
Women serve on the front lines of dryland management. Drylands
are hugely important areas of biodiversity, and home to 2.3
billion people worldwide, both rural and urban dwellers. At the

same time, drylands are among the most risk-prone ecosystems. This
section will investigate the complex interaction between local
communities – and women in particular – and desertification, and also
anti-desertification initiatives.

Women and desertification: 
a dynamic relationship

Box 16: What is desertification?

Deserts expand through the degradation of land in arid, semi-arid and dry 
sub-humid areas. A worldwide phenomenon that threatens many ecosystems,
desertification affects about two thirds of countries, including in Asia and around
the Mediterranean. At risk are the health and livelihoods of over 1 billion
people, about one fifth of the world’s population.

There are meteorological, ecological and human dimensions to desertification,
and climatic changes are both a consequence and a cause. In many cases,
traditional and durable rain-fed agricultural methods and ancestral pastoral
practices are fading away. What results is overgrazing, deforestation and land
clearance, poor irrigation practices and overcropping.

The impacts are enormous, generating waves of migrants, the disappearance of
dryland biodiversity and the decline of fertile agricultural lands. Dryland socio-
ecological systems are dynamic, functioning in different but highly interlinked
patterns. Understanding land degradation and restoring areas suffering from it
calls for an integrated approach to conservation, one that simultaneously
considers both biophysical and socio-economic issues.

Sources: Koohafkan, 1996; EarthAction, 2001; Reynolds, et al., 2003
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Strong socio-ecological links
The connection between biodiversity and communities is tighter and
closer for drylands than in almost any other ecosystem. For communities
living in these regions, natural resource management is the most
important factor in livelihood security and they learn to strike a delicate
balance in what can be a fragile environment. Understanding this along
with other socio-ecological dynamics will help enhance prospects for
people’s survival and the management of natural resources.

Traditional knowledge systems and institutions are particularly vital to
dryland natural resource management because they have proven their
reliability over time. For example, communities often have established,
flexible land-use practices, with seasonal or temporal access rights and
corridors of movement. But even though those systems are effective many
are now being undermined. It is important to investigate how traditional
knowledge is bowing to fast-changing pressures, and to understand its
value under current conditions (Barrow, 2003).

While equity and power issues loom large for most dryland areas, they are
not well understood. Livestock-sharing groups, for instance, may be seen as
very gender insensitive as only men speak at meetings while women sit and
listen. Yet there can be many other ways by which men and women
discuss, argue and make informed decisions. Women in drylands generally
play important roles in preserving their land for food, fuel (cooking, heating
and lighting) and shelter. In many of the dry agricultural areas of the world,
including much of Africa, women traditionally devote much of their time
and effort to the land. They grow, process, manage and market food and
other natural resources. They may have gardens, work in the fields, raise
small animals, collect feed for animals, process tree products for sale and
collect fuel and water. Many invest great vigour and energy into ensuring
the day-to-day survival of their families and communities.

Despite all those efforts, women living in drylands also tend to rank
among the poorest of the poor, with little power to bring about real
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change. They are often excluded from participation in land conservation
and development projects, from agricultural extension work and from
policies that directly affect their livelihoods. Ownership and decision-
making over livestock is normally in the male domain, and even in
female-headed households there is still an element of male decision-
making in the form of extended family members.

Given women’s many important contributions, combating dryland
degradation clearly requires a more concerted effort to ensure their full
participation.

Increasing workloads and responsibilities
Land degradation affects men and women differently given their differing
productive roles. While stress and hardship rise for everyone as the
resources closest to a community begin to disappear, women usually end
up travelling longer distances to compensate, often under harsh and
unsafe conditions. Their workload grows as they struggle to collect food
and fuel (FAO, 1993). Erosion and diminished soil fertility cut into
agricultural production and additional sources of income. And if a family
can no longer survive using its traditional production strategies, young
people in rural areas, especially men, embark on seasonal or permanent
migration. This puts a sharp strain on those left behind – very often the
women – as labour increases but results in less output because of the
declining carrying capacity of the soil. Women also take over roles
traditionally handled by men (FAO, 1993).

In pastoral societies, when cattle die, men migrate to new pastures or shift to
a different location where they pursue other activities. Women and children
may also leave the community, but generally as a group to hunt famine
foods, as well as pods and other tree products for tanning or as medicines to
sell in distant markets. With men gone, if villages are raided, women and
children may even be raped or killed. Other scenarios that result from the
loss of livestock involve men turning to idling, gambling and drinking cheap
brew, leaving women as the sole breadwinners (Njoroge, 1999).
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Knowledge for survival
As is true in other environments, women in dryland areas are the primary
custodians of indigenous knowledge systems. They have acquired
extensive understanding of their natural environment, of its flora, fauna
and ecological processes. They know the best trees for fuel, which plants
have medicinal uses, where to find water in the dry season and the
conditions for growing local crops. The coordinator of the United Nations
Volunteers in Kenya noted: “When we go to the field, especially in the
semi-arid parts, we find that women are the invisible managers and
practitioners in combating desertification” (UWTPM, 2003).

