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SUMMARY Whilst gender equality is an 
objective of sustainable development in its 
own right, it is also said to be one of the key 
enablers of sustainable economic growth and 
the Green Economy. 
In search for the right balance between the 
three pillars of sustainable development, 
women face different challenges than men, 
including persisting gender gaps relative to 
their economic position and their dominant 
role in the care economy. Women's informal 
economic activities do not always seem valued 
to their full extent and make women more 
vulnerable when it comes to climate change 
and the depletion of natural resources. In 
terms of social equity, sustainable 
development should include equal rights for 
men and women in areas such as education 
and health.  
The distinct position of women does however 
also make them key actors on the road to 
sustainable development. Women are more 
likely to engage in sustainable lifestyles and 
analysts believe they should be supported as 
such in decision-making and throughout 
governmental policies. Although efforts to 
integrate gender mainstreaming policies and 
female empowerment in sustainable 
development are evident on both a global and 
a European Union (EU) level, they have 
sometimes been hindered by the 
fragmentation of the institutional framework 
and their level of implementation.  
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Unequal sustainability 

Sustainability challenges 
Sustainable development was first defined 
in 1987 by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (Brundtland 
Commission), as “development which meets 
the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs." 
Whilst there are various definitions of 
sustainability, the sustainability of a society's 
development is believed to depend on the 
presence of three inter-related pillars: 

 Economic development through the 
preservation of economic growth 
and employment.  

 Social development through the 
recognition of the needs of 
everyone. 

 Environmental protection and the 
prudent use of natural resources.  

In search for the right balance between 
these three pillars, several challenges are 
found on their intersections.  

Unequal effects 
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With social equity as a fundamental concept 
of sustainable development, the socio-
economic and environmental challenges of 
unsustainable growth differ largely across 
the globe. Developing countries and 
vulnerable populations are most frequently 
disproportionately affected. Gender equality 
seems to be of particular concern when it 

http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-02.htm
http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-02.htm
http://www.unescap.org/esd/environment/rio20/pages/Download/johannesburgdeclaration.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/depweb/english/sd.html
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2011/sdn1108.pdf
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The Green Economy 

Some designate the Green 
Economy, a subset of 
sustainable development, as 
one answer to its challenges. 
The concept focuses primarily 
on the intersection of the 
environmental and economic 
pillars and takes green and 
socially-inclusive growth as a 
key aspect. National green 
economy strategies of both 
developed and developing 
countries include a focus on the 
development of low-carbon 
industries such as   sustainable 
agriculture, forestry, renewable 
energy, construction and 
transport. The United Nations 
Environment Programme 
(UNEP) believes the Green 
Economy could create millions 
of additional jobs, such as 47 
million jobs over the next 40 
years in green agriculture and 
2.9 to 5.1 million jobs related to 
green investments in energy 
efficiency by 2025. 

comes to this inequity: the UN estimates 
that of the 1.3 billion people living on less 
than a dollar a day, 70% are women. This 
inequality also risks negatively influencing 
other aspects of sustainable development, 
notably economic development. Several 
organisations, such as the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), have designated gender equality as 
a potential driver of growth. 

Women's challenges 

Women and economic 
development 
Whilst women are catching up 
on men in their economic 
positions, many of them 
continue to be faced with 
gender gaps that can partly be 
explained by their role in the 
informal care economy.  

Persisting gender gaps 
Even though women are 
globally less likely to 
participate in labour markets, 
about 60% of women are 
employed in developed 
nations (with the EU enjoying 
some of the highest 
participation rates) and 40% in 
developing nations. Yet 
women more often work part-
time (with an EU 32.1% ratio in 
2011, four times that of men) 
and are still believed to be 
undervalued for the work they 
do. Pay gaps vary from the EU 
average of 16% (2011) to nearly 46% in 
Zambia (2005) and 37% in Azerbaijan (2008). 
The UN's Food and Agriculture Organisation 
has claimed that for 90%, these wage gaps 
remain unexplained and can thus be 
attributed to gender discrimination.  

Furthermore, women's labour market 
participation does not always guarantee an 
equivalent share in economic and political 
decision-making. On a local level in 
developing countries, women are often 

faced with traditional barriers to engaging in 
public processes, including a lack of 
education compared to men and (time) 
constraints imposed by their role in the care 
economy.  

