ing in national delegations and negotiating blocks. In that 
context the Women’s Delegate Fund plays an important 
role promoting investment in women’s leadership, in gender 
balance on government delegations, and in advocacy on 
gender and climate change.323 Networks of women’s and 
gender-focused NGOs are playing crucial roles in promot-
ing gender-responsive climate change agendas and in 
keeping governments, climate funds, corporations, and 
other stakeholders accountable.

8.2 Policy Sphere: Frameworks for 
planning and implementation
The importance of gender transformation has been 
recognized gradually over past decades and is reflected 
in international decisions and legal frameworks (Annex 
2). The policy basis is formed by the bill of women’s 
rights, 1979’s Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).324, 325 Since 
UNFCCC’s COP7 in 2001, several decisions have been 
made on climate adaptation and the goals of gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment. These resulted, for exam-
ple, in the 2014 Lima Work Programme on Gender and 
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8.3 Organizational Sphere: Multi-level 
actions and output
Progress in policy and implementation is bolstered 
through high-level political will, support and mandate on 
gender-transformative climate change adaptation.335, 336, 

337 For example, the government of Costa Rica prioritizes 
gender-responsive action in environmental conserva-
tion and specifically assigns this to the Vice Minister of 
Foreign Affairs.338 An analysis of the governmental vision 
and values for the forest sector in Sweden underlines 
that gender-responsive and transformative changes 
need fundamental modifications in sectors and organi-
zations. The government identified climate change as a 
business opportunity and a means to secure economic 
growth and employment; gender equality is not seen as 
a value in itself, but as instrumental to the forest indus-
try with women as potential workforce. Such a vision is 
strongly rooted in the sector’s history, and shows that 
institutional values, changes in power dynamics, and 
collective purposes such as climate adaptation and 
mitigation are still underrepresented.339

A wide range of guidelines and tools is available that can 
help organizations and institutions to promote gender 
equality and women’s empowerment in their adaptation 
work. In 2012, the Least Developed Countries Expert Group 
drafted Technical Guidelines for the NAP process with the 
goal of strengthening gender considerations and those 
regarding vulnerable communities.340, 341 The UNFCCC 
Secretariat has developed Technical Guidelines for gender 
mainstreaming in NAPs and other climate-related activities, 
that refer to gender, mobilization, participation and empow-
erment of women.342, 343 Gender mainstreaming guidance 
notes for the integration of agriculture in NAPs (NAP-Ag) 
have been developed by FAO and UNDP.344 To demon-
strate the transformative potential of gender equality, the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Global Gender Office supported more than 20 governments 
and other stakeholders in developing Climate Change 
Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs).

Apart from mandate, tools and instruments, within orga-
nizations dealing with adaptation, a thorough gender lens 
needs enough gender expertise. In that context, close 
cooperation on adaptation with gender institutes, aca-
demia, and departments is vital. For example, the Ministry 
of Environment and Forestry in Indonesia cooperates 

the 2017 UNFCCC Gender Action Plan. Also, 2018’s Paris 
Implementation Guidelines help advance gender respon-
siveness and gender balance in the Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs), Adaptation Communication, Finance, 
Technology, Transparency, and Compliance.326, 327

Although capacities and commitments to gender equality 
in adaptation planning are uneven, some Least Developed 
Countries placed strong focus on gender and social issues 
in their National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPA). For 
example, Uganda’s 2007 NAPA prioritized gender issues and 
enhancing the position of disadvantaged groups in the con-
text of climate adaptation.328, 329 Others have developed prac-
tical guidelines for the NAP process (Annex 3).330 The Gender 
and Climate Tracker developed by the Women’s Environment 
and Development Organization offers an overview of gender 
mandates in climate policy and of gender NDCs.

Despite the many commitments on gender responsive-
ness in climate policies, there are significant gaps between 
policy and implementation. For example, one of the pio-
neering countries when it comes to mainstreaming gen-
der considerations, Mexico, has designed an advanced 
gender-specific legal climate framework. According to 
Castañeda and colleagues, this is poorly institutional-
ized, public awareness is lacking, and intentions are not 
translated into public policy and action.331 As well, existing 
power gaps between women and men and the challenges 
associated with implementation of policy were inadequate-
ly addressed.332 And although the European Parliament 
adopted a Resolution on Women and Climate Change in 
2012 – and the European Commission mentioned that 
it wanted to give special attention to social groups and 
regions most exposed and already disadvantaged – the 
2013 European Union Strategy on Adaptation to Climate 
Change does not make any reference to gender issues or 
the role of women in European adaptation.333, 334

