Submission to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on
Extreme Poverty and Human Rights on gender equality as a
central component of a just transition

Introduction
GI-ESCR is an international human rights non-governmental organisation focused on ending
endemic violations of economic, social, and cultural rights, and committed to ensuring that those
most affected by these violations are able to influence and engage in international human rights
processes.
This submission was developed in response to the call of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme
Poverty and Human Rights, Mr. Oliver De Schutter, for contributions to his report on “Just
Transition: People in Poverty and Sustainable Development”. This submission does not aim to
cover all issues related to the call, but will focus on the interlinkages between gender, poverty,
and sustainable energy, as well as highlight some of the important elements that must be
considered in the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy in order to ensure that this
transition does not exacerbate inequalities, but instead advances equality, particularly gender
equality.
Why focus on gender equality and the renewable energy transition?
Over the last decade there has been a dramatic shift towards low carbon energy sources to
address climate change. The required transition of the energy sector also entails a massive
transition of the economy and society, away from an economic model obsessed with growth
which is linked to fossil fuel exploitation and consumption and which has generated extreme
inequalities, both horizontal and vertical.
However, green energy policies and frameworks often fail to take into account key human rights
concerns, particularly women’s rights.1 As of 2015, 145 countries had enacted policies and legal
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frameworks to regulate and promote renewable energy, but the large majority of these failed to
incorporate a gender perspective.2
Due to socially construed gender roles, identities, and underlying power dynamics, women and
men have different energy needs and differentiated access to energy resources and decisionmaking processes related to control of energy benefits, sources, and technologies.34 In addition,
the structural gender and economic inequalities are compounded by the disproportionate impact
that climate change has on women’s rights.5 These intersectional effects of economic injustice,
climate change, and gender inequality create conditions that profoundly affect women’s abilities
to enjoy their fundamental rights and overcome poverty.
I.

Advancing gender equality through access to renewable energy

Easing women’s domestic and care burden
Women, especially women living in poverty, face multiple obstacles to their enjoyment of rights
due to the domestic and care work they are expected to perform throughout their life cycle. 6 In
poor and economically vulnerable communities, women spend several hours a day performing
domestic work related to energy collection, such as gathering biomass for cooking, lighting, and
heating.7 This creates chronic time deficits, limiting the opportunities for women to enjoy their
rights to, inter alia, education, work, health, an adequate standard of living and a healthy
environment.8 Even though biomass energy is usually free, “indirect economic costs” for women
are enormous in terms of missed opportunities for employment, education, leisure, and selfimprovement.9
Furthermore, unsustainable biomass collection contributes to deforestation, soil erosion, and
loss of watersheds; conditions that are exacerbated with the effects of the escalating climate
crisis.10 As natural resources are depleted and biomass for energy production is harder to find,
women and children need to spend more time and cover longer distances to collect the necessary
fuel for themselves, their families, and their communities.
In this regard, the provision of renewable energy can simultaneously have a positive impact on
women’s rights, while combating climate change. For instance, in Brazil, research has shown
that girls in rural areas with access to electricity have 59 per cent more opportunity to complete
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primary education than those without.11 Energy efficient technologies such as electric appliances
or water pumps can also significantly reduce drudgery and mobility by enabling women to
complete household chores more quickly,12 and give them more flexibility in sequencing tasks,
as lighting allows them to do more at night.13 High efficiency and electric cookstoves, for
example, can reduce cooking time by more than 50 per cent.14
The provision of renewable energy therefore can ease women’s domestic burden allowing
women to pursue income generating, educational or recreational activities.15 Additionally,
women’s access to renewable energies makes biomass collection no longer necessary, reducing
natural resource exploitation of local ecosystems and contributing to efforts to protect the
environment and to combat climate change by preserving green sinks.
Health benefits for women

The use of biomass as fuel for cooking, heating, and lighting has other serious impacts on
women, who suffer disproportionately from the adverse health effects of indoor air pollution
that results from cooking, lighting, and heating with solid fuels such as wood, charcoal, crop
waste, dung, and coal.16 It is estimated that every year, 4.3 million people – mainly women and
children – die as a result of indoor air pollution.17 A study in Guatemala showed that a 50 per
cent reduction in smoke exposure related to household cooking is associated with an 18 per cent
reduction in physician-diagnosed child pneumonia.18 Access to renewable energy allows women
to avoid harmful biomass fuels, and use improved stoves that eliminate air pollution and improve
women’s health conditions. Access to renewable energy eliminates the need for women’s
physical labour spent collecting biomass, which also translates into improved maternal and
reproductive health.19
Reducing violence against women

Another associated impact of the lack of access to reliable sources of energy is the risk of
violence against women who must walk long distances to collect biomass.20 In contexts where
small or large-scale outbreaks of violence and social conflict are common, energy-related care
and domestic labour leaves women more exposed to harassment, sexual violence, and other
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forms of gender-based violence.21 Access to renewable energy will significantly reduce the need
to collect biomass, and thus diminish threats to women’s safety.
II.