Women take this knowledge and develop survival strategies. For example,
in Yazd, the “desert capital” of the Islamic Republic of Iran, they have
devised a number of highly sophisticated technologies for agricultural
production, such as food production in tunnels constructed underground
(www.undp.org/seed/unso/women).

A lack of land
Despite their skills, women’s autonomous access to natural resources is
often extremely limited as traditional rules restrict their property rights over
land, soil, trees and water. When such resources become scarce, as is the
case with desertification, time-honoured customs such as gleaning by poor
people, women in particular, are no longer permitted. The decline in
available resources may also result in the male head of household selling
his land, which strips the family of an essential safety net.

Although this is a common scenario, Governments around the world still
prefer to grant land titles to “heads of household”, who are generally the
men, whether they are present or not. With land reform taking place in
many countries in Africa and elsewhere, Governments are amending rural
land legislation, which could be an opportunity for redressing
imbalances. Often the new legislation simply synthesizes existing legal
systems, including traditional and customary laws, together with modern
agricultural legislation related to public and private ownership and use.
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New legislation must correspond to society’s expectations, secure the
support of the rural population and account for the pluralistic nature of
land legislation. However, the gender aspects of land tenure, which are
often bypassed, need full attention. Protecting customary rights should not
accentuate inequalities within communities or sanction harmful
environmental behaviour (FAO, 1993).

Women’s voices and actions
Women’s perspectives rarely appear in the realms of decision-making,
politics and administration related to drylands even though they may be the
prime managers of dryland resources. Cultural practices and religious
norms may hinder women from active participation. An elderly woman in
Kenya, for example, reported in a workshop for pastoral women that during
a year of severe drought when forage was becoming scarce, she advised her
husband to sell the goats while they were still healthy so that they could get
a good income. He did not want to do so as the number of livestock reflects
a herder’s status. Eventually, they lost everything and had to depend on food
aid (Njoroge, 1999). However, there are also many cases of women
organizing themselves to improve their livelihoods and combat
desertification. Boxes 17, 18 and 19 below feature some striking examples.

Box 17: Brazil’s “widows of drought”

The semi-arid north-eastern portion of Brazil is highly populated, with periodic droughts that spawn encroaching deserts,
unequal distribution of land and severe hardships for most people. The migration of men on a large scale leaves women
to run their households. They become known as “widows of drought” as in many cases their husbands never send any
promised remittances home and neglect to return.

Leading women activists Rosilda Silva Cruz and Vanete Almeida, members of the largely male Rural Labourers’ Union,
are now mobilizing women’s participation in development activities in the region. They both began their community
involvement at an early age and have worked in grass-roots movements since that time.

Ms. Silva Cruz, one of only four women in the union’s directorate, coordinates six women’s action groups and takes an
active part in radio broadcasts disseminating information on drought and environmental degradation, and also on
political issues affecting rural women workers. Ms. Almeida helped to organize the first Rural Women Workers’ Meeting
in the region, and has since branched out to make international connections with women leaders combating
desertification. “We believe in what we are doing”, she says with pride (see also case D below).

Sources: www.undp.org/seed/unso/women/film.htm; Branco, 1999
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Box 18: Mobilization through education in China

Desertification afflicts up to half of China’s vast population. In the dry and degraded rural area 1,000 kilometres
west of Beijing, women farmers Ms. Niu Yo Qin and Ms. Chao Jiniu are mobilizing their communities to halt
erosion by planting willow and poplar tree cuttings. Reclaiming hectares from the advancing desert provides
places to plant vegetables while also opening opportunities to improve education, health and living standards.

“If we want to be richer, not poor like today, we must increase the education, the knowledge of our younger
generation. Because if our generation here is educated, they will understand the seriousness of desertification,
and if they want to reclaim the desert, they must have the knowledge, they must be educated,” said Ms. Yo Qin.

Source: www.undp.org/seed/unso/women/film.htm

Box 19: Women in Uganda take up tree-planting

The Uganda Women Tree Planting Movement, a regional partner of Kenya’s Green Belt Movement, plays 
a major role in combating desertification. Among other activities, it brings a gender perspective to the
international arena and helps shape Uganda’s World Desertification Day celebrations.