Although legal commitments at international level on gen-
der-responsive adaptation are in place, they are only partly 
translated into national policies and actions for adapta-
tion, and implementation of such commitments is lacking 
behind. The silos in which many organizations work, and 
the absence of both mandate and expertise, form major 
hindrances to a more holistic approach. Policy leadership 
and strong civil society pressure can push for compliance. 
Of course, to achieve these aspirations, budgets should 
reflect these policy priorities.
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with the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection, and it revitalized its Gender Working Group in 
2012, initiated gender-responsive budgeting, and increased 
its gender capacity through trainings.345

8.4 Delivery Sphere: Data and 
knowledge, monitoring, access, and 
control
Access to gender-differentiated data and the application of 
gender and power analyses are essential to enable gen-
der and socially responsive planning and implementation, 
especially for adaptation (Annex 4 and 5).346, 347 2019’s Sixth 
Global Environment Outlook (GEO6) underlines that to 
understand environmental change, data and other variables 
should be disaggregated by age, gender, race, and other 
socio-economic factors.348 This should reveal important 
dynamics relating to gender and other marginalizing char-
acteristics with respect to labor, equity, responsibility, and 
environmental use and management.349 However, many 
data gaps still persist, due to limited collection, dissemina-
tion and application of gender-relevant statistics.350 This 
is also the situation in the Global North: extensive review 
of forestry research across North America and western 
Europe found almost no research addressing differential 
social capabilities within forest-based communities that 
affect climate change adaptation.351 As a recent study of UN 
Environment and IUCN underlines, there is an urgent need 
to strengthen gender statistics – “statistics that adequately 
reflect differences and inequalities in the situation of wom-
en and men in all areas of life” – for climate adaptation.352 
Also gender indicators have been produced for practitioners 
to track and monitor gender dimensions in environmental 
and climate change projects. For example, the Women2030 
project of Women Engaged for a Common Future has devel-
oped a gender impact assessment and monitoring tool to 
explore different thematic areas that are also relevant in the 
context of adaptation projects.353

Labeling and certification is another instrument that can 
enable gender justice in adaptation. In Indonesia the 
National REDD+ Agency has developed Principles, Criteria, 
Indicators of REDD+ Safeguards Indonesia (PRISAI) that 
seek to integrate gender perspectives in its principles.354

8.5 Conclusion
There is a growing critical mass of organizations that are 
enabling climate change adaptation from a gender-equality 
perspective through planned programmes and policies in 
countries and in international bodies. The task now is not 
to disrupt this momentum but to build on it and carry it 
forward. Challenges remain, but the institutional enablers 
of change have ensured that gender equality, and related 
social justice perspectives, will persist as empowering dis-
courses and practices in climate change adaptation.
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9. Summary of findings and 
recommendations
Power and gender inequality can constrain and limit 
climate change adaptation. Ignoring gender inequality 
while adapting to climate change can lead to maladap-
tation, further increasing vulnerabilities of those already 
burdened disproportionately and/or by creating new 
types of exclusions. Unfettering the agency of individu-
als and collective groups, through policies and actions 
that promote gender-transformative adaptation, can help 
achieve the necessary system change.

Gender-transformative adaptation is highly context-specific 
and often emergent. The complexities of its nature, which 
include requirements and operating contexts as well as 
geographic, organizational and sectoral conditions, weigh 
against prescribing specific fixed steps or indicators in this 
paper. Doing this could foster simplistic approaches that 
are counterproductive to addressing power dynamics and 
gender inequality in any meaningful way. The following are 
recommendations to serve as guidelines for advancing 

gender-transformative adaptation in agriculture, environ-
ment, finance, cities, infrastructure, and industry:

Findings: Broader structural realities that obstruct trans-
formative adaptation

•	The broader political ecology and economy compromise 
local livelihoods through exploitation, appropriation, and 
extraction of resources by a few powerful players in the 
name of economic growth. These predatory dynamics 
disregard the interests of significant populations of small 
producers and poor households, including women from 
diverse groups who depend on these resources for their 
daily livelihoods and survival.

•	Intersecting inequalities – such as low income, migrant 
status, sexuality, ethnic background, age, (dis)ability, and/
or gender – undermine people’s benefits, assets, opportu-
nities, and adaptive capacities.