The care economy 
The above gender gaps can in part be linked 
to this dominant role of women in the care 
economy. Women still carry a large part of 
family responsibilities, ranging from 

oversight of household affairs 
along with full-time jobs in 
developed countries to 
raising children, producing 
food and securing water and 
fuel provision in developing 
countries. These informal 
economic activities, which 
may take women up to nine 
hours a day in some regions, 
are naturally indispensable to 
development but are mostly 
not acknowledged as such, 
e.g.,  in official statistics for 
economic growth or poverty. 
The activities also risk 
negatively affecting women's 
career prospects and 
diminishing their chances of 
participating in working life 
and building their own 
capital. 

Women and social 
development 
In terms of social equity, 
sustainability touches upon 
women's basic rights such as 

the right of inheritance and the rights to 
property, transport, education and health.  

Access to property 
In spite of their role in the care economy, 
women often do not have access to those 
resources that allow them to fully 
participate in sustainable development. For 
one, this includes women’s rights to 
property. In both Africa and South-Asia, 
women are frequently denied the right to 
access, own, control or inherit land and 

http://www.unep.org/civil-society/Portals/59/Documents/12_GMGSF/docs_and_presentations/Additional_messages/gender_perspective_on_the_green_economy.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/social/gender-development/42310124.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=49228
http://data.worldbank.org/news/women-less-likely-than-men-to-participate-in-labor-market
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-32-11-798/EN/KS-32-11-798-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-32-11-798/EN/KS-32-11-798-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Employment_statistics#Part-time_and_fixed-term_contracts
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics
http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/pay_gap_en_final.pdf
http://www.ifad.org/pub/gender/agriculture/GRE_WEB.pdf
http://www.wedo.org/wp-content/uploads/localagenda_primer.htm
https://www.amherst.edu/media/view/92075/.../measuring%2Bcare.pdf
https://www.amherst.edu/media/view/92075/.../measuring%2Bcare.pdf
http://www.bu.edu/pardee/files/2010/04/UNsdkp003fsingle.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/system/files/2293.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/1556_72513_CSDWomen.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/48224539.pdf
http://www.uncsd2012.org/index.php?menu=62
http://www.uncsd2012.org/content/documents/528Green%20Economy%20Guidebook_100912_FINAL.pdf
http://www.uncsd2012.org/content/documents/528Green%20Economy%20Guidebook_100912_FINAL.pdf
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/documents/ger/ger_final_dec_2011/Green%20EconomyReport_Final_Dec2011.pdf
http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/documents/ger/ger_final_dec_2011/Green%20EconomyReport_Final_Dec2011.pdf
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property. Their economic position does not 
allow them to buy land whilst also making 
them dependent on the same land for their 
care-taking activities. (e.g. food production). 
Globally, less than 20% of landowners are 
female whilst these women also risk losing 
their land entitlements in case of separation 
from their partners. 

Access to transport 
One of the main enablers of development is 
safe and affordable transport. However, in 
both developed and developing countries, 
equal access is not always guaranteed. 
Women and girls suffer disproportionately 
from poor transport as they again depend 
on it for their care activities (e.g. collecting 
fire wood or water), their work-related 
commuting and school attendance. In most 
countries women are in general more 
dependent than men on public transport. 

Access to education 
Whilst global enrolment of girls in primary 
and secondary schools is increasing, girls in 
2002 still accounted for 60% of the 130 
million children without primary education.  
Of the 880 million illiterate adults across the 
globe, two thirds are women. This inequality 
is likely to have an effect on economic 
development through a subsequent lack of 
empowerment of women as economic 
actors. World Bank research suggests that if 
women had the same education level of 
men, food crop yields in Kenya, for example, 
could increase up to 25%.  

Access to health 
Poor health may also form a main obstacle 
to social equity. Care-taking activities of 
women in developing countries can have 
important health impacts caused, e.g., by 
the smoke exposure of traditional cooking. 
What is more, the World Bank estimates that 
one third of illnesses among women in 
developing countries is caused by 
reproduction-related factors. With estimates 
that, globally, one out of three women will 
be beaten or abused at some point in her 
life, gender-based violence forms a threat to 
sustainable livelihoods for women. Finally, 

women's reproductive health has 
environmental implications as 2010 research 
has shown that providing the 200 million 
women across the world currently without 
contraception, with access to birth control, 
could slow population growth and as such 
reduce global carbon emissions by 8 to 15%. 

Women and environmental protection 
Women living in developing countries seem 
both more exposed to environmental 
challenges (the environment is the place 
where they live) and more vulnerable (they 
are less protected). These effects are most 
prominent with the depletion of natural 
resources and climate change.  