In 2003, when the theme of the Day was water resources management, the Nakasongola district, located in
Uganda’s “cattle corridor”, was selected for the celebrations. An awareness-raising campaign included radio
broadcasts, speeches, posters, fact sheets and a school poster competition. Restoration projects involved tree
planting around the district’s inselbergs – isolated steep hills – and seeding grass around the Wabigalo dam to
prevent it from silting up so quickly.

Source: (UWTPM, 2003)

Policy responses
The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, which was
adopted in June 1994 and came into force in December 1996, is the most
important international framework for prevention and rehabilitation of
desertification. By September 2003, 190 Governments had ratified the
Convention, committing themselves to providing greater technical and
financial resources to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of
drought in arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid zones in their own countries
and globally. Many countries are now compiling national and regional
action plans.
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The Convention recognizes the role which women play in sustainable
development in dryland areas and endorses women’s equal participation,
particularly in establishing and supplying knowledge. The Convention’s
Conference of the Parties has agreed to promote awareness and facilitate
participation of local communities, particularly their women, in decisions
which affect them. In 1999, it designated the theme of World
Desertification Day as “Women’s Role in Combating Desertification”.

Other activities involve strengthening women’s role in the process of
implementing the Convention through local organizing, workshops and
initiatives to bolster participation. Senegal, for example, set up a national
forum on the involvement of women in its national action plan. And in
Kenya, 30 to 50 per cent of the participants in the national action plan
preparatory process were women. The Islamic Republic of Iran carried out
a study on gender discrimination, with a component to encourage
traditional methods used by women in rural and nomadic areas for
protecting rangelands (GTZ, n.d.).

However, obstacles to these commitments include a limited
understanding of gender issues, and of how to translate ideas about
gender into specific actions. Other constraints are the lack of gender
expertise, limited existence and use of gender-disaggregated data and the
often prevailing traditional views on gender roles.

In 1997, an expert group from the Office to Combat Desertification and
Drought (UNSO) of the United Nations Development Programme issued an
action plan for enlarging women’s position in implementing the Convention.
Its goal is to weave gender throughout all forms of implementation, including
through decentralized planning, systematic funding mechanisms, responsive
partnerships, the participation of women in decision-making, the gender
sensitization of representatives and the use of gender-specific criteria and
indicators for monitoring. The strategy contains guidelines for monitoring
and reporting, gender analysis, training, awareness-raising and capacity-
building, a roster of specialists and funding mechanisms. All those actions
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aim to ensure that women in dryland areas exercise their right to assume full
responsibility as managers of natural resources and other livelihood activities
(UNSO/UNDP, 1997).

In 2003, at the sixth Conference of the Parties of the Convention to Combat
Desertification, held in Havana, the Global Biodiversity Forum organized
an interregional session entitled the “Ecosystem Approach to Dryland
Management”. One of three workshops concentrated on gender and
traditional knowledge and formulated some specific recommendations on
gender mainstreaming. The World Conservation Union also launched a
handbook on gender and desertification that sets forth a methodological
proposal on how to mainstream gender equity in work related to drylands
(Blanco and Velásquez, 2003).

Several Governments have individually supported women’s initiatives and
involvement in desertification control. For the 1999 World Desertification
Day, for example, the Government of Morocco launched a series of
workshops to listen to women’s concerns and standpoints and to assess
their needs (Economics, 1999). On that same occasion, President Abdou
Diouf of Senegal commended the Fédération des Associations Féminines
du Sénégal (FAFS) on its pioneering work in promoting the role of women
and urged strong coordination in the implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action and the Desertification Convention, recognizing that
they can complement each other. In South Africa, the Convention’s
secretariat and the Government of South Africa organized a stakeholder
workshop in Pretoria in 1999. The workshop discussed implementation of
the Convention, the national action plan and the gender mainstreaming
process, and resulted in a national platform for further cooperation in
those areas (www.undp.org/seed/unso/women).

International agencies such as the United Nations Development
Programme and the United Nations Development Fund for Women, along
with several bilateral donors, have supported similar initiatives. Since
1998, the United Nations Development Fund for Women and its partners



57

have worked in Ghana and Nigeria to reduce environmental degradation
and desertification through the renewable energy systems development
programme. It builds local capacity among women to develop, operate
and maintain alternative, renewable energy systems, using agriculture and
human waste to run small enterprises, and to plant neem (Azadirachta
indica) and other fruit trees. In Burkina Faso, the fund has backed the
environmentally sound production of shea butter from the nuts of the shea
or karite tree (Butyrospermum parkii) by training 300 women producers
(UNIFEM, 1999; http://www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/afrec/vol15no4/
154shea.htm). Projects supported by development agencies can
sometimes begin to shift traditional forms of inequity – for example,
women might have a first opportunity to own livestock such as camels.

