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INTRODUCTION

These differences must be taken into account if this
adaptation is to be effective and sustainable. Women’s
economic marginalisation, political disenfranchisement
and different labour responsibilities mean that they
will bear the brunt of the climate crisis, while they lack
the representation and power to ensure that climate
policies meet their needs[3].

Gender dynamics in our societies and cultures mean
that not only do men and women contribute to climate
change in diverse ways, but they are impacted differently.
The gender-differentiated impacts of climate change
are not necessarily only about women’s vulnerability, but
also about how men and women relate to one another,
because these relationships have a direct impact on
how societies, countries and households are impacted
by and respond to a changing climate[1].

This is particularly so in the case of poor rural women,
due to the intersectional nature of their multiple
vulnerabilities and exclusions. This does not mean that
we should view women as victims – women can be
active agents of change, possessing unique knowledge
and skills to the challenge of addressing climate change,
and tapping into these proficiencies and experience can
assist to build broader and more sustainable community
resilience.

When we plan climate change adaptation measures,
we need to recognise that women and men experience
climate impacts differently depending on where they
live, how they sustain their livelihoods and the roles
they play in their families and communities[2].

What is meant by gender and gender equality?[4]
Gender refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male and female, and
the relationships between women, men, boys and girls. These socially constructed gender roles and
relationships determine what is valued, allowed and expected of a woman or a man in a particular context.
In most societies there are differences and inequalities between the rights and opportunities of women
and men, including access to and control over resources and land, work opportunities and wages, and
participation in decision-making processes that largely favour men.
Working to improve gender equality is a goal which most countries have signed up to through a range
of international and national agreements and accords, in order to counter existing patterns of inequality.
Improving gender equality does not mean that men and women have to become the same, but rather that
they gain equal rights, power, responsibilities and opportunities, taking the interests, needs and priorities
of both men and women into account. Currently, women and men have different economic opportunities
and there is still a marked gender pay gap, while women still do the majority of unpaid care and domestic
work and are over-represented amongst the poor. Women’s representation and participation in decisionmaking structures tends to lag behind men’s, and women suffer more from gender-based violence.
Gender inequalities, just like unequal access to power, can potentially weaken and undermine climate
change adaptation efforts. Often, those with limited access to resources to adapt to climate change
are already at a disadvantage, and could be further excluded from accessing appropriate and effective
solutions. What is needed is a transformative agenda that will push communities, and the world as a whole,
to become more just and fair, supporting the agency of men and women, individually and as a collective,
through actions that foster gender-transformative adaptation[5].

Cover Photo: Woman, KwaZulu-Natal, Heiffer Project Southern Africa (HPSA)
[1]
Nelson, 2015
[2]
Dazé, 2019
[3]
Mokoena & Dolan, 2020
[4]
These definitions are adapted from the UN Women website, https://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/conceptsandefinitions.htm 		
(accessed 01 October 2021)
[5]
FAO, 2012

1

CLIMATE CHANGE WILL
EXACERBATE EXISTING PROBLEMS

Addressing climate change is at its heart a justice issue,
as those who contributed least to the problem will suffer
the most from its effects. Historical climate emissions,
which will continue to impact to the global climate for
decades to come, largely originate from the burning
of fossil fuels from industrialised nations as an energy
source, while the developing nations, and their poor in
particular, will bear the brunt of climate impacts.

Southern Africa is a water-scarce region that is
vulnerable to periodic drought conditions, where
gender inequalities are marked, impacting on every
dimension of sustainable development. During severe
droughts women and girls are often required to put
aside their own needs and step in to assist their families
to find food, care for siblings or the elderly, or earn
money. All of these expectations impact negatively on
school drop-out rates, teenage pregnancy, the risk of
gender-based violence, and early marriage, all of which
has the potential to reverse some of the gains that have
been made in girls’ schooling and literacy rates[6]. When
households lack access to sufficient food, women are
often the first to go hungry.

The Paris Agreement – the legally binding treaty for
addressing climate change – therefore acknowledges the
importance of gender equality and the empowerment
of women, and calls for climate action to be genderresponsive.

