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ABSTRACT

South Asia, Abode to a quarter of the world’s population, is one of
the most climate-vulnerable regions globally. The region faces rising
sea levels, extreme weather events, and shifts in agriculture patterns.
However, while climate change disproportionately affects women in
South Asia, especially in rural and marginalized communities, women
have proven to be a vital agent of change in combating climate crises.
This paper attempts to explore the critical role that women in South Asia
play in climate action, focusing on their participation in environmental
conservation, disaster-management, and policy advocacy. It draws
on case studies from countries like India, Bangladesh and Nepal,
highlighting the transformative potential of women’s leadership and
barriers they face. Despite challenges, women’s active involvement in
climate resilience efforts continues to empower communities and create
sustainable solutions to the climate crisis. By fostering gender-inclusive
climate policies and strategies, South Asia can strengthen its resilience
to environmental challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

South Asia is facing extreme weather events
such asfloods, droughts, cyclones, and heatwaves,
which are expected to intensify due to the
climate change. In year 2020, India’s Kerala
state experienced severe monsoons that triggered
devastating floods and landslides, displacing
thousands of people. Seasonal flooding in
Bangladesh has become more erratic, displacing
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millions annually and causing huge damage to
infrastructure. The Cyclones, particularly in the
Bay of Bengal, have grown stronger, events like
the 1999 Odisha super cyclone and Cyclone
Amphan in 2020 causing significant loss of life
and devastation across India and Bangladesh.
Rising sea levels and coastal erosion are also
threatening low-lying areas, with Bangladesh,
India, and the Maldives at high risk. The UNDP
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estimates that around 17 million Bangladeshis
could be displaced by 2050 due to these climate
impacts, leading to a major climate migration
crises.

Additionally, South Asia is grappling with
changes in agricultural productivity and water
scarcity. This region’s agriculture, heavily reliant
on monsoon rains, is increasingly vulnerable to
shifting rainfall patterns and rising temperatures,
with countries like India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh
witnessing reduced crop yields. India’s wheat
and rice crops are at risk, with the World Bank
predicting a 10-30% reduction in agricultural
yields by 2050. Water resources are also under
tremendous stress due to over-extraction and
pollution, exacerbated by climate change. The
IPCC warns of acute water shortages by 2050,
particularly in India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan.

Women, especially in rural and marginalized
communities, are often the most affected due to
gender inequality, limited access to resources,
and their roles in managing household and
community sustainability. However, women
are not merely victims of climate change but
also powerful agents of change. This paper
attempts to examine the multifaceted role
women play, in addressing climate change in
South Asia, highlighting their involvement in
grassroots activism, sustainable agriculture,
disaster preparedness, and policy reform. By
reviewing key challenges, opportunities, and the
gender dimensions of climate action, the paper
emphasises how empowering women can drive
more effective and equitable climate solutions.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND ITS
INORDINATE IMPACT ON WOMEN
IN SOUTH ASIA

According to the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), women are more vulnerable
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because of their reliance on natural resources
for every day subsistence, limited access to
technology and education and restricted mobility.
They are often excluded from the decision-
making processes, which exacerbates their
vulnerability to the climate risks.

Case Study 1: Bangladesh - The Impact of
Floods and Cyclones on Women

Bangladesh, low-lying country in South Asia,
is one of the most climate vulnerable nations
in the world, with frequent flooding, cyclones,
and sea-level rise threatening the livelihoods of
its population. For women in Bangladesh, these
environmental changes exacerbate existing
vulnerabilities.

In 2007, Cyclone Sidr hit Bangladesh, killing
thousands and displacing millions. While men
and women were equally affected by the storm’s
immediate impacts, women’s recovery was slower
and more difficult due to their roles in the home
and agriculture. According to a study by the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies (IFRC), women in rural areas
are more likely to die in natural disasters because
of cultural restrictions on mobility and the lack of
access to early warning systems.

During such disasters, women are often left
behind when evacuation plans are being made.
Men are generally the primary decision-makers,
and women’s needs—such as sanitary products,
child care, and healthcare—are often overlooked
in the relief operations.

Areport by the World Bank (2019) points out
that, in rural Bangladesh, women’s livelihoods
are more dependent on subsistence farming
than men’s. When crops fail due to flooding or
drought, it disproportionately affects women’s
ability to feed their families, this leads to increased
poverty and food insecurity.