Conclusion
Desertification is a complex and serious environmental and social
phenomenon. However, drylands are not just prisons of poverty and
deprivation. Communities have developed important strategies and a
repository of knowledge and expertise that allows them to respond to and
survive in challenging conditions. Although women’s social position is often
subordinate, they perform many essential survival tasks and have developed
valuable skills and practices that complement men’s knowledge. Severe
environmental degradation, however, puts extra burdens on women, who
are often left behind to run households when men migrate.

Women worldwide enjoy little autonomous access to natural resources,
or to ownership of land and other resources. But even though traditions
and social norms may hinder women’s roles in participation and decision-
making in dryland management, there are many examples where women
have organized themselves to combat desertification. These include
participation in shaping and implementing the United Nations
Convention to Combat Desertification, which is gender-sensitive in its
wording. Some specific steps have now been taken to mainstream gender
in carrying out the Convention, particularly at the national level. More
concerted, widespread progress remains a challenge.
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Case D: Brazil. Empowering women
helps to combat desertification

By Thais Corral (REDEH – Network for Human Development)

In 2000, the Network for Human Development (REDEH) designed the project
Strengthening Women’s Action in Water Education to address gender issues in
public policies for combating desertification in north-east Brazil. The region is the
poorest in the country, with an exceptionally low human development index.
Nearly 3.6 million people live in areas affected by drought and desertification, with
women in particular affected by the lack of basic systems for water and sanitation.
Their life expectancy is less than 60 years, while maternal mortality exceeds 200
per 100,000 births. A common phenomenon is also the high level of male out-
migration during the times of severe drought, leaving women and children to fend
for themselves.

REDEH is a Brazilian non-profit organization whose mission is to strengthen the
role of women in sustainable development. One of the leading women’s
organizations at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, it has been actively involved since then in the national,
state and local implementation of Agenda 21 and other multilateral environmental
agreements, such as the Convention to Combat Desertification.

The project in north-east Brazil involved two parts, starting with the development of
an educational kit to address gender issues and desertification. It consisted of a
manual showing how the community leaders could become “change agents” to
combat desertification, a series of radio programmes and campaigns, and a video on
how local leaders could help the community. These materials evolved from a
participatory process, and used language and symbols culturally familiar to the local
population. Focus groups discussed gender concepts to avoid marginalizing men.

The other very important component of the strategy was the training methodology it
used, which was geared to give local leaders the appropriate tools to work with
their own communities. Radio was promoted as a valuable instrument for
community involvement and education.

To launch the project, a pilot study was started in five municipalities of the State of
Pernambuco as a component of the Government anti-desertification programme. The
study has now been replicated in several other States in the Brazilian north-east.
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Over 975 community leaders attended training workshops and learned about
gender, local empowerment and the democratization of information in order to
better deal with drought. They took away information about a tree (Moringa
oleifera) whose seed purifies water and can easily be cultivated in the region,
and about how to care for the rainwater collected in the cisterns installed by the
Government.

Also, radio programmes were produced by REDEH in each city and then broadcast
in public squares and markets. Designed to inform the general population about
coping with drought and desertification, how gender relations influence the
management of water was one of the subjects included.

From the beginning, the Strengthening Women’s Action in Water Education project
set out to combine local and regional expertise on drought and desertification with
the knowledge of the Network for Human Development on integrating gender
within sustainable development policies and programmes. The project also focused
on strengthening the roles of various social actors, including teachers, small
farmers, nurses, local politicians, union leaders and housewives, and gathered a
multitude of possible solutions and experiences. Each participant received tools for
further work, so that, for example, teachers could disseminate the information in
schools, nurses in hospitals and so on.

Overall, the project helped solidify new partnerships between Government and
civil society for social mobilization and awareness-raising to foster sustainability.
REDEH also considers the combination of radio for social mobilization with
capacity-building for a diverse set of leaders to be an important achievement.
Despite the fact that radio is the best communication device for reaching the
general population, it is not commonly employed either in general work on
development, or in water management projects.

Perhaps most significantly, bringing together women and men for the community
leaders’ training proved valuable for working with local perceptions of gender. Up
until that point, not enough attention had been paid to this topic. Policy-makers, for
example, have not adopted indicators to track how desertification affects men and
women differently. The project raised the profile of these issues in the policy-
making arena while also stressing the leadership capacity of women in their own
communities. Past policies tended to look on women as victims. Now there is a
better chance that they will recognize that women, if empowered, become very
important agents of change.




