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How are women in India and
other developing countries
susceptible to climate change?
Climate change is likely to ad-
versely affect the poor in many
ways, including threatening their
livelihoods, food security, water
supplies, and health. Women in
poor households are especially

vulnerable on all these counts, ™ B

with few resources for adapta-

tion. On food production, for instance,
South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa are
expected to be especially hard hit. Here
women’s livelihoods could be markedly
threatened, since they are much more
dependent on agriculture than men,
who have shifted in larger proportions
to nonfarm jobs. Also, in India women
often eat last and least, and their nutri-
tion and that of breast-fed children could

be affected severely under food scarcity.

How can empowering local women
help address environmental problems
such as deforestation?

Rural women depend on forests and
local commons for many items of daily
use, such as firewood and fodder. About
65 percent of rural households in India
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WOMEN ARE KEY
TU CONSERVATION

and 90 percent in Nepal use firewood
as the main cooking fuel, and most of it
is gathered. Hence the costs of defores-
tation are borne especially by women.
They thus have the most to gain from
forest regeneration, but they also have
to extract firewood, without which they
cannot cook. This means that they face
conflicting choices between immediate
and future needs. Therein lies the com-
plexity. Here women would feel empow-
ered if they had access to alternative
sources of clean cooking fuel as well as
greater say in forest use.

Why should leaders who study green
governance pay attention to gender?
Given their differential dependence
on ecosystems, men and women often
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have divergent interests and prefer-
ences in a resource and bring different
skills and knowledge to green gover-
nance. Hence, when economists assess
the costs of environmental degradation
or climate change, or people’s “willing-
ness to pay” for conservation, or design
policies for reviving biodiversity, they
are likely to get quite different results
depending on whether they focus on
men or women.

Moreover, conservation out-
comes can differ significantly
depending on the gender com-
position of forest-management
groups. I found that groups
which had a larger percent-
age of women in their execu-
tive committees showed sub-
stantially greater improvement
in forest condition. And all-
women groups outperformed
groups with men, even though
they began with more degraded
forests.

India has election quotas for
women in local leadership
positions. Have you seen an
emphasis on green issues from
women elected to positions

of power?

I have seen rather little empha-
sis on, say, local forests or clean
cooking energy. A lack of clean
fuel is a major problem facing
most rural women in India. Studies show
that women’s mortality risk from smoke-
related infections is 50 percent higher
than men’s, due to air pollution caused by
smoky fuels in poorly ventilated kitch-
ens. Although nonconventional energy
is within the purview of village coun-
cils, I have seen little evidence of women
council heads actively promoting it. This
is a puzzle, but part of the answer could
lie in the hesitation many women coun-
cilors express in taking up what are con-
sidered “women’s issues,” and cooking
energy 1S seen as a women'’s issue.

Even the major political parties said
rather little about green issues in their
2009 election manifestoes. I hope this
will be rectified long before our next
general election in 2014.