Protecting women’s rights in renewable energy projects

The rapid growth of solar, wind, hydro, geothermal, and bioenergy have fostered the large-scale
development of renewable energy infrastructure which, despite being crucial for climate
mitigation, can have negative gender and human rights impacts. Unfortunately, the lessons from
development and infrastructure projects have not been learnt, and many renewable energy
projects have resulted in human rights abuses against local communities, disproportionately
affecting local women.22 Since women frequently do not have legally recognised rights to their
homes and lands, they are usually not consulted and often dispossessed in relocation schemes
related to large development and infrastructure projects. 23
Renewable energy projects have also led to displacement of local communities, in some cases
directly affecting traditional lands and resources of indigenous populations.24 These development
projects tend to disproportionately affect women, since women commonly have fewer and less
secure land tenure rights than men, making them extremely vulnerable to displacement, poverty,
and dispossession. 25
The construction of large renewable energy projects, like major infrastructure projects, involves
a significant influx of workers into a community area, which can increase risks of sexual
exploitation, harassment, abuse and other forms of gender-based violence to women living or
working nearby the project-affected areas.26 Risks of harassment and violence are also significant
for women working in energy infrastructure construction, as it is traditionally a male dominated
environment.27
To avoid the negative impact that renewable energy projects can have on local communities,
renewable energy projects must include the design and enforcement of effective gender
strategies, including sexual misconduct policies, and policies that ensure women’s rights to land
and tenure security. For example, a resettlement that occurred during the construction of a
Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves, Scaling Adoption of Clean Cooking Solutions through Women’s Empowerment: A
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hydroelectric project in Laos addressed gender concerns by, inter alia, issuing land titles and
compensation jointly to both the man and woman in a household.28 This is essential, as
relocation without a gender approach will usually entail the provision of compensation to the
head of the household, traditionally men, leaving women unable to share in the benefits of the
project. Social safeguards and a strong gender perspective are of crucial importance to protect
women’s rights and prevent violence against women in the case of large-scale renewable energy
projects.
III.

Women workers in the energy transition

Workers in the formal and informal economy
As the world accelerates its transition away from fossil fuels and into renewable energy, some
workers in the formal and informal economy relying on fossil fuel-based industries and markets
will lose their employment and sources of income. All types of employment in extraction of
petroleum, mining of coal, biomass recollection, and electricity production from gas and coal,
among others, will progressively decrease.29
The renewable energy workforce is growing and by 2016 employed 8.3 million people, directly
and indirectly worldwide.30 Studies also show that sustainable energy technologies could, in fact,
create more jobs than the fossil fuel industry. For instance, spending on renewable energy will
produce nearly 70 per cent more jobs than spending on fossil fuels per dollar of expenditure. 31
Renewable energy projects can thus have a positive gender impact by facilitating labour market
entry. This could be by opening pathways for these women workers into the renewable energy
industry, or opening pathways for these workers to become energy service providers. 32
In that light, renewable energy projects need to guarantee decent employment for all, particularly
for local people and communities, including informal and part-time workers, since women
workers are disproportionately represented among these vulnerable groups of workers.33 Many
existing labour policies seek to compensate workers and communities directly affected by fossil
fuel transitions, but it is essential that there is a focus on broader gender and social equality
concerns to ensure a just transition.34
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Jobs and training for women
Tailored and concerted action needs to be taken to ensure re-training and decent jobs for those
who will need to move away from fossil fuel productive activities. Often there is an assumption
that male workers will be more impacted by the transition away from fossil fuels since the
extractives sector is dominated by male workers. Yet many women also work in the fossil fuel
sectors and in associated jobs that will be impacted by a move away from fossil fuels, such as
associated service sectors. Therefore, it is important that the just transitions narrative clearly
identify and address women’s challenges and perspectives, to ensure that re-training initiatives,
compensation schemes, social protection arrangements and green jobs are also targeted to
women workers, including those working in the informal sector.35
To that end, policies need to address the many barriers women face to entry to the renewable
energy sector, including: 36
o The lack of a supportive environment, such as tailored education programmes, flexible work
hours, and training opportunities;
o Cultural and social norms regarding gender roles;
o The double burden of work and family responsibilities; and
o Lack of access to financing opportunities to start an energy business.
This can be done by using gender audits, creating supportive education, mentorship, and training
programs and networks, as well as introducing gender targets and quotas in the renewable energy
sector. For instance, India required that all 23 of its premier engineering institutes increase the
enrolment of girls to a minimum of 14 per cent.37 In Namibia, the Equitable Economic
Empowerment Policy seeks to include “previously disadvantaged Namibians”, including
women, in tender processes for renewables.38 Gender audits of energy sector policy have also
been conducted in several developing countries to ensure the needs and perspective of women
are adequately considered.39
Another key component is the promotion of women entrepreneurs within the energy sector and
improving access to finance to advance women’s participation in the renewable energy sector
workforce. In that regard, the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) based in
Ahmedabad, India, for example, provides special energy loans for communities with limited
access to electricity. It has also created a cooperative livelihood opportunity for women and
established a company that employs women to sell, install and service home lighting systems
allowing them to have an income generating activity, while providing accessible and affordable
energy solutions to their communities.40
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Finally, implementing measures to ensure a better work-life balance, such as part-time
employment and flexi-time arrangements, needs to be integrated into labour and energy policies
to promote women’s inclusion in the green energy sector.41
IV.