Dependence on natural resources 
As mentioned above, for their care-taking 
activities, women are more dependent on 
natural resources, of which depletion is one 
of the key challenges of sustainable 
development. In their traditional roles, 
declining biodiversity and hence resources 
means women need to put more time and 
effort into bringing home water (degraded 
by environmental pollution and more scarce 
as a result of climate change) and fuel (with 
wood becoming less accessible through 
deforestation), to the detriment of their 
socio-economic opportunities such as 
income-generating activities. What is more, 
in certain places, the extended effort to 
obtain the resources without the 
appropriate means of transport also risks 
increasing women’s vulnerability to sexual 
and gender based violence. As for water 
stress, women face a higher exposure to 
(increasing) water-borne diseases and 
pollution.   

Climate Change 
The above difficulties also play a role in the 
adaptation of women to climate change, 
mainly to droughts caused by global 
warming. An important aspect of this is food 
security, as climate change can affect crop 
yields and their predictability, whilst women 
farmers account for 45 to 80% of all food 
production in developing countries. In 
combination with food price increases, this 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/012/al059e/al059e00.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTTRANSPORT/Resources/336291-1211381200616/Transport_Business_Strategy_web.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=73851
http://www.scu.edu/ethics/practicing/focusareas/global_ethics/economic-empowerment.html
http://www.worldsummit2002.org/publications/wspaper10.pdf
http://eu2012.dk/en/Meetings/Other-Meetings/Apr/%7E/media/Files/Other%20meetings/April/EU%20Sustainable%20Energy%20for%20All%20Summit/Gender%20Energy%20Report.pdf
http://www.unfoundation.org/blog/a-right-to-reproductive-health.html
http://devpolicy.org/gender-based-violence-exploring-the-social-and-economic-costs-20130312/
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/pubs/Whats%20Good%20for%20Women_light.final_.pdf
http://womenjusticeecology.wordpress.com/tag/vandana-shiva/
http://www.boell.org/downloads/Rogdriguez_FeministMovement.pdf
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/ai021e/ai021e00.pdf
http://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/252-safe-public-transit-for-women-and-girls-.html
http://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/252-safe-public-transit-for-women-and-girls-.html
http://www.unep.org/pdf/women/ChapterFive.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/policyAreaPostDetail.form?postId=44256&q=climate%20change
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/climate_change/downloads/Women_and_Climate_Change_Factsheet.pdf
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diminishes women's, and their families', 
access to food. 

Women also seem less able to protect 
themselves against climate change effects 
such as natural disasters. Previous extreme 
weather events have shown that women are 
more likely to lose their lives than men 
because of gender discrimination, unequal 
access to resources and information and 
their traditional roles in society. As such, 70 
to 80% of all victims of the 2004 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami were women, and women 
faced the greatest obstacles to recovery 
after the 2005 US Hurricane, Katrina. 

Gendered solutions for sustainability 

Involving women 
Their distinct position not only makes 
women vulnerable to unsustainable 
development but also creates opportunities 
for women as sustainable consumers, 
decision-makers and actors in the green 
economy. 

Women as sustainable consumers 
In general, women are thought to be more 
likely to engage in sustainable consumption 
and lifestyles which reduce environmental 
threats. For OECD countries, this includes a 
greater likeliness to recycle, to buy organic 
food or eco-labelled products and to place a 
higher value on energy-efficient (public) 
transport. As estimates show that women 
control two thirds of global consumer 
discretionary spending, representing around 
12 trillion dollars in 2009, this could imply 
that women’s consumer preferences 
present an opportunity for sustainable 
development. Stakeholders believe that 
governments should build on these 
preferences to promote a likewise 
sustainable consumption pattern 
throughout societies. 

Women as decision makers 
Keeping in mind women's potential as 
sustainable consumers, the same arguments 
are used by stakeholders to promote a 
greater involvement of women in decision-

making. Their current share in decision-
making is often considered unequal, also 
considering the burden women carry in 
unsustainable development. As an example, 
in the EU, women are believed to hold only 
about one quarter of climate change related 
decision-making positions. According to 
analysts, women should be included in 
decision-making on both local and global 
levels and throughout business and the 
governmental sectors.  

The merits of this feminisation of decision-
making have been widely debated and 
OECD research shows that equal access to 
capital for African women could increase 
crop yields by 20%. In its 2008 research, the 
OECD states that since 1995, the narrowing 
of the employment gender gap in Europe 
has accounted for half of the increase of its 
employment rate and for a quarter of annual 
economic growth. 