Recommendations for analysis and planning:
•	 Conduct rigorous, multi-scalar, participatory and 

holistic gender analyses that identify ways to 
redress context-specific constraints as an intrin-
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sic part of the modus operandi of custom-de-
signing adaptation measures.

•	 Use gender analyses to explore ways of break-
ing procedural habits that marginalize persons, 
peoples, and communities, with the objective 
of transforming the broader political and eco-
nomic trends to enable adaptation practices at 
the macro level, as well as across local reali-
ties and conditions.

•	 Utilize these comprehensive analyses as a basis 
for critical reflection and dialog with scientists, 
policymakers, planners, and stakeholders to 
identify strategies for change and to then formu-
late, and follow through on, appropriate mea-
sures and indicators in pursuit of transformative 
adaptation.

•	 Ensure that specialists in gender and social 
justice lead and conduct the analyses, so 
they are not passed on to non-specialists 
as token compliance with project, donor, or 
international requirements.

•	 Recognize that gender-transformative adap-
tation is an iterative process shaped by mul-
tiple feedbacks and loopholes in addressing 
power relations. Thus, gender-transforma-
tive adaptation is an inherently political and 
dynamic set of measures and strategies; it is 
not a technical process made up of fixed and 
one-size-fits-all prescriptions.

Findings: Practices that create gender inequalities in 
society

•	Inequitable access to and control of resources and a lack 
of democratic rights limit the benefits and opportunities 
for groups of women.

•	Patriarchal gender practices, by definition, control and 
constrict women’s autonomy, voices, and bodies, perpet-
uating vulnerabilities that are compounded by intensify-
ing climate change hazards.

•	Unequal gender relations lead to women’s time poverty 
and to disproportionate burdens of care that intensify 
during crises.

Recommendations for supporting the agency of 
women and other groups:
•	 Promote policy and legislative reforms and 

programs to enable equal and fair access to and 
control of resources for traditionally excluded 
women and men.

•	 Invest in basic social services and infrastruc-
ture – particularly health care, water, sanitation, 
childcare, and labor-saving technologies – that 
reduce women’s workloads and build resil-
ience without further curtailing their time and 
self-determination.

•	 Create opportunities for women’s self-organiza-
tion, critical reflection, and partnerships with civ-
ic organizations to strengthen women’s claims to 
their own bodies, to social and natural resources, 
and to authorities’ accountability. Create spaces 
where women’s voices and rights are duly rec-
ognized and exercised. Promote women’s equal 
participation and voice in existing civic organiza-
tions to share experiences and solutions across 
groups and sectors, including transnationally.

•	 Support and create gender-awareness and 
skills-training opportunities for men and women 
in different systems and institutions, with the 
intention to redistribute care work and to cul-
tivate alternative views of care for people and 
environment.

•	 Identify and closely liaise with gender-equality 
champions in well-known organizations to sup-
port efforts encouraging less visible groups to 
adapt positively in transformative ways.

•	 Invoke and utilize various national and inter-
national gender agreements and other change 
enablers to legitimize attention to promote 
women’s empowerment holistically through the 
citizen sphere, the policy sphere, the organiza-
tional sphere, and the delivery sphere.
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Findings: Positioning gender equality in climate change 
programs

•	The (re) masculinization and elite capture of new opportuni-
ties – under the aegis of the green economy through climate 
change programs such as carbon markets and industrial 
agriculture – will sanction old and new gender, class, and 
ethnic exclusions; therefore, it is maladaptive.

•	Climate-proofing supply chains often avoids or ignores highly 
unequal power relations within supply chains and their impli-
cations for exploitative labor practices and social injustice.

•	Some gender-transformative adaptation initiatives and pro-
grams already exist in all systems that do not burden women 
further and do ensure equitable benefits to all.

Recommendations for gender mainstreaming in exist-
ing sectoral programs:
•	 Improve the gender balance of planning and 

decision-making bodies at different administrative 
scales – even in traditionally technical systems like 
infrastructure, natural environment, finance and 
agriculture – not only by incorporating women but 
by recognizing which women and which men partic-
ipate and who it is that they do or do not represent.

•	 Place labor issues at the forefront of climate 
risk analyses of industry supply chains to ensure 
social protection for employees facing climate 
change threats.

•	 Ensure that high-quality and rigorous gender 
analyses inform the design of sustainability and 
finance projects that require monitoring for results 
and lessons to avoid new exclusions or harm.