Women goat farmer. (Source: HPSA)

Women collecting water. (Source: HPSA)

GENDER-RESPONSIVE
CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION

Climate change is predicted to increase the risk of
extreme events such as droughts and floods as global
temperatures climb, and seasonal rainfall patterns shift.
Climate change therefore threatens to exacerbate
existing gender inequalities, which means that women
face larger negative impacts than men as climate change
threatens to undermine the livelihoods of millions of
women. UN Women has noted the disproportional
impact of climate change on women and children as
women are 14 times as likely as men to die during a
disaster[7].

[6]
[7]

One of the first steps in planning climate change
adaptation responses is to gain an understanding of the
degree of vulnerability of a region, sector, or group of
people to climate change. Effective adaptation needs
to take into consideration the needs of women, men
and other vulnerable groups in society.
Gender discrimination also affects lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) members of
communities, who may face intersectional vulnerabilities
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due to their social vulnerability and exclusion, which in turn
increase their vulnerability to climate change. Climate
change has the potential to amplify existing inequalities,
so adaptation that ignores people’s roles, experiences
and relationships has the potential to increase people’s
vulnerability and lead to maladaptation, rather than
addressing it[8]. If not carefully planned, adaptation
initiatives can add to women’s responsibilities, placing
an additional burden on them.

differences and actively promote gender equality[9].
While the process may begin with an awareness of
gender differences in adaptation needs, opportunities
and capacity, it must also include equitable participation
and influence of women and men in decision-making
and equitable access to resources and benefits from
adaptation investments.
Gender-transformative adaptation can be achieved
through studying the economic, political, ecological and
cultural aspects of vulnerabilities of various groupings
of society to be able to address the underlying causes
thereof. When we talk about women’s agency in climate
change, there is a need to shift and transform patriarchal
power dynamics that are based on prejudice and
privilege[10].

Taking a transformative approach to adaptation entails
addressing underlying vulnerabilities, including gender
inequality, and seeking to find and address the root
causes of these vulnerabilities to find sustainable
solutions. Gender-responsive approaches to adaptation
therefore need to go beyond sensitivity to gender

Focus on rural women and small-scale farmers in South Africa
People’s adaptation needs will vary depending on where they live, their livelihoods and the roles they play
in their families and communities, which are often influenced by gender[11]. Rural women in South Africa take
primary responsibility for providing food, water and energy to meet their household needs, and in many
households without access to improved water sources and clean energy, women and girls are the main
water and solid fuel collectors[12]. Women make up 60 – 80% of the agricultural labour force[13] and are often
at the forefront of subsistence agriculture.
Climate change impacts that are likely to decrease the availability of clean water, agricultural productivity
and the availability of fuel wood to meet rural energy needs, and increase the likelihood of famine, will
therefore have severe negative impacts on women. This impacts families both directly in their ability to
meet household energy and nutrition needs, and indirectly by limiting income to meet other needs. In
addition, traditional land tenure systems often hamper women’s access to land, tenure security, and to
further resources such as loans or funding assistance, which often require proof of ownership.
Effective adaptation measures to support rural communities need to take into account the specific needs
and realities of women within these communities. One example we can learn from is a recent drought
relief programme in the Northern Cape, Western Cape and Eastern Cape provinces of South Africa, where
additional feed and water were provided by government for red meat livestock. This aid inadvertently
favoured the needs of men, as women tend to farm with smaller animals and vegetables and therefore
largely failed to benefit from this form of relief[14].
Including women in decision-making means that we can both ensure that their needs are catered for
in current policy, and benefit from their unique local knowledge in adapting farming practices to suit a
changing climate[15].
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SUPPORT A GENDER-RESPONSIVE
APPROACH

• Engage and consult all stakeholders, including

gender experts and women’s organisations, at local,
provincial and national levels.

Climate change adaptation interventions have the
potential to transform the lives of those who are often
marginalised in communities when they recognise
and respond to gender-differentiated impacts on
households, communities and society.

• Organise and facilitate capacity development

of the various stakeholders and interest groups,
including communities, women’s organizations, and
government officials at the local, provincial and
national levels to participate in the formulation and
implementation of adaptation actions.

