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Energy and women
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Friday, September 03, 2004 - What do Denver-area Girl Scouts working for an Energy Hog Challenge Patch have to do with the health of poor women around the world? 
Among other things, the scouts are learning that the United States, with just 5 percent of the world's population, uses 40 percent of the world's oil and 23 percent of its coal and natural gas. If the scouts had attended the World Renewable Energy Congress held this week in Denver, they also would have learned that there is a direct link between sources of energy and women's health.

Two billion people in the world live without electricity, according to Barbara Farhar, senior policy analyst and senior social scientist at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden. As a result, millions of women in Asia, Africa and South America spend most of their waking hours gathering wood or dung for fuel, laboriously hauling water, hand-grinding grain or washing clothes in a stream.

The women and their children also spend long hours - six hours a day or more - exposed to particulates in smoke as they tend cooking fires. As a result, lung and eye diseases are rampant. Dominique Lallement, energy adviser for the World Bank Group, says pollution from cooking with wood and dung is the leading cause of childhood deaths in developing countries, ahead of malaria and tuberculosis combined.

In addition, many girls who are needed as laborers to help maintain even a subsistence level of living for their families are kept home from school. Without education, their lives repeat the unbroken cycle of unending labor, grinding poverty and poor health.

In contrast, Farhar points out, electrical power has "transformed" the lives of women in developed countries. With electricity to power devices such as washers and driers, refrigerators, freezers, ovens and microwaves, Western women have been freed from drudgery. Educated, they live longer and healthier lives, raise healthier, better-educated children, and add significantly to the economies of their countries.

At the congress, scientists from across the globe described ways that renewable energy can encourage better health and "micro-economic development" in poor countries. Some examples:

With solar cells to power wireless phones, women in Asian villages can now call ahead to find the best time to bring their crops to market.

Women in El Salvador are using solar driers to preserve fruit to feed their families and generate income.

In the Caribbean, items made by village women are being marketed on the Web via solar-powered computers.

In numerous locations, wind turbines pump water, microhydro projects (small water wheels) grind grain or produce electricity, and solar energy is used for cooking.

Solar cells are providing lighting for homes, streets and community centers, allowing women to work on income-generating projects in the evenings and giving students more hours for study.

The World Bank's Lallement notes that in West Africa, when renewable energy was introduced to draw water from wells, girls were able to sleep for several additional hours per night; this improved their health and boosted their educational achievement by as much as two years.

But the focus at the gathering of scientists was not just on poorer parts of the world; participants from the United States also focused on the consequences of energy choices in this country. Farhar and other metro-area women have organized to encourage sound energy policies in Colorado.

Members of Women in Sustainable Energy have helped train the Mile High Girl Scout leaders who are educating girls about energy use, and are advocating for an initiative on the November ballot that would require that a greater percentage of the state's energy be generated from renewable sources.

They are also joining worldwide efforts to increase the involvement of women in energy fields. It's a logical fit. NREL is a national leader not only in high-tech research and development, but in utilizing the talents and skills of women for a cleaner, sustainable-energy future. As Denver Mayor John Hickenlooper said when he addressed the congress, Western states have been a center of energy development for more than 100 years. Now the region is again taking the lead as new sources of energy come to the fore.

