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1.  Introduction 

Towards policy rather than policy interventions

The issues of ‘women and energy’ or/and ‘gender and energy’ have been on the agenda since the 1970s and 80s – which agenda, and whose agenda, is subject to debate. Two decades later, gender-related inequities in energy are still not in the mainstream of policy-making discussion, whose language still hovers on policy ‘interventions’ rather than straightforward ‘engendered policy’. The challenge to integrate gender concerns in the business-as-usual scenario remains. Some ideas on how to do this are discussed in this paper. These ideas are not new or unique, but they need revisiting and the proposed approach should be seriously re-considered. 

The role of women in energy production was highlighted by International Labour Organisation work in 1984 (Cecelski 1984). The drudgery suffered by women in supplying fuelwood has been documented  since the 1970s (Ekholm 1975; Agarwal 1986). Negative health impacts resulting from exposure to smoke from cooking fires was reported in the 1980s (Smith 1987). The establishment of women-targeted household energy programmes started in the 1980s, mainly through donor funding. Projects with the objective of reducing women’s energy burden have been designed and implemented since the 1970s. Later, in recognition of the fact that women’s energy needs went beyond cooking, projects aimed at providing energy for income generation were started. Various institutions, including the Food and Agriculture Organisation, Stockholm Environmental Institute, International Solar Energy Society, and US National Renewable Energy Laboratory, are supporting the women and energy issues. (Skutsch 1998). International, regional and national forums have been organized on women and energy, some of which are permanent. Yet little progress seem to have been made in improving the women’s energy status. 

‘Policy’ – which and whose policy? Most discussions on the involvement of women in decision-making tend to focus on national government. However, it is worth noting that other decision-making forces, including donors and industry, affect gender-related energy issues. While some of these have started engendering their policies, the implementation is slow, and a lot remains to be done for sustainable change to be realised.

This paper presents some of the approaches, highlights the challenges and notes some strategies that could be used to improve women’s energy situation and livelihoods.

Some fundamental notes

· Having women politicians and as office bearers in the energy sector has generally been considered as a principal indicator of the involvement of women in the decision-making process. Representation in a meeting, a committee, or other forums, is often judged by the proportion of women. While this may be a step in the right direction, however, it is clearly not a sufficient condition to address specific energy-related women’s concerns. More often than not the women are confronted with environments unconducive to meaningful and effective engagement and participation. Women encounter an unreceptive and aggressive environment where male colleagues ridicule them when they raise gender issues. In other cases, women are faced with a patronizing and condescending attitude, often used as a strategy to dismiss or undermine gender-related contributions.

An increasing number of African countries are establishing gender desks, agencies and ministries, and gender-sensitive policies have been on the increase. These actions have been instrumental in raising the gender profile at the national level, but have not had the desired trickledown effect of incorporating gender concerns into action plans, programmes and projects. Clearly, there is a need to have more than policy, and to shift the discourse from ‘women’ to a ‘healthy society’ agenda. 

· To achieve the sustainable development goal, women’s energy concerns have to be entrenched in the social, political and economic systems. A conducive environment needs to be created to ensure that these concerns are not only permanently on the agenda but are continuously tackled. Women need to be able to effectively and meaningfully participate in energy systems and processes that impact on their livelihoods. More importantly, however, their needs should be addressed, and this can only happen by weaving them into the business-as-usual scenario. This requires an inclusive approach, sensitizing society, in a manner they the society can relate to, to what the real issues are. This should be complemented by arming decision-makers and policy implementers with tools to implement strategies to address women’s energy needs. Policies are only useful if they are implemented. Thus, supportable, user-friendly frameworks on how to integrate policy decisions into action plans are needed in all relevant sectors.

· The approach to women and energy requires re-examination and perhaps revolutionary change. Energy is not an end in itself and it is only as important as the service it provides. On the other hand, women use energy in circumstances that result in negative impacts on themselves and children. So it is worthwhile to shift from the classic ‘women and energy’ approach, which has predominantly focused on direct supply and demand issues, to the impacts and implications of energy use. Instead of intervening from the ‘energy perspective’, we need to shift to an ‘impact and service perspective’. The focus should be on how access to energy impacts on nationally-important women’s productive activities such as food production and processing. Many more women are engaged in these activities than men. Improving the food processing and production systems will require better energy systems. Energy use in households and lack of access to clean water has negative impacts on the health of women and children, whose place in the social structure leaves them more exposed and more vulnerable than men. Addressing health problems using the cause-and-effect technique will indirectly solve the energy problem. 