•	 Systematically track, monitor and evaluate adapta-
tion financing across systems. This is necessary to 
ensure relevant gender requirements are met and 
to identify gaps and opportunities that accelerate 
transformative change.

•	 Learn from existing gender-transformative 
adaptation programs by applying and 
contextualizing lessons and good principles in other 
places. Good principles include avoiding assignment 
of further burdens on women, exercising democratic 
rights to express needs and interests, demanding 
accountability when necessary, and ensuring 
benefits are equitable.
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Annexes
Annex 1: Examples of gender-sensitive budgeting and climate finance

Country Example

Azerbaijan The performance report of the UNDP Global Environmental Finance Unit highlights efforts undertaken to address 
environmental challenges. In Azerbaijan, transformative change was achieved through multiple interventions, 
and women now make up 40 percent of participants working toward increased resilience to floods and improving 
water management. Their efforts have strengthened local water-resource and flood-management technology.

Bangladesh The Green Climate Fund (GCF) recently approved $25 million project in Bangladesh focusing on gender and 
climate change. UNDP is supporting the Ministry of Women’s Affairs in implementing this 6-year project. The 
project supports women and adolescent girls in coastal communities to cope with climate change induced 
salinity. A key aspect focuses on enhancing women’s access to markets and finance. 

Grenada Within the GCF and the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) project to addresses the 
main climate risks and vulnerabilities of Grenada to adapt to climate change through freshwater availability 
and disaster preparedness, provisions have been introduced to reduce women’s water -related work burden. The 
project invests in activities to ensure that men and women will have equal access to funds to support water 
efficiency measures by water users. 

India In India, the GEF Small Grants Programme ensures sustainable livelihoods through uptake of energy-efficient 
stoves, training on eco-friendly work, and farming practices for more than 2400 women-led initiatives. 

Malawi The FAO-GEF project on Building Climate Change Resilience in the Fisheries Sector recognizes women as vital 
stakeholders in managing and using aquatic resources, addressing women’s constraints and capacity gaps, and 
promoting gender-differentiated technologies and adaptive actions. The work includes training for women on 
alternative income-generating activities and opportunities through community mobilization, as well as a gender-
sensitive monitoring and evaluation system.

Pakistan The GCF transport projects support a gender-sensitive restructuring of the public transport network. Implemented 
jointly by the Asian Development Bank  and Pakistan’s Ministry of Climate Change, the project aims to provide 
safe sitting and standing spaces for women and to raise awareness geared toward changing people’s perceptions, 
as well as improvements to policies, programs, and procedures.

 Uganda The GCF project on Building Resilient Communities, Wetlands Ecosystems and Associated Catchments in Uganda 
identifies women as key players in natural resource management and in the agricultural sector through their 
contributions to food security, livelihoods, and water management. The gender action plan includes resilience-
building through training for alternative livelihoods, community participation in natural resource management, and 
restoration activities. The plan intends to engage women and men in defining needs for information on climate 
and early warning.

Sources:

Arguelles, M. et al. (2017): United Nations Development Programme Annual Performance Report 2017. Global Environmental Finance Unit. USA, 2017

Green Climate Fund Funding Project: Grenada, Pakistan and Uganda; 13-05-2019, accessed at https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_
Proposal_-_FP059_-_GIZ_-_Grenada.pdf/838846fb-8052-17d4-8038-19b2859e8e0e https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_Proposal_-_
FP085_-_ADB_-_Pakistan.pdf/82760637-bab2-18af-9a76-1ec6b5eed556

https://www.greenclimate.fund/projects/fp034

https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_proposal_-_FP034_-_UNDP_-_Uganda.pdf/356d15fb-2905-4446-bd3b-7af9739f9ae3

FAO Building Climate Change Resilience in the Fisheries Sector in Malawi. Accessed at: http://www.fao.org/gef/projects/detail/en/c/1056928/

Rohini Mukherjee, 21-09-2018. Onward toward gender equity in the era of climate change. Article on GreenBiz accessed at https://www.greenbiz.com/article/
onward-toward-gender-equity-era-climate-change