Vol. XIII, Issue I (April - 2025)
Impact Factor: 2.2 : IC Value:6.48



Upstream Research International Journal (URI])
A Peer Reviewed Refereed Indexed Journal

Case Study 2: India - Changing Weather
Patterns and its Effect on Women Farmers

Women in India are key contributors to
farming sector, with approximately 80% of rural
women working in agriculture in some regions
(Source: UN Women, 2017). However, despite
their significant contribution, women often lack
land ownership rights and access to agricultural
technologies, which limits their capacity deal with
climate challenges.

In states like Karnataka, Maharashtra and
Tamil Nadu, erratic rainfall patterns and prolonged
droughts have affected the crop cycles, leading to
reduced agricultural output. Women farmers,
who primarily manage household food security,
are particularly impacted when agricultural
productivity decreases. A study conducted by
the National Institute of Rural Development and
Panchayati Raj (NIRDPR) found that climate-
induced droughts in Maharashtra have led to
increased water scarcity and women are forced
to travel long distances to fetch water, which
has a direct impact on their health and time
management.

The devastating Kerala flood in 2018 affected
more than 5 million people, with around 1,500
deaths. Women, particularly from the agricultural
communities, were hit hard by the floods, as they
not only lost their homes but also their livelihoods.
Women in Kerala were instrumental in post-flood
recovery, mobilizing their communities, and
participating in relief efforts. However, recovery
period was marked by gender disparities, with
women facing adversities in accessing emergency
aid and rebuilding their homes.

Case Study 3: Nepal - Climate Change and
Gendered Disasters in the Himalayas

Nepal, with its mountainous terrain and
hugely varied climate, is also highly vulnerable to
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climate change. The impacts of climate change in
Nepal are mainly felt in the form of glacial melt,
which leads to flooding and landslides, especially
in the Himalayas. In rural and remote areas of
Nepal, women face compounded challenges due
to their socio-economic roles and the geographical
isolation of their communities.

In the mountainous regions of Nepal, glacial
lakes are rapidly expanding due to global warming.
The collapse of lakes leads to devastating floods
and landslides, particularly in rural villages where
women are primarily responsible for fetching
water and managing agricultural activities. A
report by the International Centre for Integrated
Mountain Development (ICIMOD) (2019)
emphasized that women’s vulnerability to these
floodsis heightened by their dependency on water
resources for daily living and farming.

The 2015 earthquake in Nepal also highlighted
the vulnerability of women in disaster-prone
areas. According to a UNDP report (2016), after
the earthquake, women were at risk of increased
domestic violence, trafficking, and mental health
issues, due to displacement and the loss of their
homes.

WOMEN ASKEY AGENTS OF CHANGE
IN CLIMATE ADAPTATION

Despite these challenges, women in South
Asia have been at the forefront of developing
innovative strategies for climate adaptation.
Women are often the primary caretakers of
natural resources, such as water and land,
it makes them well-positioned to spearhead
sustainable environmental practices. Their
roles as community leaders and educators also
provide them with the opportunity to influence
the adoption of climate-resilient practices at the
household and local levels.
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a. Empowering Women in Sustainable
Agriculture

Women in rural South Asia have long
been at the forefront of agricultural activities,
and their role in ensuring food security and
promoting sustainable farming practices is critical,
particularly as the region faces the dual challenges
of climate change and food insecurity. Women
are increasingly adopting agroecological practice-
farming systems that work in harmony with
nature to conserve the resources, promote soil
health, conserve water, and increase biodiversity.

In India, women have been leading
movements to promote organic farming as an
alternative to conventional agriculture that
rely intensively on chemical fertilizers and
pesticides. For Example,The Sikkim Organic
Mission has empowered local women to take
key role in agroecological practices, helping
them reduce dependency on harmful chemicals
and improve the health of both the land and the
community. Research by the International Fund
for Agricultural Development (IFAD) indicates
that women farmers who engaged in sustainable
farming practices often report better crop yields,
improved income, and enhanced food security.

Similarly, in Tamil Nadu, women farmers
have been involved in the promotion of seed
saving and the use of traditional indigenous
knowledge to enhance crop diversity. These
women have formed self-help groups (SHGs) to
collaborate on sustainable agriculture methods.

b. Women’s Participation in Disaster
Management

Women in South Asia are not only crucial to
sustainable agriculture but are also key players
in disaster management and climate resilience,
especially in the context of frequent natural
disasters such as cyclones, floods, and droughts.
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In countries like Bangladesh, women have been
instrumental in disaster preparedness, early
warning systems, and post-disaster recovery
efforts.

