
Beyond	  the	  vulnerability	  trap	  
	  -‐enhancing	  a	  gender	  driven	  climate	  response-‐policy	  interface-‐	  
	  
Belynda	  Petrie	  November	  Global	  Landscapes	  
Forum	  COP	  19	  

	  



www.oneworldgroup.co.za	  

WOMEN 
ADAPT  

TO CLIMATE CHANGE

“Thuto ya Batho”
T E A C H I N G S  F R O M  O U R  P E O P L E

“My	  reflections	  on	  adaptation	  initiatives	  from	  around	  the	  developing	  world	  show	  that	  women	  often	  take	  the	  lead	  in	  
these	  endeavours.	  It	  is	  no	  surprise	  that	  women	  play	  an	  important	  role	  in	  developing	  and	  passing	  on	  indigenous	  
knowledge,	  innovative	  strategies	  and	  practices	  to	  alleviate	  poverty	  and	  to	  survive	  in	  face	  of	  climate	  change.”	  
Her	  Excellency,	  Minister	  Maite	  Nkoana-‐Mashabane	  
minister	  of	  interna9onal	  Rela9ons	  and	  Coopera9on	  of	  the	  Republic	  of	  
South	  Africa	  and	  President	  of	  COP17/CmP7	  
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	  The	  focus	  on	  adaptation	  has	  sharpened	  over	  
the	  past	  decade	  particularly	  in	  developing	  
countries	  where	  people	  have	  personal	  
experiences	  of	  changing	  climates	  and	  as	  the	  
world	  faces	  the	  fact	  that	  emissions	  are	  still	  
headed	  in	  the	  wrong	  direction	  

	  
	  The	  emergence	  of	  a	  gender	  perspective	  in	  
climate	  change	  research	  consistent	  with	  
renewal	  of	  interest	  in	  the	  rights	  of	  women	  	  

	  
	  Gender	  references	  in	  negotiating	  text	  
increased	  at	  COP	  17	  –	  sharpening	  the	  focus	  
on	  gender	  based	  research	  and	  public	  	  
attention	  on	  the	  vulnerability	  of	  women,	  
children	  and	  the	  aged	  

	  
	  The	  argument	  needs	  to	  go	  one	  step	  further:	  
we	  need	  to	  move	  beyond	  the	  vulnerability	  
paradigm	  and	  to	  focus	  instead	  on	  women’s	  
resilience	  

	  
	  

	  	  
	  

	  	  
	  

	  	  
	   	  	  
	  
	  

Women	  are	  on	  the	  move…	  	  
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Engendering investment 

Women have always been involved in adapta-
tion activities, but their coping strategies and 
innovations are not su!ciently acknowledged 

and supported. However, in the sphere of climate change 
adaptation, women-led projects are becoming more visible, 
and, as this book shows, are crying out for support. While 
current levels of support for women-led adaptation projects 
are far from adequate, there is nevertheless a sense in climate 
finance circles that many opportunities exist in this arena.

What characterises successful women’s adaptation 
projects? What makes them di"erent and valuable? Two key 
themes emerge. The first is that many adaptation projects 
extend beyond the issue of climate change into the broader 
arena of socio-economic development. Resilience – the 
ability to adapt and innovate in the face of tough challenges 
– naturally draws on, and depends upon, good education, 
nutrition, health and security. The necessity to adapt to 
the impacts of climate change cannot be seen in isolation 
from other developmental necessities. Resilience both adds 
to and depends upon positive human development and 
greater choices in life. 

The second key theme to emerge is that when it comes 
to development in its broadest sense, the contribution of 
women, whether actual or potential, is enormous. Progressive 
social development is fostered through the participation of 
women in women’s associations, in institutions at all levels, 
in government, in informal networks and in civil society 
organisations. The case studies show how adaptations in one 
field of activity invariably spread out to express themselves 
in other developmental processes. And, very often, the 
networking abilities of women lie behind the multidirectional 
proliferation of innovative adaptations. 

Potentially productive areas where modest invest-

ments could lead to the replication or scaling up of locally 
generated innovations involving or benefitting women 
are identified throughout this book. In most cases, these 
are projects where opportunities exist to invest modest 
amounts of money in innovative adaptations that have 
less to do with technological wizardry than with simply 
rearranging the way things are done, from the farming of 
ducks rather than chickens in flood-prone regions to the 
mobilisation of half-forgotten ancestral knowledge about 
seed selection and plant breeding. Opportunities like these 
exist in community-based natural resource management, in 
“women-friendly” technologies or innovations that enable 
women to multi-task or undertake accessible forms of 
agricultural husbandry at home, in micro-finance tools such 
as savings and credit schemes, or in infrastructural strategies 
such as safe commuting for women. “Enablers” – triggers or 
conditions that reward moderate investment with generous 
outcomes – are sought after and identified.