Women as actors in the green economy 
Taking decision-making one step further, 
women are designated by some as the 
“champions of the green economy”. In 
developing countries, women seem to be 
well placed for sustainable agriculture given 
their role in the care economy. They are 
thought to be more experienced than men 
when it comes to knowledge about the use 
of agricultural seeds, the management of 
water and investing in local communities. As 
such, the green economy is said to have the 
potential to make women's traditional 
contributions to the economy more visible.  

However, critics underline that women need 
to be supported by governmental policy 
and budgetary frameworks in order to act. 
Industries that are likely to benefit from the 
green economy in terms of job creation are 
construction, transport and manufacturing 
of which female employment in the EU 
respectively only accounts for 9.2, 21.9 and 
29.6%. Governments could also stimulate 
women’s involvement in the green 
economy in both developing and developed 
countries, e.g., by encouraging women and 
girls to pursue education in science, 

http://www.forum.awid.org/forum12/2013/02/climate-change-finance-and-womens-empowerment/
http://boell.org/downloads/Report_WomenClimateChange2007.pdf
http://boell.org/downloads/Report_WomenClimateChange2007.pdf
http://www.scribd.com/doc/80283312/The-Women-of-Katrina
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/oes/disc_papers/ECE_DP_2012-1.pdf
http://www.gendercc.net/fileadmin/inhalte/literatur_dateien/4816eac954974.pdf
http://www.gendercc.net/fileadmin/inhalte/literatur_dateien/4816eac954974.pdf
http://www.state.gov/s/gwi/rls/rem/2012/182434.htm
http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/40317373.pdf
http://climate-l.iisd.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-greater-role-of-women-in-climate-change-decision-making/
http://climate-l.iisd.org/news/un-secretary-general-calls-for-greater-role-of-women-in-climate-change-decision-making/
http://eige.europa.eu/content/news-article/climate-needs-more-women-in-decision-making
http://responsiblebusiness.haas.berkeley.edu/Women_Create_Sustainable_Value_FINAL_10_2012.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Rio+20-CS-statement-Australia.pdf
http://www.fao.org/forestry/15538-079b31d45081fe9c3dbc6ff34de4807e4.pdf
http://www.networkedintelligence.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Empowerment-of-Women-in-a-Green-Economy-Tandon.pdf
http://www.frauenrat.de/fileadmin/user_upload/infopool/informationen/dateien/2012-2/Beitrag_Becher_European-Womens_Voice_2012.pdf
http://www.frauenrat.de/fileadmin/user_upload/infopool/informationen/dateien/2012-2/Beitrag_Becher_European-Womens_Voice_2012.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/2012/06/fast-forwarding-womens-leadership-in-the-green-economy/
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Employment_activities_statistics_-_NACE_Rev._2
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/melanne-verveer/women-environmental-movement_b_852124.html
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technology, engineering and mathematics 
or by creating funds that focus on female-
run enterprises.  

Gender mainstreaming of policies 
Several stakeholders call for a gender 
mainstreamed strategy for sustainable 
development. According to them, this 
would not only create a clearer view of the 
issues at stake for women but also enable 
some of the solutions described above and 
improve the socio-economic and 
environmental position of women. 

Gender statistics 
When it comes to sustainable development, 
there seem to be few standardised 
indicators that allow for gendered analysis 
that can serve as a basis for subsequent 
actions.  Official statistics often do not take 
women's informal activities in the care 
economy into account. Hence, the need for 
more sex-disaggregated data for equitable 
development was suggested as early as 
1975 in the Plan of Action adopted at the 
First Conference of Women. Likewise, the 
UN Commission on the Status of Women in 
2011 broached the need for a global 
agreement on a core set of sustainability 
indicators which measure gender equality 
and women's participation.  

Gender budgeting 
With the help of sex-disaggregated data, 
governments could take on gender 
budgeting so that policies favour gender 
equality. Gender budgeting is meant to 
show how a national budget respectively 
benefits men and women. This practice is 
said to be particularly important regarding 
privatisations or government cuts to public 
services (such as public transport, health 
and childcare). If effects on gender are not 
explored before drawing budgets, these 
types of policies can have a more 
pronounced effect on women than on men 
and thus hamper social equity. 

Gender strategies 
A final step would be to address gender 
differences in sustainable development, and 

their capacity as enablers, upfront in 
governmental policies. This includes the 
targeted support mentioned above to 
ensure that women are sufficiently 
empowered through investments and 
education to stand out in the green 
economy. As for the development aspect, 
World Bank research has equally shown that 
women's economic empowerment is 
associated with reduced poverty and faster 
growth. 

