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1. Background: Energy Policy is Gender Blind 
Until recently, the energy sector in development plans referred to large-scale, capital-intensive technology 
projects designed to provide energy for growth in the formal sectors of the economy of cash crops and 
mechanised production, which are primarily a man’s domain. Almost totally excluded from this definition are 
small-scale, management-intensive activities done primarily by women using their own muscle power or local 
natural resources, for both family subsistence and small-scale income activities, usually in the informal 
sector. Thus household energy-intensive activities like food processing, water procurement, transportation of 
water and fuel, and so on are generally not considered in energy planning. The said activities are almost 
exclusively within women’s gender roles in many societies. Poor men are also subject to exclusion because 
they cannot afford entry into the larger-scale energy-use sector. 
 
The traditional approach to energy in development policy and planning has assumed gender neutrality. It has 
assumed that a good energy policy, programme or project will benefit both male and female equally in 
meeting practical needs. It has assumed that any differences in the needs and capacities of men and women 
do not affect the extent to which they benefit from and contribute to energy development and use.  What we 
find in reality is that energy planning is gender-blind, that it fails to recognise that needs of men and women 
are different.   
 
Assumed gender neutrality in energy policies has led to the virtual exclusion of women’s needs, as well as 
their potential contributions in energy. In attempts to redress this issue, in more recent decades, attention is 
increasingly being paid to women in national energy policies. In most cases such attention has been 
confined to household energy, as women are usually the chief cooks and main procurers of household fuel. 
In developing countries, the main fuel for cooking is biomass in its traditional form, including cow-dung, 
firewood and charcoal. Thus where attention has been paid to women in national energy policies, the focus 
has tended to be confined to traditional biomass energy concerns. But women have other needs and 
capacities in energy. The productive activities in which women engage also use energy, usually human and 
often biomass energy. 
 
It must be noted, however, that increased attention to women’s needs is not being matched with increased 
investment in meeting these needs. For example, funding for stoves programmes has declined, partly due to 
donor fatigue amidst many failed stove projects1.  
 
Khamati-Njenga and Clancy (2005) argue that in the conventional energy paradigm, women have not 
necessarily been excluded intentionally or their energy-related activities overlooked; they have simply been 
defined out of the energy sector.  What is needed are more gender-aware energy policies, programmes and 
projects.  Such policies would recognise that women as well as men are participants in development, 
however, the nature of their participation is determined by their gender relations.  Gender-aware policies and 
projects recognise that women have different interests, needs and priorities which may sometimes conflict 
with those of men. For example, a solar water-pumping project would ensure that there was tapped water for 
drinking (women’s practical need) and for irrigation (men’s practical need). 
 
Why are energy policies gender blind?  In general, gender as a development issue is still much 
misunderstood amongst senior politicians and bureaucrats charged with development and implementation of 
energy policy, both at the international and national levels (Khamati-Njenga and Clancy, 2005).  It also has to 
said that taking a gender approach is also an issue not understood by many of the technical NGOs involved 
in implementing energy projects.  One explanation why the energy sector is slower at taking a gender 
approach than other sectors such as water and forestry is that few energy professionals learn about biomass 
during their professional training so they are not equipped with the skills to collect biomass energy data.  
Since energy professionals are mostly engineers or economists they also do not learn about the social 
dimension of their subject and its relevance to successful project implementation. Another explanation is that 
very few women are involved in the development of energy policy nor are women well represented amongst 
energy professionals (Skutsch, Clancy and Leeuw, forthcoming 2005). 
 
Gender-aware policies and projects can be achieved by taking a “gender approach” to energy planning.  A 
'gender approach to energy' does not imply targeting projects and programmes to women, (although such 
programmes could also be included). What is meant by a 'gender approach' is that all energy programmes 
and projects, of whatever kind - from local fuelwood programmes up to the construction of hydroelectric 
power stations - should be analysed for the impact they are likely to have on men and women. The 
motivation for using a gender approach is generally that women have, in the past, not been recognised as a 
                                                      
1  Donor policies related to gender and energy are discussed in the Gender Thematic Briefing Paper 2 prepared for 

SPARKNET. 
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separate group in most sectors of energy planning, that is planning has been gender blind. 
 