In general, the view is taken that adaptation programmes 
that are very site-specific are less desirable than those that 
can be scaled up and be rolled out wherever conditions are 
similar. It is also suggested that broader interventions are at 
their most e"ective when aligned with national and global 
policy development. If policymakers want to create enabling 
environments for innovation, they obviously need to ensure 
that appropriate administrative frameworks are in place to 
allow funding to flow into adaptation projects. Of course, 
this is far easier to say than it is to do. Part Five of the book 
develops these ideas further and suggests some necessary 
requirements within the climate finance architecture, the 
relevant funding institutions and their agents, and o"ers 
some pointers towards e"ective programme design and 
management. 
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It	  has	  taken	  nearly	  2	  decades	  for	  gender	  to	  emerge	  as	  a	  focus	  for	  the	  
multilateral	  climate	  change	  debates	  
	  
Until	  recently,	  mitigation	  was	  ‘it’	  
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Investing	  in	  women’s	  resilience	  

Women’s	  resilience	  is..	  
	  
“…a	  combination	  of	  adaptive	  and	  
innovative	  capacities	  in	  the	  face	  of	  
demanding	  challenges.	  Our	  focus	  is	  not	  on	  
women	  as	  victims	  crying	  out	  for	  beneficial	  
intervention	  from	  multilateral	  agencies	  and	  
the	  outside	  world	  –	  although	  hundreds	  of	  
millions	  of	  women	  are	  deserving	  of	  this	  –	  
but	  as	  innovators	  in	  their	  own	  right.”	  	  
	  
Thato	  ya	  Batho	  –	  Women	  Adapt	  to	  Climate	  
Change,	  OneWorld	  2012	  

1
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The mother of invention 

The complicated policy debates that preoccupy 
climate change experts tend to slide into the 
background when we turn our attention to the daily 

lives of hundreds of millions of women in the developing 
world who are enmired in poverty. The immediate challenges 
of their lives – securing food, water and energy for their 
households, raising their children, caring for the aged and 
the sick – are essentially the same as those facing women 
everywhere, except for one major di!erence: they have 
little or no money, very few choices, and the resources at 
their disposal are painfully inadequate. They are forced to 
raise their children in unhygienic conditions, to tend to their 
sick with inadequate medicines, and to supplement their 
domestic work with backbreaking farm labour. Added to 
the injury of these burdens, climate change and the disasters 
it brings are experienced as an added insult to the quality 
of their lives. In short, for these women, climate change is 
experienced as an additional and exacerbating stress factor. 

Very often, the resilience that women bring to bear in 
coping with stressful life situations derives from traditional 
support systems. The knowledge and experience embed-
ded in these systems have accumulated over hundreds, 
sometimes thousands of years, and relate specifically to 
local environments and climates, whether they be the 
semi-arid landscapes of Africa, the storm-lashed islands 
of the Caribbean, or the inhospitable mountainscapes of 
the Himalayas. 

It is said that necessity is the mother of invention, and 
while this is undoubtedly true, the gender reference in 
this aphorism holds a deeper meaning. Innovations are 
not simply “born”. They also need to be nurtured in a safe 
space until they are ready for the wider world. This is why 
local environments are often the incubators of innovation. 
Because they are so fundamentally linked to their local 
environments, women’s home-grown innovations, by their 
very nature, tend to be systems-based and congruent with 

the cultural and ecological conditions from which they have 
arisen. This is a quality that exogenous innovations, however 
sophisticated, seldom achieve. 

Where they emerge from conditions of material poverty, 
indigenous innovations tend to be cost-e!ective, and are 
often very e"cient. Because they are complemented by ap-
proaches to problem solving that derive from local customs 
and traditions, the risk of unintended consequences – so 
common where innovations are introduced from outside 
– are minimal, while the benefits are quick to spread. The 
needs of the most vulnerable members of a community – 
children, the elderly and the sick – are never far from the 
minds of women innovators.  

Wherever major livelihood changes need to be made, 
whether they are related to changes in land use, to the 
purchase or sale of productive assets, to rural re-location 
or a move to a town or city, women must be part of this 
process, and must be allowed to voice their needs and 
concerns. In this way, livelihood disruptions can be better 
managed, and prevented from escalating into situations 
that seriously threaten family security. 

