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Abstract

Having women politicians and as office holders 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 maybe 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 into 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 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.
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