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BACKGROUNDER: WOMEN IN THE ENVIRONMENT

There is a strong connection between women and their environment.  Women often work close to the land, gather firewood, procure and prepare food, and seek clean drinking water.  They are touched more immediately by environmental degradation yet,  women are less likely to own these resources or to control their management.
· Deforestation or contamination increases the time women spent seeking fuel or safe, clean water, and increases women's risk of water-borne disease.  In Gujurat, India, women spend four or five hours a day collecting fuel, where previously they would have collected enough for four to five days.
  

· Toxic chemicals and pesticides in air, water and earth enter body tissues and breast milk.  In a village in China's Gansu province, discharges from a state-run fertilizer factory have been linked to a high number of stillbirths and miscarriages.  Water pollution in three Russian rivers is a factor in the doubling of bladder and kidney disorders in pregnant women, and in Sudan a link has been established between exposure to pesticides and peri-natal mortality placing women farmers at the highest risk.
  

· In urban settings air and water pollution through poor and non-existent sanitation and waste treatment present new threats to health, particularly for women, who have the highest levels of exposure.   In the Indian cities of Delhi and Agra drinking water comes from rivers heavily polluted by DDT and other pesticides. 

Despite witnessing the environmental degradation, many women can do nothing to change the situation.  In some countries women cannot own land or invest in technologies which would improve conditions.  

Such pressures on limited land resources deplete nutrients and degrade soils, thus reducing yields and leading to a spiral of more intensive use, further degradation and still lower yields. 

In the worst-affected countries like Sub Saharan Africa, HIV/AIDS has increased poverty and decreased choices.  Now, large numbers of poor people, particularly women, are trying to produce food and fuel on marginal lands, increasing the pressure on fragile ecosystems.
Yet women are often better able to manage these lands well.  A World Bank study in Ghana found that women's plots had a lower rate of decline in soil fertility than men's—even in the same household.   However, due to poverty and lack of rights, they seldom have the chance to exercise this management.  

Women who lack rights to own and manage natural resources often lack rights in other aspects of their lives, reinforcing gender inequalities. This includes decisions about reproduction (fertility is high), marriage (early marriage is common) and education for themselves and their children (education rates for boys are low and for girls lower still).

To be effective managers of household and other resources, both rural and urban women need a range of options: choices over family size and spacing; health care, including reproductive health; education; and partnership with men. 

(from the UN “State of World Population 2001” report: http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2001/english/ch04.html)

* the 2001 contains a chapter on “Women and Environment” but the 2006 report does not 
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