UNDP Press Release (2018): Green Climate Fund and UNDP to build the resilience of women to fight climate change. Article on UNDP accessed at http://www.
bd.undp.org/content/bangladesh/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/02/28/green-climate-fund-and-undp-to-build-the-resilience-of-women-to-.html

https://www.greenclimate.fund/-/asian-development-bank
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_Proposal_-_FP059_-_GIZ_-_Grenada.pdf/838846fb-8052-17d4-8038-19b2859e8e0e
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_Proposal_-_FP059_-_GIZ_-_Grenada.pdf/838846fb-8052-17d4-8038-19b2859e8e0e
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_Proposal_-_FP085_-_ADB_-_Pakistan.pdf/82760637-bab2-18af-9a76-1ec6b5eed556
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_Proposal_-_FP085_-_ADB_-_Pakistan.pdf/82760637-bab2-18af-9a76-1ec6b5eed556
https://www.greenclimate.fund/projects/fp034
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/574760/Funding_proposal_-_FP034_-_UNDP_-_Uganda.pdf/356d15fb-2905-4446-bd3b-7af9739f9ae3
http://www.fao.org/gef/projects/detail/en/c/1056928/
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/onward-toward-gender-equity-era-climate-change
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/onward-toward-gender-equity-era-climate-change
http://www.bd.undp.org/content/bangladesh/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/02/28/green-climate-fund-and-undp-to-build-the-resilience-of-women-to-.html
http://www.bd.undp.org/content/bangladesh/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/02/28/green-climate-fund-and-undp-to-build-the-resilience-of-women-to-.html
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Annex 2. Overview of international 
gender-specific environmental and 
climate commitments
•	1979 – Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) is the first 
international bill of women’s rights that looks into issues 
regarding rural development, and that addresses issues 
of resources, credit, education, the right to work and 
participation.

•	1992 – United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) resulted in the Rio Declaration 
and Agenda 21 (1992) that recognize women as a major 
group in sustainable development and underline the 
importance of taking into account gender and social 
dimensions in environment, and the relevance of environ-
mental issues for gender equality and women’s empow-
erment, respectively.

•	1992 –United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) was adopted in 1992 in Rio 
de Janeiro. This international environmental agreement 
was, however, the only Rio Convention that did not make 
any reference to gender and social issues.

•	1992 –United Nations Convention on Biological 
Diversity: recognized the importance of a gender-specific 
approach in the conservation and sustainable manage-
ment of natural resources.

•	1995 – Fourth United Nations Women’s Conference: 
Beijing Declaration and Beijing Platform for Action: 
Section K discusses the interface between Women and 
the Environment, and accordingly proposes strategic 
objectives355 and action points.

•	1997 – the Kyoto Protocol was an extension of the 
UNFCCC, specifically looking into climate change mitiga-
tion, but again no references to gender aspects.

•	2001 – COP7 in Marrakesh: UNFCCC parties have 
recognized gender equality and women’s participation, as 
important principles.

•	2011 – COP17 in Durban: UNFCCC adopted Decision 
5/CP.17 on Guidelines for National Adaptation Plans 
(NAPs) should be country-driven, participatory, with a 
gender-sensitive approach.

•	2012 – COP18 in Doha: UNFCCC adopted decision 23/
CP.18 on promoting gender balance and improving 
the participation of women in negotiations and in the 

representation of Parties in bodies established pursuant 
to the Convention or the Kyoto Protocol.

•	2014 – COP20 in Lima: UNFCCC adopted decision 18/
CP.20 requested the secretariat to prepare an Action 
Plan for the development of the two-year work program 
on gender, also known as the Lima Work Programme 
on Gender. As part of this process, the secretariat maps 
decisions and implementation on gender and climate 
change, and compiles these for the COPs.

•	2015 – COP21 in Paris: in the UNFCCC Paris Agreement, 
gender aspects included in Preamble, Adaptation, 
Capacity Building; but not in the sections on mitigation, 
technology development and transfer, or financing. In 
decision 1/CP.21, an Annex, Parties acknowledge:

…climate change is a common concern of humankind, 
Parties should…respect, promote and consider their 
respective obligations on human rights, the right to 
health, the rights of indigenous peoples, local com-
munities, migrants, children, persons with disabilities 
and people in vulnerable situations and the right to 
development, as well as gender equality, empower-
ment of women and intergenerational equity.

•	2015 – Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction: 
adopted at the World Conference on Disaster Risk 
Reduction, it calls for stronger gender, age, and disabil-
ity perspectives in policies and practices; promotion 
of women’s leadership; women’s participation in DRR; 
resourcing and implementing gender-sensitive DRR; 
and adequate capacity building measures for women’s 
empowerment and livelihoods.