Gender-responsive models for the provision of renewable energy

Renewable energy production and provision models that involve decentralized collective and
co-operative local institutional arrangements have proven to be very successful in addressing the
challenges of intersecting gender inequalities, poverty and energy poverty and climate change.42
This model has been implemented in several communities in both the Global South and the
Global North, with promising results.43
For instance, the GoiEner Cooperative was founded in 2012 in the Basque country as a
cooperative for the production and consumption of renewable energy. With 9,000 members, it
fosters, local and participatory forms of energy provision, allow citizens to invest in local
renewable energy projects that have innovative forms of fair billing to fight energy poverty,
ensure equal participation of women, and support the creation of other renewable cooperatives
in Spain.44
A “social solidarity economy” in renewable energy is emerging, and there are many successful
examples of renewable energy co-operatives led by women in which a group of women work
together to provide mutual support, empowering them to assume leadership roles and
overcoming many of the challenges that conventional energy models present (i.e. inefficiency,
high prices).45
The nature of off-grid renewable energy solutions, including standalone systems and mini-grids,
offer transformative possibilities for the development of alternative energy models based on
participation, collective ownership, and gender equality. Their decentralized and modular nature
make them easily adaptable to ensure co-benefits including access to energy for all members of
a community, combating negative gender roles and stereotypes by ensuring women’s
participation and providing with employment opportunities. In addition, many of the skills
needed to take advantage of these possibilities can be developed locally, and women tend to be
ideally placed to lead and support the provision of energy solutions in view of their role as
primary energy users in households and their extensive social networks.46 The organization ‘Solar
Sisters’, for instance, trains and supports women to deliver off-grid sustainable energy to their
communities in African countries.47 allowing them to have a reliable source of income and reduce
gender power imbalances within their families and communities.
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The replication of these gender-responsive and participatory models of renewable energy could
significantly contribute to the realization of a just transition to a low carbon-future and the
advancement of gender equality.

Conclusions
We hope that the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights will further
explore the areas we have highlighted in our submission:
•

•

•

•

•

•

Extending renewable energy access to poor and rural communities will close the gap in
energy access, reduce women’s domestic and care work, improve air quality, increase
economic and personal development opportunities for women and tackle climate
change.
Due to women’s traditional role as caregivers, they are often in charge of household
energy management and can thus play a central role in driving the transition towards
clean energy. Establishing meaningful participatory mechanisms for women’s
engagement in all stages of the renewable energy cycle is crucial to developing effective
energy solutions tailored to their needs, as well as advancing gender equality.
Promoting and protecting women’s equal land rights and tenure security, in the context
of renewable energy projects, is essential to ensuring a just and gender-responsive energy
transition. As land is a vital resource providing shelter, housing, food and income, legal
rights to land are indispensable to avoiding women’s dispossession and impoverishment.
Effective gender strategies, including effective sexual misconduct policies, are also key
to prevent an increase of violence against women in large scale renewable energy
projects.
Concerning the labour market, governments and private actors should implement
specifically tailored programmes to ensure the inclusion of women in the workforce of
the renewable energy sector, by conducting gender audits, tailoring specific education,
training and mentorship programmes and networks, providing greater workplace
flexibility, and extending finance to promote women’s entrepreneurship.
Community-based bottom-up models of energy production, distribution and
consumption based on principles of a social solidarity economy can create participatory,
democratically owned and gender-responsive models to ensure universal access to
sustainable energy.
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