Research has found that women tend to be more risk-
averse, but this may derive as much from a tendency to see 
the “whole picture” of risks as from a natural conservatism 
or hostility to change. However, it is clear that traditional 
approaches to dealing with risk will not always be adequate 
or even appropriate as longer-term climate change impacts 
evolve. In this regard, there are a number of strategies that 
may be employed to boost women’s problem-solving and 
innovative capacities, such as learning and awareness raising, 
better access to resources and appropriate technologies, 
training and other support services. As is so often the 
case, the relaxation of traditional sanctions, especially in 
contexts where patriarchal gender relations are still power-
fully dominant, will always be a major factor influencing the 
potential for change. 
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	  Learning	  never	  ends	  
	  

	  Women	  are	  key	  to	  combatting	  resource	  loss	  and	  increasing	  food	  security	  
	  

	  Women	  learn	  by	  cooperating	  
	  

	  Empowered	  women	  become	  drivers	  of	  real	  change	  
	  

	  Diversification	  and	  uses	  of	  new	  technologies	  generate	  alternate	  sources	  of	  
income	  	  in	  times	  of	  drought	  

	  
	  Women	  are	  effective	  decision	  makers	  when	  equal	  

	  
	  Women	  are	  fountains	  of	  useful	  knowledge	  

	  
	  Women	  facilitate	  the	  replication	  and	  upscaling	  of	  technologies	  

	  	  
	   	  	  

	  
	  	  

	   	  	  
	  
	  

Key	  messages	  -‐	  Where	  women	  adapt,	  change	  follows	  
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Case	  Studies	  from	  around	  the	  world	  demonstrate	  
these	  key	  messages	  

PART THREE

Spreading wings



Mentorship	  across	  borders:	  Women’s	  groups	  in	  northern	  Kenya	  and	  
southern	  Ethiopia	  organise	  and	  mentor	  their	  way	  out	  of	  environmental	  and	  
economic	  difficulty.	  	  
	  Adaptation	  Brief	  
Hazard:	  Environmental	  degradation,	  drought	  and	  population	  
growth	  have	  impacted	  severely	  on	  livelihoods,	  especially	  
those	  of	  women.	  	  
	  
Strategy:	  Collective-‐action,	  peer-‐	  learning	  and	  savings	  and	  
loan	  schemes	  create	  a	  virtuous	  circle	  of	  self-‐	  and	  community	  
improvement	  and	  advancement.	  	  
	  
Enabler:	  Mentorship,	  education,	  numeracy	  and	  literacy,	  and	  
participatory	  methods	  to	  evolve	  actions,	  create	  the	  base	  from	  
which	  pro-‐activity	  develops.	  	  
	  
Lessons:	  Collective	  peer-‐to-‐peer	  action	  and	  peer-‐to-‐peer	  
learning	  are	  good	  ways	  to	  build	  confidence	  and	  create	  
changes	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  rural	  women.	  	  
	  
Scaling	  Up:	  The	  methods	  and	  benefits	  of	  this	  approach	  can	  be	  
scaled	  up	  at	  all	  levels	  with	  the	  right	  mentorship	  and	  skill	  and	  
capacity	  development.	  	  
	  
Sustainability:	  The	  approach	  and	  benefits	  are	  sustainable	  if	  
the	  correct	  practices	  are	  followed.	  There	  needs	  to	  be	  constant	  
learning,	  but	  the	  actions	  generated	  must	  avoid	  an	  increased	  
load	  on	  the	  environment.	  	  

 
 

Pastoralist	  communities;	  remote	  
rangelands	  
Livestock	  =	  ‘walking	  bank	  accounts’	  	  die	  
quickly	  leaving	  people	  destitute	  
Diversification	  key	  
Neighbouring	  Kenyan	  project	  built	  on	  
objectives	  of	  
-‐  Collective	  action	  
-‐  Micro	  finance	  
-‐  Inspiration,	  capacity	  building	  
-‐  Market	  access	  
Collective	  women's	  compulsory	  savings	  
associations	  –	  cash	  for	  projects	  –	  
enterprise	  development	  &	  education	  
Group	  leaders	  helped	  women	  across	  
Ethiopian	  border	  
	  
Improved	  housing,	  hygiene,	  education	  
&	  economic	  status	  
	  

	  
	  
	  



Women’s	  groups:	  a	  key	  to	  climate	  funding:	  	  	  
International	  climate	  funds	  recognise	  the	  importance	  of	  women	  in	  
adaptation	  project	  design	  and	  execution	  –	  A	  Senegal	  example	  
	  Adaptation	  Brief	  
Hazard:	  Coastal	  erosion,	  salinisation	  of	  soils	  and	  groundwater	  constitute	  the	  key	  hazards	  
Senegal	  is	  expected	  to	  lose	  70m2	  of	  coastline	  –	  and	  fisheries	  with	  sea	  level	  rise.	  
	  	  