Institutional framework 

Global initiatives  
The institutional framework for sustainable 
development includes international 
agreements, (e.g. the "Rio Conventions"), 
besides global institutions addressing 
sustainable development. Whilst the initial 
Brundtland report pays little attention to the 
gender perspective of sustainable 
development, the 1992 UN Rio Declaration 
on Environment and Development 
recognises women's contributions and their 
full participation in sustainable 
development (principle 20). Chapter 24 of 
the related action agenda, Agenda 21, is 
entitled "global action for women towards 
sustainable and equitable development" 
and encourages governments to strengthen 
the position of women. This essential role of 
women was reaffirmed during the 1995 
Fourth World Conference on Women, in the 
Beijing Declaration. Its Platform for Action 
on Women and the Environment includes 
strategic objectives such as strengthening 
the position of women in environmental 
decision-making, mainstreaming 
sustainable development policies and 
enhancing international assessment 
mechanisms.  

Nonetheless, the environmental paragraphs 
of the Millennium Development Goals, 
which prominently refer to gender equality 
and the environment, treat the two as 
separate priorities and gender equality is 
seen as an objective in itself instead of as an 
enabler of sustainable development. In a 

http://www.unep.org/PDF/Women/ChapterSix.pdf
http://www.unep.org/PDF/Women/ChapterSix.pdf
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/wiser/gio/genderindicators/
http://www.fao.org/gender/agrigender/en/
http://www.fao.org/gender/agrigender/en/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw55/panels/Panel4-E.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201201/20120123ATT36024/20120123ATT36024EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201201/20120123ATT36024/20120123ATT36024EN.pdf
http://www.worldsummit2002.org/publications/wspaper10.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2013/130441REV1-EU-women-and-the-crisis-FINAL.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw55/panels/Panel4-E.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTGENDER/Resources/GAPNov2.pdf
http://iwrp.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/FINAL-UNW-IFSD-PAPER-SB-MARCH-31-2012.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/education/nfsunesco/pdf/RIO_E.PDF
http://www.unesco.org/education/nfsunesco/pdf/RIO_E.PDF
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/declar.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/environ.htm
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
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similar fashion, the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change and its 
Kyoto Protocol omit any reference to 
gendered aspects. Its Guidelines for the 
Preparation of National Adaptation 
Programmes of Action do however contain 
gender equality as a "guiding element" in 
their preparation and the Convention of 
Biological Diversity explicitly addresses 
women's participation in the conservation 
and the sustainable use of biodiversity. 
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In June 2012, the Rio+20 Declaration 
reaffirmed the importance of gender 
equality and women's participation and full 
leadership in all areas of sustainable 
development. However, whilst some experts 
applaud the gains for gender equality in the 
Rio+20 outcome document, other activists 
criticise the conclusions for making no 
progress on women's rights.  

EU initiatives 
Gender equality is one of the fundamental 
values of the EU and plays a central role in 
its non-discrimination strategy. The EU's 
Strategy for Equality between Women and 
Men 2010-15 sets out the main priorities for 
gender equality, including equal economic 
independence and pay, female decision-
making and ending gender-based violence. 
The strategy is accompanied by the 
European Pact for gender equality 2011-
2020 which reaffirms the importance of 
gender mainstreaming EU policies and 
recalls the importance of addressing barriers 
to women's labour market participation to 
attain the EU 2020 target of raising both 
men and women's employment rates to 
75%. As for sustainability, the EU's policies 
are based on the 2006 renewed Sustainable 
Development strategy which sees gender 
equality as a guiding principle but does not 
elaborate on the distinct roles played by 
both men and women. In its contribution to 
the UN RIO+20 Conference, the EU 
recognises the vital role of women in 
achieving sustainable development and 

mentions the central role women play in 
water management. 

European Parliament 

The European Parliament (EP) has addressed 
the specific position of women in 
sustainable development in its 2012 own-
initiative resolution on women and climate 
change. More recently, the EP looked at the 
role of women in the green economy in its 
resolution adopted on 11 September 2012. 
The resolution equates the green economy 
with a sustainable economy and social 
equality and states that the role of women 
in this green economy is sometimes 
underestimated and that women are 
underrepresented in related decision-
making. Amongst other things, the EP calls 
upon the European Commission to establish 
gender mainstreaming mechanisms for 
environmental policies and  addresses 
topics such as sustainable consumption, 
sustainable transport, the welfare sector and 
green jobs and sustainable policies in 
international relations. 
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