Intersectional gender responsiveness is about paying
attention to existing inequalities in societies and find
more inclusive, equal, and just solutions to facilitate
appropriate resources, skills and knowledge for women
and men[16].

• Increase sensitisation on gender stereotypes in

Understanding of the concepts of gender responsiveness
is critical because women’s and men’s capacities,
incentives and preferences for how to access, use and
control resources in small-scale farming are shaped by
gendered values, norms and rules[17].

• Ensure equal participation of men and women in the

communities to help overcome barriers to women’s
participation. Specific actions may be needed to
address structural barriers to women’s adaptation,
beyond addressing anticipated climate impacts.

implementation of adaptation actions.

• Include qualitative measures that ensure that women

can play an active role in decision-making. More
women, including rural women, need to be brought
into decision-making to champion their own needs in
the allocation of resources and to develop solutions
to their own problems. This will help decision-makers
to recognise that women can be agents of change
and are not just a vulnerable group.

When planning adaptation interventions at community
level there are a range of actions, and a number of tools,
that practitioners can use to ensure that the adaptation
planning considers the needs of both men and women,
while contributing to a transformational development
agenda. These may include looking at the roles that
men, women, boys and girls play in their communities,
who has access to and control over resources and
services, and who makes decisions, as well as examining
the reasons behind these gender differences[18].
While this analysis can be useful at any time, it is
particularly beneficial to apply it during project design,
before policy implementation and during project or
policy evaluation.
It is crucial that climate change vulnerability assessments
address gender dynamics and include the priorities
and preferences of women as well as men so that
appropriate adaptation measures can be developed
with communities to meet their various needs.
The following are some further factors to consider when
planning gender-responsive adaption actions:

[16]
[17]
[18]

Group of women farmers from Msinga in KZN discussing
adaptation actions. (Source: HPSA)
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• Ensure all research and project data is disaggregated

change, while climate change is in turn likely to impact
on these roles.

by gender to improve understanding of differentiated
impacts on men and women, and develop and apply
gender-sensitive criteria and indicators for monitoring
and evaluation of the results of ongoing adaptation
actions.

To ensure that responses to climate change reflect the
specific needs and priorities of women and girls as well
as those of men, climate change responses need to be
planned and reviewed with a gendered lens.

• More specific research is needed on the differentiated

impacts of climate change on women and men, and
the impact of improving women’s participation in
decision-making.

Women can be very knowledgeable and innovative in
coming up with new coping mechanisms to deal with
climate variability and change, and play an important
role in supporting communities and households to cope
and adapt[19].

CONCLUSION

We can learn from positive experiences, assessing
and acknowledging progress that has been made in
addressing gender issues and social change.

Gender roles in society are not static, but fluidly shift over
time. This impacts upon their vulnerability to climate

Group of women farmers from Msinga in KZN relaxing after a joint training session. (Source: Heifer Project Southern Africa)
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This introductory series on the impact of climate
change on small-scale farmers is published
by the Innovative Partnerships for Change:
Raising New Climate Change Initiatives
and Champions project.
This project is being implemented by the
Association for Rural Advancement (AFRA),
Indigo Development and Change, the Institute of
Natural Resources (INR), the Farmer Support Group
(FSG) of the University KwaZulu-Natal and
Heifer Project South Africa (HPSA).
The Innovative Partnerships for Change Project
seeks to support small-scale farmers to effectively
adapt to climate change.
The overall objective of the project is to develop
a united and cohesive national civil society strategy
to address climate change impacts on the land tenure
and farming systems of small-scale farmers
in South Africa. A key element in achieving this
objective is to ensure that land and agriculture
sector Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) are
capacitated to understand the causes and
impacts of climate change.
This series of 12 publications is a resource
that seeks to develop and deepen
this understanding on the part of CSO’s.

This project is co-funded by the
European Union.

Project number CSO-LA/2021/423-188

Project Coordinator:
Association For Rural Advancement (AFRA)
Telephone: 033 345 7607
Email: afra@afra.co.za