Strategy:	  Women	  provide	  essential	  input	  to	  adaptation	  project	  design	  and	  execution,	  thus	  
strengthening	  the	  outcomes	  for	  those	  most	  affected	  by	  climate	  change	  (fish	  processing,	  distribution	  
and	  marketing)	  
	  
Enabler:	  Women’s	  organisations	  help	  drive	  the	  process,	  assisted	  by	  capacity	  building	  and	  training.	  	  
	  
Lessons:	  Women	  who	  work	  in	  organised	  groups	  and	  are	  focused	  on	  their	  objectives	  lead	  
to	  increased	  project	  impact;	  this	  has	  been	  recognised	  by	  some	  large	  international	  funds.	  	  

	  
Scaling	  Up:	  :	  The	  approach	  and	  methods	  can	  be	  scaled	  according	  to	  the	  opportunities	  presented.	  	  
	  
Sustainability:	  The	  approach	  should	  be	  highly	  sustainable	  given	  continuing	  appropriate	  support	  to	  
local	  women’s	  groups.	  	  



Spreading	  women’s	  farming	  expertise:	  Bolivian	  agricultural	  
programme	  utilises	  traditional	  knowledge	  of	  climate	  prediction	  &	  crop	  planning	  
to	  improve	  decision	  making	  in	  agricultural	  production	  and	  risk	  management.	  	  
	  	  
Adaptation	  Brief	  
Hazard:	  The	  main	  hazards	  are	  frost,	  hail,	  flooding,	  heat	  and	  drought.	  	  
	  
Strategy:	  Indigenous	  knowledge	  should	  be	  consolidated	  and	  spread	  through	  local	  experts.	  	  
	  
Enabler:	  Indigenous	  knowledge	  and	  training	  of	  yapuchiris	  who	  use	  a	  risk	  management	  approach	  
gain	  rapid	  acceptance.	  	  
	  
Lessons:	  A	  risk	  management	  framework	  is	  essential	  in	  harsh	  environments	  and	  is	  cheap.	  Women	  
are	  empowered	  when	  they	  are	  recognised	  as	  knowledge	  managers	  and	  experts.	  Incorporating	  local	  
decision-‐making	  practices	  and	  prior	  information	  fosters	  innovation.	  	  

	  
ScalIng	  Up:	  This	  approach	  can	  be	  applied	  elsewhere	  where	  a	  rich	  indigenous	  knowledge	  system	  
exists.	  Training	  of	  male	  and	  female	  yapuchiris	  (or	  equivalent)	  and	  their	  outreach	  to	  other	  farmers	  
can	  be	  scaled	  up	  by	  encouraging	  similar	  participatory	  processes.	  	  
	  
Sustainability:	  The	  “learning	  by	  doing”	  approach	  under	  local	  guidance	  is	  aimed	  at	  increasing	  
sustainability	  through	  continuous	  adaptation	  to	  evolving	  conditions.	  Agricultural	  risk	  management	  
that	  is	  based	  on	  farmers’	  own	  skills,	  capabilities	  and	  practices	  is	  usually	  more	  sustainable	  and	  
successful	  than	  imported	  knowledge	  which	  is	  not	  well	  communicated	  



Laws	  for	  land:	  	  Kenyan	  legal	  frameworks	  are	  reformed	  to	  give	  
women	  greater	  par9cipa9on	  and	  decision	  making	  powers	  around	  
natural	  resource	  management	  -‐	  adap9ve	  change	  follows.	  	  
	  	  Hazard:	  The	  impacts	  of	  changing	  climates	  are	  exacerbated	  
when	  women,	  who	  are	  the	  primary	  food	  growers	  for	  home	  
use,	  have	  little	  control	  over	  land	  use	  and	  decision-‐	  making.	  	  
	  
Strategy:	  Give	  women	  legal	  access	  to	  land	  and	  by	  
definition	  greater	  decision-‐making	  control	  over	  how	  
resources	  are	  used.	  	  