· Synergies between women’s health and energy, between food production and processing and energy, should be exploited to address women’s energy concerns, as they offer an opportunity to mainstream these concerns and design sustainable solutions. Coordination and collaboration among the relevant key stakeholders in designing and implementing policies is critical. Frameworks to facilitate this ‘impact and service perspective’ approach in addressing women’s energy concerns should be designed and implemented. This is the challenge.

2. Approaches to involving women in decision-making processes

Consultation in policy formulation 

Consulting stakeholders in the formulation of energy policy or national action plans is progressively gaining favour. However, while the initiative is good, the resources allocated often do not allow for effective and widely-inclusive consultation. Consultations normally take the form of workshops where consultants present policy drafts to stakeholders. In some cases, regional and national workshops are held, but for most countries only the national workshop occurs. For the majority of the stakeholders, these forums are the first time they are exposed to the policy documents, so they are not able to constructively critique the policies proposed. Needless to say, outputs from these workshops are expected to inform policy. 

Regional workshops are generally held in the main growth centres or regional administration centres. Although some of these centres are centrally located, they are not easily accessible to the majority of rural women. Thus, these women rarely participate. It is commonly acknowledged that women’s groups or NGOs represent the rural women, but these groups lack the resources to enable effective grassroot consultations and often do not have a good understanding of energy issues. In addition, the lead time given before the workshops tends to be rather short. Proper planing could be made to enable consultative processes to piggy-back on existing programmes which could increase coverage and participation. 

Feedback on draft policy documents 

Dissemination of draft policy documents is generally concentrated in the main urban centres. Though information on the availability of these documents is provided via the media, the frequency is limited and many miss it. Delivering these documents to residences and offices or mailing them could significantly increase outreach. Needless to say, this would increase the costs. 

Although the government energy agencies call for feedback on the policy drafts, the response is often poor. The majority of the population is unaware of the procedures for providing this feedback. The situation is worse for women, whose level of access to information is lower than mens’. In addition, most women are overworked and lack time to read the documents and respond. Education and awareness raising on feedback processes is needed. Policy documents could also be made more easily accessible by having people who are well versed with them interpret them for women who lack the time or ability to understand them.

Women as office holders 

The WID approach focused on participation with the indicator being number of women in development activities. GAD sought to empower women. Overall numbers have remained important indicators of representation in the gender discourse. 

Parliamentarians are often the channel through which responses to policy, and news of changing needs and practices, reach governments. United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) reports a significant rise in women’s share of seats in parliaments with eight countries, South Africa being the only African example, achieving levels of 30 per cent or more. Other African countries with notable progress are Mozambique (25.2%), Namibia (18.3%), and Uganda (17.9%). Djibouti is reported to have 0% representation. Sixty-three percent of the African countries analysed (total 46 countries) have less than 10% representation. Having women in political office, in a conducive environment, can support laws and policies influencing women’s progress. 

Some countries have introduced legal or constitutional quotas whereby a specified number of political positions are reserved for women. Some of the African nations that had adopted the decision to have 20-30% quotas in national or local assembly by March 2000 include Eritrea
 (14.7%), Ghana (9%), Morocco (0.6%), Namibia, Tanzania (16.4) and Uganda. (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2000) 

Establishment of national gender focal points has increased in Africa mainly as a response to international pressure on governments to improve gender equity. In a few African countries, such as South Africa, gender desks have been set up in the energy ministry. These offices are meant to integrate gender into policy and action plans; they tend to be isolated, however, and without links to other relevant ministerial or external (utility, for example) stakeholders. As such, they remain largely ‘figureheads’, with little influence on the energy agenda. To function effectively the energy staff should be sensitized to the issues – but, more importantly, be provided with tools on how change can be effected. 

Some of the energy-gender offices lack dedicated budgets to operate and tend to rely mainly on donor funding. The intermittent nature of such funding makes it difficult to have an impact since there is no guarantee for continuity of the necessary projects, such as awareness-raising. Notably, there is a general aid fatigue among donor countries as reflected in decline in Overseas Development Assistance. In addition, most of the gender offices have only one staff member who is overworked and ultimately ineffective in changing the status quo. 

The downsizing syndrome is rife in African countries, as most African governments are being forced to restructure and downsize. Gender offices are very vulnerable to this syndrome. The output from these offices is difficult to measure and often they lack cohesive support from within the mother ministries. Thus, their survival in the next round of staff cuts is precarious. Most of these offices were set up as showcases in response to external political and social pressure, but this pressure is likely to disappear as globalisation takes root and the private sector replaces government and becomes the more entrenched players in the energy sector. 