•	2015 – The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: 
has a strong gender focus in SDG5 (achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls) – with nine 
specific targets and gender-sensitive targets for most 
other SDGs. Also, SDG 10 (reducing inequality) is rele-
vant in this context. All SDGs, including SDG 13 (climate 
action), have important gender-equality implications and 
require a gender-sensitive approach to meet the 2030 
targets.

•	2016 – COP22 in Marrakech: UNFCCC Parties reviewed 
progress made toward the goals of gender balance and 
the implementation of gender-responsive climate policy 
and decided to continue and enhance the Lima work pro-
gramme on gender for a period of 3 years. Decision 21/
CP.22 was adopted by the COP: a call for submissions on 
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views on possible elements of the gender action plan to 
be developed under the Lima work programme on gender 
(UNFCCC, 2016a).

•	2017 – COP23 in Bonn: UNFCCC Parties adopted a new 
roadmap to incorporate gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in climate change discourse and actions. 
The creation of a Gender Action Plan was agreed upon 
by the Parties, to bolster the role of women in climate 
action.

•	2018 – COP24 in Katowice: UNFCCC Parties adopted 
the Paris Implementation Guidelines with explicit refer-
ence to the importance of gender responsiveness, gender 
balance, taking into account social aspects, and including 
traditional/indigenous/local knowledge in several areas: 
the Nationally Agreed Contributions (NDCs), Adaptation 
Communication, Finance, Technology Framework, 
Transparency Framework, and Compliance. This con-
text is also promoted in the work of the Subsidiary 
Body on Scientific and Technological Advice and the 

Subsidiary Body on Implementation to use a gender-spe-
cific approach, including in the review of the Lima Work 
Programme on Gender in 2019.

•	2018-2023 – The UNFCCC Gender Action Plan (GAP): 
sets out priority areas of adaptation; mitigation; and the 
means of implementation including finance, technolo-
gy development and transfer, capacity building as the 
activities that will help achieve the gender mainstreaming 
objective in climate change. These range from increasing 
knowledge and capacities of women and men through 
workshops and information exchanges, to pursuing the 
full, equal and meaningful participation of diverse women 
in national delegations. Also prioritized was the need to 
increase integration of the gender considerations into 
the areas of work of all Parties to the Convention; and to 
increase climate-related financial resources that integrate 
gender priorities and reflect the needs of women and 
girls. Lastly, the GAP seeks to improve tracking of the 
implementation of the gender-related decisions.
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Annex 3. Gender-responsive NAP processes: Key issues for NAP teams to consider

Planning Implementation M&E

Use sex-disaggregated data, gender-
sensitive vulnerability assessments and 
inputs from gender experts. 

Ensure that adaptation actions enhance 
equity in realization of rights and 
access to resources for women and 
men. 

Involve gender experts in development 
of M&E frameworks.

Analyse relevant (inter)national policies to 
identify opportunities and gaps.

Build on and involve existing strategies, 
policies and programs that address 
gender and other social inequalities.

Incorporate sex-disaggregated data 
collection and gender analysis of data. 
Look also into other relevant social 
differentiation aspects.

Recognize women as distinct stakeholder 
group in NAP process. 

Integrate gender equality in criteria for 
prioritizing adaptation actions. 

Involve local women and men in data 
collection and analysis.

Ensure effective participation of women, 
and their organizations and gender 
institutes. 

Ensure that adaptation actions address 
gender-related and other socially 
constructed vulnerabilities.

Include indicators of gender equality as 
women’s empowerment in adaptation 
processes.

Build on existing good practices relating to 
gender in CCA process.

Support women and other vulnerable 
groups to access resources and 
opportunities for adaptation; target 
vulnerable groups. 

Evaluate – with the support of local 
organizations –differentiated impacts 
of adaptation actions on women and 
men.

Ensure inclusive decision-making that 
takes the specific needs of women and 
men from different social groups into 
consideration. 

Build on existing knowledge and 
capacities of women and men; 
empower women‘s organizations to 
take on leadership roles in climate 
action. 

Practice gender-responsive budgeting; 
ensure allocation of (financial) 
resources for adaptation is gender-
equitable.

