Climate change and our marginalised masses —Syed Mohammad Ali
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In Pakistan, women are currently suffering disproportionately as a consequence of climate change. Local environmentalists estimate that 70 percent of the poor, who are far more vulnerable to environmental damage, are women. Therefore, women are more likely to be the unseen victims of the resource wars and violence as a result of climate change

As recent as 10 years ago, the topic of climate change mostly interested environmental science experts. Not sure about the reliability of information concerning its causes and effects, world leaders and the public at large remained unsure about how much they could actually do, or in fact needed to do, to prevent negative impacts of climate change. Today, however, the effects of climate change are being visibly felt all over the world and climate change is no longer an issue that interests only a few people. 

Because of the increasing research being done on this topic, more people now understand how human activities are hastening the process of climate change and the potential devastation that these changes can cause for everyone on the planet. There is increasing recognition for instance that climate change seriously affects, or will affect, agriculture, energy, human health, food security, and the economy. 

The developed world is largely responsible for the pollution that is causing climate change, and it will not be able to escape its impacts either. However, the developing world is particularly susceptible to climate-related impacts, given that poor countries lack the required resources to cope with the varied implications. 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the frequency and magnitude of hurricanes have become an increased problem, causing havoc in the lives of multitudes of already deprived people. Millions of people living in the Sub-Sahara region and in South Asia’s rural and coastal areas are under increasing threat due to the rising temperature and sea levels. The accelerated melting of the Himalayan ranges is further cause for alarm. Pakistan itself has recently been termed to be among the topmost climate-threatened countries across the world.

Depending on factors like gender, age, economic level and ethnic groups, climate change has different effects. If attention is not paid to these varied effects, it is feared that climate change may increase inequality the world over. Let us consider for instance the particular impact of climate change on women. Poor women’s limited access to resources, restricted rights, limited mobility and muted voices in shaping decisions make them highly vulnerable to this problem. 

Poor rural women in developing countries are the primary producers of staple foods, which make them highly exposed to the risks that come with droughts and uncertain rainfall. Researchers are pointing out that due to climate changes, domestic chores such as collecting water and firewood become more burdensome and time consuming as well. As girls commonly assist their mothers in performing these tasks, this also will mean that less time will be left for school or any other activity. Moreover, women can be expected to contribute much of the unpaid labour that will go into coping with climate risks such as building of anti-flood embankments and seeking increased off-farm employment to make ends meet for their households. 

While underscoring the vulnerability of poor women to climate change, it should be simultaneously recognised that women can play an important role in supporting households and communities to mitigate and adapt to climate change. Across the developing world, women’s involvement in natural resource management is visible. For centuries, women have acquired varied indigenous skills in terms of water, forest and biodiversity management. Through these experiences, women can contribute much towards the identification of appropriate adaptation and mitigation techniques, if only they are given the opportunity to do so. 

There are already precedents of women’s proactive contributions in this context. The landmark Chipko movement of the 1970s in India that resulted in a number of environment protection actions was primarily led by women.

In Pakistan, women are currently suffering disproportionately as a consequence of climate change. Local environmentalists estimate that 70 percent of the poor, who are far more vulnerable to environmental damage, are women. Therefore, women are more likely to be the unseen victims of the resource wars and violence as a result of climate change. We have already begun to see women and children bear the brunt of the misery wreaked after floods or droughts over this past decade. Many other destructive activities against the environment — such as deforestation, or crop failure due to lack of rainfall — disproportionately affect women, since they are mostly left at home to cope with the disaster, whereas their men flee to secure an income in greener pastures.

Recent data collected by local environmental groups estimate that climate change is enhancing the susceptibility of agriculture zones to floods, drought and storms. Agriculture is the single largest sector in Pakistan’s economy, contributing 21 percent to the GDP and employing 43 percent of the workforce, of which females form a significant proportion. But even though women are the main providers of food in the country, they face barriers to the ownership and access to land. Almost 67 percent of women are engaged in agriculture-related activities but merely one percent of them own any land. 

A study carried out by Oxfam in three of the four provinces of Pakistan has revealed that climate change, along with local environmental degradation, is already pushing vulnerable farming and fishing communities in Pakistan towards increased poverty and suffering. However, the findings of this community-based research confirm that the local inhabitants of marginalised areas are aware about the changing climate, and are also acutely perceptive about its adverse impacts on their lives and livelihoods. In fact this study highlights the strong correlation between the findings from community surveys and the climate trends and predictions by climate scientists. 

It is not unreasonable to involve poor people, including women, in developing new agriculture, water resource and rangeland management systems. Poor people can be provided the capacity to undertake a range of interventions such as water recycling and be involved in disaster risk reduction programmes as well. 

People-centred resilience should underpin all development activities aiming to help farmers and/or fishermen to achieve food security and adapt to climate change. We must remain aware of the above imperatives of participation when funding comes into Pakistan after the recent Copenhagen summit on climate change, where developed countries have made some meagre commitments to help developing countries meet this challenge. Or else, money spent on top-heavy capital investment programmes will have little effect on the ground, where the resource investment is most needed. 
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