While having women in decision-making positions is important, it is perhaps more critical to focus on making them and their concerns visible to policy-makers. The representation system through numbers runs the risk of abuse, where nepotism and favoritism are used to select women decision-makers who are hence likely to become merely ‘rubber stamps’. 

Women politicians and other decision-makers are not always able to alter the energy course to cater for women’s needs, mainly due to a general lack of understanding of how the policies influence women as well as how to implement change. As such, it is important to have clear indicators on impacts. Health and food security are potentially good indicators, as the link with energy can be relatively easily identified. However, it is evident that to influence the energy agenda to address women’s energy concerns these needs will have to be mainstreamed through partnerships between women and men. 

There is a need to move beyond government-controlled structures. The private sector is becoming a more important player in energy provision and hence in implementation-oriented decision-making. However, not only is there a small proportion of women in decision-making positions in energy industry, there is hardly any framework to integrate gender concerns. A few private sector stakeholders are employing women – mainly to conform, to be politically correct – but without commitment to change towards addressing gender-related energy issues. These women are not always included in important forums.

Labour unions are adding gender to their agenda, mainly with respect to representing women’s concerns rather than having women decision makers in the union per se. Unions normally influence policy for the benefit of their representatives, but energy-related gender-specific concerns have to be articulated for these unions to push the agenda. 

Limited pool of representatives

The proportion of women professionals in the energy sector is low. As such, even where there are affirmative action policies or quotas reserved for women, it is difficult to get qualified people. Ways to attract women to engineering and relevant disciplines are required, especially since we live in a world that socially undermines women’s capabilities. Creating a supportive working environment should be given priority if women are to meaningfully contribute to the energy agenda. This could be done by elevating women’s positions, through giving them relatively challenging responsibilities where they can exercise independent decision-making powers, but at the same time providing the collegial support necessary to achieve goals. Offices could also give awards to men supporting women in decision-making positions. 

While more resources have been invested in educating the girl child in the mid 1990s, in sub-Saharan Africa there are indications of decrease in female enrollment in secondary schools. Increased indebtedness has contributed to this decline.

3. Challenges to interventions in energy policy

In the majority of African countries, energy is handled by multiple government agencies. Biomass energy supply (primarily woodfuel) is mainly under Forestry and Agriculture. Land use and tenure issues, which may also affect energy access, are the responsibility of a Ministry of Lands. Conventional energy source and demand-side management fall within the Ministry of Energy. In some cases, Energy is not even a Ministry but is tacked under other ministries as a division. In the agricultural sector, FOA notes lack of synergism as due to lack of priority given by the energy sector to rural areas in general, to the lack of a "lobbying" capacity among farmers, and to the lack of mandate and of technical expertise on energy in the agricultural sector.  Most sectoral plans are carried out in isolation from other sectors despite the close interlinkages. There is general lack of recognition on the part of policy makers of the need to establish and maintain links between energy and other sectors. This departmentalization of energy makes it difficult to cohesively influence policies to address gender concerns, especially since the policies undertaken in each of the ministries sometimes conflict. In addition, more resources are needed for useful intervention than would be the case were the energy issues housed in one ministry or if there was better coordination and collaboration across the different relevant government agencies. Clearly, parties intervening on behalf of women with respect to energy concerns will have to understand the interlinkages across the different energy sources and government agencies as well as how these impact upon women.

As the energy sector becomes increasingly privatized, strategies to integrate gender-related energy concerns will have to shift accordingly. The entry points and resonance with and within the private sector will have to be established. The private sector primary motivation is to make profits. Ways to meet women’s energy needs within these constraints have to be established. Progressive public-private partnership is a promising approach. Decision-makers and politicians will need to be aware of these dynamics if they are to effectively represent women and intervene on behalf of the women’s energy agenda. 

One cannot help asking if the gender and energy concerns will be more efficiently addressed by the private sector. The efficiency rationale for including gender issues in project planning is that projects goal will be met if women are taken into account in project design (Skutsch, 1998). Since the private sector’s goal is to deliver, and to meet project profit objective, this should automatically mean they will include women in project design. The private sector is more thorough in market research than the pubic sector. Cecelski (2000) for example notes that women are not a special interest group in renewable energy, they are the mainstream users of energy. Thus, once the environment has been made conducive by providing the basic minimum to enable the private sector to, for example, electrify rural areas, they are likely to include women since they are the market. Under such conditions, is it not correct to assume that the concomitant efficiency in delivery by private sector is likely to improve energy access to women? 

UNIFEM notes the need for a critical mass of women decision makers if women’s concerns are to be addressed. So far having women decision- makers has been the ‘politically correct’ thing to do. This needs to be mainstreamed and become the ‘natural’ reaction. 