Source: adapted from Dazé and Dekens, 2017; p.5



Annex 4: Considerations for formulating gender indicators for environmentally 
sustainable development and climate change at the country and sector level
HUMAN CAPITAL

Number of community-based adaptation activities that strengthen women’s access to resources for sustainable food production, 
renewable energy, and clean water sources

Number and percentage of poor women and men with increased resilience to deal with climate changes

Time saved in collecting and carrying water, fuel, and forest products due to environmentally sustainable and climate change 
adaptation activities

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

Number and percentage of women and men who access employment or increase their incomes due to climate change adaptation 
or mitigation activities

VOICE AND RIGHTS

Evidence that climate change policies, strategies and plans require the participation and involvement of poor women and men in 
developing and managing local adaptation and mitigation plans

GENDER CAPACITY BUILDING

Evidence that policies, strategies, and plans are based on gender analysis of the different impacts of climate change on poor 
women and men and include gender equality.

Source: adapted from Asian Development Bank, 2013. Tool Kit on Gender Equality Results and Indicators. Mandaluyong City, Philippines: ADB; pp.29-34
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Annex 5: Examples of gender-responsive indicators in climate change projects
OUTCOME / IMPACT LEVEL

Well-being and livelihoods:

Number and percentage of poor women and men with increased resilience to deal with climate change (e.g., use of climate-
resilient crops and farming techniques, improved land management, clean technologies, increased knowledge and strengthened 
networks on climate change issues, number/percentage of women-headed households provided with resilient home)

Economic empowerment:

Number of female entrepreneurs with adequate access to financing for low-carbon and climate-resilient investment

Participation and decision-making:

Proportion of women in sectoral ministry in senior management positions

Capacity development:

Number and percentage of women and men trained in energy-saving and sustainable agricultural technologies (e.g., adaptations 
to land management practices in marginal and fragile lands, adaptations related to changed rainfall patterns)

OUTPUT LEVEL

Sectoral planning and policies:

Sex-disaggregated data routinely collected and applied to sectoral policy, planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation

Business model and technology solutions:

Number and percentage of women adopting low-carbon and climate-resilient solutions

Access to finance:

Number / proportion of women with improved access to financial mechanisms (equity investment, affordable loans, etc.)

Source: UN Women, 2016. Leveraging Co-benefits between Gender Equality Results and Indicators: Mainstreaming gender considerations in climate change 
projects. Annex 1, pp. 58-61
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Annex 6: Reviewers and review workshop participants
A. INDIVIDUAL REVIEWERS
Lorena Aguilar, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Government of Costa Rica

Angie Dazé, Associate, Resilience Program, International Institute of Sustainable Development (IISD)

Natalie Elwell, Senior Gender Advisor, World Resources Institute (WRI)

Georgina Cundill Kemp, Senior Program Officer, International Development Research Centre (IDRC)

Sherilyn MacGregor, Reader in Environmental Politics, Sustainable Consumption Institute & Politics Department, School of 
Social Sciences, The University of Manchester

Sharmind Neelormi, Faculty of Economics, Jahangirnagar University

Michelle Winthrop, Development Specialist/Climate and Resilience Policy Lead, Economic Inclusion and Resilience Team, 
Irish Aid

B. PARTICIPANTS IN THE BACKGROUND PAPER REVIEW WORKSHOP, 29-30 MAY 2019, HOLIDAY INN, 
BANGKOK, THAILAND

Name Organisation

1 Anne-Louise Knight Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
2 Benjaluck (Sai) Denduang Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
3 Bernadette P. Resurrección Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
4 Beth A. Bee East Carolina University
5 Camille Pross UN Women
6 Catherine McMullen Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
7 Chanda Gurung Goodrich International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD)
8 Clara Park Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), United Nations
9 Dolores Molintas Philippines National Economic and Development Authority - Cordillera Administrative 

Region (NEDA-CAR)
10 Faith Choga Green Climate Fund (GCF)
11 Irene Dankelman IRDANA
12 Ly Vu Phuong UN Women, Vietnam
13 Mareike Bentfeld Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)
14 Maria Victoria Evangelista Climate Change Commission of the Republic of the Philippines
15 Marta Salvago Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
16 Mousumi Haldar Christian Commission for Development in Bangladesh (CCDB)
17 Natalia Biskupska Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI)
18 Nuraeni Tahir Indonesian Ministry of Environment and Forestry
19 Pham Thi Kim Anh Vietnam Women's Union
20 Ravadee Prasertcharoensuk Sustainable Development Foundation (SDF)
21 Shaila Shahid International Center for Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD)
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