Since household energy is primarily women’s responsibility, they will be the direct beneficiaries in any 
improvements in availability or diversification in choice of energy carrier.  Although discussions on household 
energy tend to focus on women2, men can be indirect beneficiaries of access to modern energy forms (for 
example, faster prepared meals). Men can also play an important role because they are very influential in 
determining the outcomes of any interventions and where and by whom the benefits to the household will be 
felt.   
 
 
2. Policy Goals 
At the meta level, a gender sensitive energy policy can help to contribute to meeting the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs).  Although there is no specific MDG related to energy, a number of authors 
have demonstrated how access to improved energy services can contribute to meeting the MDGs (see for 
example, DFID, 2002).  Havet (2003) has demonstrated how the targeting the gender-energy nexus can help 
reach most of the MDGs (see Appendix 1). 
   
General Policy Goal 
A gender sensitive energy policy that addresses in an equitable way women and men’s needs. 
 
Specific Policy Goals 

• An energy policy which improves access at the household level to clean and affordable energy 
services – Gender balanced and improved access to clean and affordable energy services and 
technologies 

• A critical number of gender sensitive energy professionals capable of developing and delivering 
gender sensitive energy policies.  

 
3. What would a gender sensitive energy policy look like?3 
Three issues were identified in the Gender Theme Paper on “Scenarios for the Future” in relation to 
improving access at the household level to clean and affordable energy services: cost, availability and 
convenience and safety. 
 
Like any sectoral policy, energy policy has a multi-dimensional character: it contains political environmental, 
economic and social elements. Each of these elements has a gender dimension.  
The political aspect of energy policy relates to the way in which the use, production, provision and 
distribution of energy services are organised. Through political processes, various competing and convergent 
societal interests can be reconciled, including those related to gender differences. 
The economic aspect of energy policy involves the financial resources available for implementation. 
Financial provisions are needed to promote the implementation of gender-mainstreaming, and pricing 
mechanisms and financial instruments should be analysed for differential impacts on men and women. 
The environmental sustainability aspect of energy policies needs to address the fact that in many cases 
men and women are affected differently by health problems related to energy use and production, and can 
offer distinctive solutions based on their differing roles and experience.   
Energy policy also has a social aspect, since availability of energy services is central to sustainable human 
development. Improved access to energy services can reduce inequalities between men and women, rich 
and poor and other population groups. Energy services can also contribute to women’s empowerment. 
 
The four general aspects of energy policy listed above need to be correlated with three issues that create 
barriers to women’s access to energy services.   
 
The multi-dimensional aspects of energy policy can be combined with gender issues in the form of a matrix. 
Although the specific content of the matrix will vary according to local circumstances, the matrix can be used 
as a model for how to incorporate gender issues into the content of energy policy. 

                                                      
2  This focus on women in household energy has the unfortunate unintended effect of creating the incorrect perception 

that gender = women.  Gender is about women and men. 
3 This section is based on as yet unpublished work by Clancy and Fenstra financed by ENERGIA the international 

gender and sustainable energy network. 
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The gender-aware energy policy matrix 
 
Dimensions  
                           
Issues 

Political Economic Environmental 
Sustainability 

Social Equity and 
Empowerment 

Availability Instruments to 
provide wide 
choice of energy 
forms for 
household and 
informal sector, eg 
biomass and LPG 
are part of supply 
mix 

Mechanisms to 
stimulate suppliers 
to enter the market 
supplying 
household energy, 
eg  women are 
trained and 
supported to 
establish their own 
ESCOs (energy 
service 
companies). 

Promotion of 
clean energy 
sources and 
technologies, eg 
incentives for 
developing 
household 
energy supplies 
around modern 
biomass forms. 

Mechanisms, such 
as micro-credit, to 
enable purchase of 
labour saving 
equipment  which 
would give women 
similar amounts of 
free time as men. 