4.  A ‘service’ and ‘impact’ focus, and not just ‘energy’

Policy interventions need to take an integrated approach which links all energy issues, across the difference sectors. Energy policy-makers and -implementers, both men and women, should work closely with the key ‘sister’ sectors in health, agriculture and water. Some level of collaboration among different institutions – energy, agriculture, health and education –for rural development is taking shape in a few countries. An integrated rural development approach has been recommended many a time and is in some cases being implemented. However, such efforts need to be intensified and more widespread. Gender and energy policy should focus on development and acknowledge that energy is just one input among multiple necessary inputs for development of women and men to occur in a sustainable manner

Many policy-makers still see gender and energy concerns as cooking energy issues. The response to this has often been to improve the cooking process, through improved fuelwood stoves, solar cookers, community-based forestry for fuelwood supply, and kitchen management. The links between energy and health, income generation and food security are rarely articulated, or their importance is hardly acknowledged by energy policy makers and planners. The narrow restrictive approach needs to be changed if gender and energy issues are to be mainstreamed. Policy-makers will thus have to be sensitized on the links and how they can be operationalised to benefit women.

The focus in the collaboration with the health sector should be to design measures to address women’s and children’s health problems caused by energy use. If done efficiently, the outcome would be the acknowledgement by both stakeholders of the role of cleaner energy sources in improving women’s and children’s health. Strategies to enable use of cleaner fuels would then be pursued jointly, by both health and energy sectors, significantly increasing the chance of implementation and, thereby, benefits to women. 

Through collaboration with the agricultural sector, energy policy-makers and planners should propose energy systems resulting in increases in agricultural productivity and thus improved status for women, who account for over 80% of the labour force in the agricultural sector. Energy has a key role in economic and social development. Agricultural productivity is closely associated with direct and indirect energy inputs, and policies are required to consolidate this relationship for the benefit of farmers. Agriculture has a dual role as an energy user and as an energy supplier in the form of bioenergy. However there is a general lack of rural energy development policies that focus on agriculture. The land tenure issue is important, especially since ownership of land can provide women with the collateral to acquire loans enabling them to improve their energy situation and hence livelihoods. However, in many countries security of tenure is guaranteed by the utilisation of land. As long as a farmer cultivates the land, he/she enjoys security of tenure (Jacques du Guerny & Daphne Topouzis, 1996). Thus, such land could be used as collateral for energy loans. However, energy loans are only sustainably beneficial in an environment which is conducive to the productive use of energy for income generation. There is, of course, the risk of losing one’s land if the energy cannot be used to generate income for servicing the loan. A woman land owner might not be willing to take this risk unless guaranteed that the energy can generate an income. An important dynamic to note is the increasing land fragmentation with the pieces available to an individual dwindling in size and thus value. Needless to say, overutilisation and other site specific factors have rendered a large proportion of rural land poor in terms of productivity, further lowering its value as collateral. 

Various governments are and have addressed the legal aspects of the land ownership issue. However even where favorable policies have been implemented, this has not particularly improved the women’s energy status. As noted in a report by the World Bank Ethiopia, Eritrea, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe were already undertaking legal reform in 1997 but this had no effect on position of the majority of women (World Bank, 1999). The Civil Code of the Empire of Ethiopia (the Code) in 1960 called for uniform legal provisions which would govern all personal matters and invalidated all customary laws in the areas regulated by the Code. As a result, the Ethiopian woman has a de jure right to an equal portion of common household property. However, people also need access to complementary productive and institutional resources, including financing, training, open and effective markets, technology, infrastructure and other natural resources such as water, if the potential benefits from land rights are to be achieved. FAO, for example, found that more than 60 percent of the expendable income of agricultural households in the Sahel comes from off-farm employment. Focus could be on how to increase participation of women in these activities.

There have been some emphasis on the importance of land tenure in improving access to fuelwood. Having land tenure will not necessarily guarantee access to fuelwood, which is constrained by more significant factors than just the land tenure issue. Most of the potential fuelwood sources are depleted. 

Thus to improve the fuelwood situation, policy interventions should focus on providing alternatives to fuelwood. Engaging the private sector and establishing public-private partnerships could facilitate improved access to, for example, cleaner fossil fuels which are likely to be the intermediate solution, and electricity. Energy policy-makers and implementers need to establish forums which will allow for collaboration with the private sector. Policies to avoid creating disincentives for investors or entrepreneurs to invest in rural markets for modern fuels should be promoted as this is likely to benefit women.  

