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Thanks to Ali Sayigh and Bob Noun, the World Renewable Energy Congress—for the first time in its history—called out Gender and Energy as a track in its own right because the international community has moved to include both the environment and poverty alleviation as its highest priorities. Significant support to this activity was also provided by ENERGIA, the international gender and energy network; by the All-India Women’s Conference who have been involved in WRECs since 1996; by the Director General of the Treasury of Afghanistan; and by esteemed speakers from around the world.

Last Sunday, we experienced a successful all-day Workshop on Gender and Poverty Reduction. On Monday and Wednesday, plenary presentations were made on the human face of energy and poverty. On Wednesday, a three-hour workshop focused on energy problems in the United States. During the week, 22 speakers reported on gender and energy research and policy issues from around the world, including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Canada, India, Morocco, Nepal, New Zealand, Sri Lanka, and the United States. During our workshops, approximately 200 participants, both women and men, identified problems and recommended actions that are urgently needed.

These WREC events underscored the importance of the serious energy problems we face in alleviating world poverty. These issues require the immediate attention of the mainstream energy sector, including not only policy makers, but also technologists, to transform development and energy efforts into effective programs and business opportunities. The poor spend up to one-third of their incomes on energy. Poor women are the best credit risks in the world, 99% of them repaying their loans fully and faithfully.

Poverty is often defined in terms of income, but it is also reflected in lack of dignity, health, self-esteem, and having a voice. Energy is a basic human right. Energy security means the ability of all people to access affordable energy services to sustain life, energy for cooking, water, lighting, heating, and communications. Women and girls carry fuelwood for long distances while often being subjected to violence in the process. Cooking over fuelwood fires in closed huts, they suffer from respiratory and eye diseases. Water security will be the key environmental issue of this century, and lack of access to water is another defining criterion of poverty. Women and girls carry heavy burdens of water.

WREC-VIII participants recommended a number of actions regarding gender, energy, water, health, and poverty reduction. These recommendations will be taken to the 14th and 15th sessions of the Commission on Sustainable Development, the key international fora on energy policy for sustainable development. Examples of these recommendations are:

1. Promote the increased participation of women in important policy decision making positions and processes.

2. Increase the sensitivity of technologists, policy makers, managers, and corporations to the critical linkages among gender, energy, poverty, health, and water.

3. To improve the quality of life and well-being of all communities, educate women and girls. This is an energy-related issue. If children are not hauling wood and water, they are able to go to school. If they have lighting, they can study and their educational achievements go up. With lighting, women can better control their productive time.

4. Free women from hard drudgery simply to sustain life so that they have more time for participation in income-producing activities, such as micro-enterprise development.

5. Provide safe, clean, reliable, and accessible water to reduce the morbidity and mortality of women and children.

6. Increase and enforce legal rights for women, giving them access to and control over lands and energy assets in order to transform gender relations.

At the Wednesday workshop, the formation of a U.S. network on Women in Sustainable Energy (or WISE) was announced. The WISE network will foster women’s participation in increasing the use of sustainable energy in the developed world (beginning in the U.S.) through outreach to other women’s organizations such as the League of Women Voters, women’s rural and agricultural groups, and the Girl Scouts.

Finally, never have I seen so much passion and compassion expressed on the issue of gender and energy. Both women and men have congratulated us and asked how we can help them integrate gender into their work. One woman came to me after the Wednesday session on U.S. energy problems to thank us for organizing it because, she said, “I had given up hope. Now I have hope again.”

We learned this week that technologies and technical solutions are essential, but are not enough. Technologies designed for appropriate levels, both smaller and larger scale, are needed. And we need to know more about and share discussion across specialty areas on demand-side issues and institutional change at all levels. 

We need to work toward a holistic approach to energy solutions that include social, institutional, and gender dimensions.

Thank you very much for your attention.