Affordability  Mechanisms to 
reflects women’s 
incomes and cash 
flows in cost of 
fuels eg 
requirement for 
LPG suppliers to 
provide different 
size cylinders 

Pricing policy 
reflects women’s 
incomes and cash 
flows, eg electricity 
connection tariffs 
and payment 
methods  

Mechanisms 
stimulate switch to 
renewable energy 
sources and 
technologies eg 
women have 
access to credit 
sources sufficient 
to purchase solar 
home systems. 

Increased 
purchasing power 
through reduced 
household and 
informal/small 
scale business 
energy bills 
leading to 
women’s 
empowerment. 

 
 
 
 
A 
C 
C 
E 
S 
S 

Convenience 
and Safety 

Safety regulations 
apply to household 
labour saving 
equipment. 

Pricing policies and 
tariffs encourage 
switch to more 
convenient and 
safer fuels and 
technologies eg 
from kerosene to 
LPG or biogas for 
cooking. 

Promoting non-
polluting 
technologies eg 
information 
campaigns about 
the benefits of 
smokeless 
biomass stoves 
or solar cookers. 

Increased well-
being and personal 
safety are 
promoted eg street 
lighting enabling 
women to 
participate in 
events after dark. 

 
4. What would be impact under the best case and worse case scenarios? 
 
Under the best case scenario households, specifically women, would have access to clean and affordable 
energy services the impact of which would be: 

• Reduction in women’s time for fuel, water and staple food preparation 
• Reduction in drudgery 
• Improvements in women’s health (related to effects from the biomass fuel chain). 
• Contributing to women’s social, economic and political empowerment 
• More women will be employed in the energy sector 

 
Under a worse case scenario, households would continue to depend on poor quality biomass fuels.  The 
impact of this would be that: 

• Women’s and children’s health would continue to suffer both through the use of smoky fuels and no 
reduction in drudgery (MDGs 4 and 5 not reached) 

• Women’s empowerment is not enabled, in particular their economic status does not improve through 
lack of access to the energy services for their enterprises (MDG 3 not reached). 

• Increased levels of unemployment as a consequence of liberalisation of markets (including energy) 
and government retrenchment, result in more people entering the informal sector where many 
women work.  This increases the level of competition against a background of rising energy prices.  
Women’s enterprises increase in vulnerability. 

• Low income households continue to use unsafe energy technologies (frequently second hand 
electrical goods) which are also often energy inefficient. 
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5. What can be done to create gender sensitive energy policy? 
A gender sensitive energy policy would recognise that women and men have different energy dynamics 
(roles in the household, decision making areas, energy needs, responses to crises or coping mechanisms) 
and would make available energy technologies and services that match those dynamics (Dutta, 2003) as 
well as employing appropriate policy instruments (such as taxation) to provide an enabling environment.  An 
engendered policy can be reached through a strategy of gender-mainstreaming.  Gender mainstreaming is 
an approach that ensures that the concerns and needs of both women and men are considered in all 
planning and policy-making and that all policy-makers are aware of the needs of women and men in relation 
to their roles and responsibilities.  To mainstream gender means to ensure that women’s as well as men’s 
concerns and experiences are integral to the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all 
legislation, policies and programmes so that men and women benefit equally and inequality is not 
perpetuated.  The mainstreaming approach does not exclude women-only (or men-only) projects.  
Mainstreaming tools include gender training, introducing incentive structures which reward efforts on gender, 
and the development of gender-specific operational tools such as checklists and guidelines, gender 
budgeting, sex disaggregated data, gender sensitive indicators and institutional analysis. 
 
However, an gender sensitive energy policy is more than the creation of a gender sensitive set of energy 
related goals.  The actual process of policy formulation and implementation is also part of engendering the 
policy.  Energy institutions need to become more gender aware and incorporate gender as an integral part of 
policy and practice.  The increased participation of women in the energy sector and improvement in their 
status relative to men can also be regarded as a dimension of an engendered energy policy.  However, this 
more equitable balance in women and men does not automatically guarantee gender sensitive policy goals. 
 
In order to adopt a gender mainstreaming approach, there is a need for capacity building in the energy 
sector, both of trainers and trainees4.   
 