Equitable access to land should be an essential part of realistic planning and policy-making in all countries. However, neither equity nor access to land alone is enough. 

Limited access to finance has been an important barrier towards improving women’s energy situation. An analysis of credit schemes in Kenya, Malawi, Sierra Leone, Zambia and Zimbabwe found that, by and large, women had received less than 10% of the credit directed to smallholders and 1% of the total credit to agriculture (Jacques du Guerny & Daphne Topouzis 1996). A common response has been to set up women’s financial institutions employing mainly women. The danger of such institutions is that they facilitate segregation and can be marginalised from the normal financial and business world which is male dominated. New opportunities for investment hence remain inaccessible to these women’s institutions since they are out of the loop, the ‘the boy’s club’. The opportunities available to women remain small in scale and restricted to areas which have little chance for high growth rate e.g. weaving baskets. In addition the loan proposals from women are evaluated based on social rather than financially sound terms. As a result, women businesses tend to be economically un viable in the long term and normally fold within a short period. 

The magnitude of factors contributing to poor access to finance for women cannot be underestimated. It is clear that women need specially tailored attention but this should be done within the mainstream scenario. Given the male-dominated nature of financial and business world, women have to find a way of penetrating the key networks. Forging partnerships between women and men could go a long way towards achieving this goal. It might be better to create a women’s financial window in the conventional bank (rather than a women’s bank) where some part of the funding is guaranteed for women but their proposals are evaluated on the conventional criteria. This should be complemented with assistance to develop business plans and manage the business. 

Many of the current policy and decision making interventions result in providing energy on a consumer-good basis. The energy provided is rarely used to generate income. As a result, women’s status is barely improved except in cases where the other complementary elements necessary for social and economic development already exist. Policy interventions need to focus on offering a ‘package’ consisting of all the key factors – such as financing mechanisms for entrepreneur development – when providing energy. Supporting policies that facilitate the energy private sector to deliver energy to the rural poor will ultimately benefit women. 

The climate change negotiations have advanced significantly. The negative impacts of climate change are likely to be harsher for women, because of the nature of settlement patterns, their high dependency on subsistence agriculture and poor access to resources to adapt. Policy decisions on adaptation issues, including adaptation and mitigation funding, are being deliberated upon at the international conventions. However, hardly any gender-related concerns have been raised, nor has the need to take into account these inequities – despite having formidable women decision makers from the South in the negotiations. Perhaps there is need for a critical mass. It has recently been argued that, given their moral commitment, the existence of a critical mass of women in the decision-making process at all levels would make a significant difference in actions that affect the environment. The rationale is that women, by reason of their values and attitudes, could make a qualitative change in the decision-making process of institutions, provided a critical mass (30% or more) is attained (Zakharova 1996). Obviously some guidance to Global Environment Facility, the financial implementing agency to the Climate Change Convention, on gender related climate change concerns is needed and should be on the policy agenda. 

Africa is struggling to attain economic growth and hence environmental concerns pale against this. However, climate change should be seen as an opportunity for development. The energy sector is largely the main polluter and hence has potential climate change projects. Some of the Energy projects funded via the Global Environment Facility, and inn future the Clean Development Mechanism could  contribute to global climate change mitigation and give local economic, social and environmental benefits. Policies to enable women to exploit such opportunities should be promoted. Collaboration between Energy and Environment agencies could focus is drawing out these synergies and creating a framework for women’s participation.

We are in a globalisation train, we need to address gender issues within the economic globalisation context. Imbedded in this context is a view of development which is dominated by market-based economic growth. The ‘market miracle’ will not favor equity, gender or otherwise, but will rather promote concentration. Whatever policy interventions are undertaken they should aim at enabling full participation of women in the global village. For example, the majority of the world's population will soon live in cities resulting in escalating demand for food. It could thus be useful to support policies, both land and energy, enabling women to be large scale farmers rather than per se getting tenure in their family farm. This has the potential for elevating women beyond subsistence level. Facilitating energy and other inputs required for higher agricultural productivity could improve economic and social status of the Africa's rural women who feed the society. On the other hand, the economic base is shifting from industry to services. Policies and strategies to enable women to adapt are needed. An example could be assisting women penetrate the information technology business by facilitating access to energy and other complimentary factors.  

The shifting paradigms WID---Feminisation of poverty -----GAD---WED
…. , in the context of global dynamic and fluid paradigms such as sustainable development, climate change and globalisation makes addressing gender and energy in isolation difficult. Gender issues will have to be mainstreamed through WM partnerships as they need to evolve to reflect changing world. 
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