	  
Enabler:	  Constitutional	  changes	  enacted	  by	  the	  
government	  have	  enabled	  the	  necessary	  changes.	  	  
	  
Lessons:	  Improved	  legal	  status	  makes	  a	  big	  difference	  to	  
the	  way	  resilience	  can	  be	  improved.	  	  
	  
ScalIng	  Up:	  This	  example	  should	  be	  observed	  by	  other	  
countries	  and	  progressively	  acted	  upon.	  	  
	  
Sustainability:	  The	  outcomes	  are	  highly	  sustainable.	  
Improved	  decision	  making	  usually	  results	  in	  much	  better	  
outcomes.	  	  

 
 

Women	  negotiated	  with	  
husbands	  over	  access	  to	  land	  
for	  agroforestry	  projects	  
	  
August	  2010	  consitutional	  
changes	  	  allow	  women	  equal	  
access	  to	  land	  –	  equal	  rights	  in	  
decision	  making	  over	  land	  
	  
Further	  boost	  from	  central	  Govt	  
stated	  intention	  to	  support	  
womens	  projects	  
	  
Women	  to	  benefit	  from	  of	  a	  
revolving	  fund	  for	  project	  
subsidies	  -‐	  pooling	  members’	  
resources	  
	  
	  
	  



Globalising	  the	  idea..	  to	  invest	  in	  women	  is	  to	  invest	  in	  the	  
future..	  

Women	  in	  some	  of	  the	  world’s	  poorest	  countries	  are	  adept	  at	  coping	  with	  the	  
impacts	  of	  climate	  change.	  	  
	  
More	  importantly,	  women	  are	  	  adapting,	  innovating	  and	  replicating	  successful	  
innovations,	  for	  the	  benefit	  of	  us	  all.	  	  
	  
•  Position	  women	  to	  inform	  global	  climate	  finance:	  GCF	  establishment	  
	  
•  Establish	  	  women-‐led	  investments	  as	  a	  significant	  portion	  of	  global	  funds	  

investment	  portfolios	  through	  supportive	  policies	  
	  
•  National	  policies	  should	  prioritise	  the	  creation	  of	  domestic	  conditions	  for	  

implementing	  investment	  decisions	  that	  benefit	  women	  
	  
•  Recognise	  women’s	  role	  in	  agriculture	  and	  improved	  land	  use	  management	  

(reforestation)	  in	  policy	  making	  and	  reform	  processes	  to	  accelerate	  the	  pace	  
of	  change	  and	  strengthen	  climate	  resilience	  	  

	  
	  	  

	  
	  	  

	  
	  	  

	  
	  	  

	   	  	  
	  
	  
	  



..Promote	  gender	  equality	  and	  accelerate	  change	  –	  
sensitively:	  from	  the	  kitchen	  to	  the	  negotiating	  
chamber…	  
	  	  
The	  CC	  challenge	  confronts	  all	  of	  us	  at	  all	  levels	  –	  in	  ‘the	  kitchen’	  cultural	  norms	  
get	  in	  the	  way	  of	  change;	  in	  the	  negotiations,	  longstanding	  conditions	  of	  
macroeconomic	  dominance	  and	  subordination	  have	  a	  similar	  effect.	  	  	  
	  
Nobel	  Economics	  Laureate	  Muhammad	  Yunus	  said:	  	  

	  
“[The]most	  dramatic	  thing	  that	  has	  happened	  to	  Bangladesh	  in	  the	  last	  25	  years	  
is	  the	  total	  change	  in	  the	  status	  of	  women....	  They	  become	  aware	  of	  their	  ability	  
to	  handle	  their	  lives	  and	  make	  decisions	  (for	  example)	  about	  how	  many	  children	  

they	  will	  have...”.	  	  
(Time	  magazine,	  2009)	  

	  
This	  could	  be	  our	  global	  ambition	  –	  and	  legacy.	  	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  	  	  

	  	  
	  

	  	  
	  

	  	  
	  

	  	  
	   	  	  
	  
	  
	  



PART SIX

Investing in equality

Build	  on	  lessons	  and	  con9nue	  to	  use	  prac9cal	  

ac9on	  for	  evidence	  

Deepen	  research	  for	  scaling	  up	  

Monitor	  Review	  &	  Validate	  	  

Stop	  portraying	  women	  as	  vic9ms	  

Focus	  on	  opportuni9es	  &	  resilience	  building	  

	  