6. Who will do it? 
 
Stakeholder Role 
The Government Create and implement gender sensitive energy policies 

Enact policy instruments to enable access to clean and 
affordable energy 
Build their capacity in gender mainstreaming, particularly in 
the energy sector 

Research institutes Develop low cost labour saving devices 
Collect gender disaggregated data on energy needs and 
biomass and metabolic energy use. 

Women and men in rural and urban 
communities 

Advocacy of their energy needs 

NGOs and CBOs Assist women and men in rural and urban communities in 
advocacy of their needs 
Provide gender disaggregated data on energy needs at the 
household level. 
 

Consultants Provide gender disaggregated data on energy needs and 
biomass and metabolic energy use at the household level. 
Provide capacity building in gender mainstreaming 

Private sector Develop low cost labour saving devices 
Provide credit schemes that enable access to energy 
services and take into account women’s access to and 
control over financial resources 

International development agencies Encourage gender mainstreaming 
Provide funds for capacity building in gender sensitive 
policy development 
Support micro-credit programmes which enable access to 
clean and affordable energy services. 

                                                      
4  As a contribution to building that capacity, ENERGIA together with the Technology and Development Group of the 

University of Twente have been developing a training manual on integrating gender into energy policy and planning.  
This will be available early in 2005.  They have also developed for the UNDP Energy and Atmosphere Programme a 
tool kit and resource guide for integrating gender into the project cycle in the energy sector (downloadable from either 
www.energia.org or www.undp.org) . 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
Millennium Development Goals (Source: Havet, 2003) 
 
Goal Main Impact Additional Impacts 
Goal 1: Eradicate 
extreme poverty 
and hunger 

! Women save a total of 8 hours 
per week in processing 
agricultural products (millet, 
sorghum, maize)  

! Women save a total of 7 hours in 
the husking of rice that manually 
takes 8 hours 

! Women save about almost half of 
the time spent milling and 
pounding shea nuts 

! Men save time and transport 
costs with a battery recharger on 
location 

! Men save money and time with 
locally supplied welding 

! Women were able to double their 
rice output and triple their shea 
butter production on their 
individual plots with the time 
saved women due to the platform  

! Better quality product obtained 
after processing 

! Reduced losses (e.g. 10% gain 
in the case of shea butter) 

! Larger quantities processed 
(shea butte)r 

! Better food hygiene (e.g. use of 
pestel and mortar or grinding 
stone) 

! Creation and training of welder 
jobs 

! Electricity allows the platform to 
be used at night 

! Women were also able to 
diversify their agricultural output 
and engage in market trade to 
sell their additional product 

! Conflicts within families have 
been reduced as meals are more 
likely to be provided on time and 
are of better quality 

Goal 2: Achieve 
universal primary 
education 
 

! Girls perform better in school than 
boys when the platform is 
installed 

! Platform reduces the chores girls 
have to perform in the morning 
(e.g. pounding and drawing 
water) 

! More regular attendance at 
school as girls are less likely to 
be taken out of school for entire 
days 

! Girls are less tired in the 
evenings for homework 

! Increase in women’s revenues 
allows mothers to send their 
daughters to school 

Goal 3: 
Promote gender 
equality and 
empower women 

! Financial management of platform 
by women raises their visibility in 
the villages 

! Literacy training is provided to the 
women who manage the platform 

! Electricity provides access to 
information through radio and 
television 

! Mobilisation of financial 
resources through the fee-for-
service system has allowed the 
women to participate in the 
development and management 
of activities in the village (in 
some villages, the capital from 
the women’s group is the largest 
source of capital available) 

Goal 4: Reduce 
child mortality 

! Water pumping provides better 
hygiene and water quality  

 

Goal 5: Improve 
maternal health 

! Electricity provides lighting of 
maternity ward and better delivery 
conditions 

 

Goal 7: Ensure 
environmental 
sustainability 

! Women and girls save time 
drawing water when water 
pumping is provided 

! A water reserve is created and 
managed 

! Neighbouring villages can also 
draw water 

 