For example, after Cyclone Sidr in 2007,
local women’s groups in the southern coastal
region played a critical role in preparing their
communities for future cyclones. These groups
worked to raise awareness about disaster risks,
organized evacuation plans, and provided relief
to affected communities. According to a report by
the World Bank (2019), the involvement of women
in community-based disaster management led to
more effective evacuation and recovery efforts.

Cyclone Amphan, which hit Bangladesh
and India in 2020, provided another example
of women’s active participation in disaster
management. Women’s groups were involved
in both evacuation efforts and recovery work,
ensuring that shelters were safe and adequately
supplied. According to a study by UN Women
(2020), women led efforts to help rebuild homes
and community infrastructure, particularly in the
aftermath of the cyclone’s devastation.

In Nepal, women have been key participants
in post-earthquake recovery and disaster
preparedness. After the devastating earthquake
in 2015, Nepalese women formed women’s
committees that were integral in the recovery
process. These committees coordinated relief
efforts, provided support to displaced families,
and worked with local authorities to ensure that
women’s needs were met, particularly regarding
healthcare, safety, and shelter.

POLICY AND GOVERNANCE:
BREAKING BARRIERS FOR WOMEN
LEADERSHIP

While women in South Asia are contributing
effectively to climate resilience, their leadership is
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often marginalized in decision-making processes.
The inclusion of women in climate governance is
crucial for creating gender-sensitive policies and
actions that address the specific needs of women
and men differently. Unfortunately, political,
social, and economic barriers often limit women’s
participation in high-level climate negotiations
and policy-making forums.

a. Gender-Inclusive Climate Policies

Countries in South Asia have begun to
recognize the importance of gender in climate
policy. For example, in Nepal, women’s
participation in the development of the country’s
climate adaptation plans has been prioritized
through national frameworks that integrate gender
considerations into environmental policies. The
2015 Paris Agreement also highlighted the
need for gender-responsive climate policies,
with countries such as India and Bangladesh
committing to ensuring women’s participation
in climate action plans.

b. Women’s Political Representation in
Climate Governance

Increasing women’s representation in political
institutions, especially in the context of climate
governance, is essential to enhance their ability
to influence policy decisions. India and Sri Lanka,
have introduced quotas and other measures
to increase women’s representation in local
governments and parliamentary bodies. This has
led to the implementation of policies that consider
gender equality as an integral part of sustainable
development.

CHALLENGES FACED BY WOMEN IN
TACKLING CLIMATE CRISIS

Despite their critical role in responding to
environmental challenges, women across South
Asia face a multitude of barriers that inhibit their
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full participation in climate action. One of the
most significant challenges is limited access to
resources. Women, particularly in rural areas,
often lack legal rights to land, even though
they are primary contributors to agricultural
work. Compounding this is a lack of access to
information and communication technologies, a
digital divide exacerbated by lower literacy rates
and traditional gender roles that limit educational
attainment.

In addition to these resource-related
challenges, gender-based discrimination
significantly hinders women’s agency in climate
governance. Social norms in much of South
Asia restrict women’s mobility and decision-
making autonomy, particularly in conservative or
patriarchal communities. These constraints limit
their ability to attend community meetings, access
external training opportunities, or participate in
disaster preparedness planning.

Women’s underrepresentation in local
governance structures—such as panchayats,
disaster response committees, and water user
associations—means their perspectives and needs
are often overlooked in policy decisions. Even
when included, their participation is frequently
symbolic rather than substantive.

Combined, these structural and cultural
impediments render women less visible in formal
climate action, despite of their considerable
experience and traditional ecological knowledge.
Therefore, addressing these systemic inequalities
is essential not only for achieving gender justice
but also for enhancing the overall effectiveness of
climate resilience strategies in the region.

OPPORTUNITIESFOR EMPOWERING
WOMEN IN CLIMATE ACTION

Empowering women to take an active and
leading role in addressing climate change presents
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a transformative opportunity for South Asia,
where women are often the most affected by
environmental degradation, yet also among the
most capable stewards of sustainability. Gender-
inclusive climate action has been shown to result
in more effective, equitable, and sustainable
outcomes. Creating enabling environment that
support women’s participation and leadership
can effectively strengthen community resilience
and advance climate justice. Several interlinked
strategies can catalyse this transformation.

a. Education and Training

One of the most powerful tools for
empowerment is access to education and skill-
building. Expanding women’s access to education
particularly in environmental science, sustainable
agriculture, climate-smart technologies, and
disaster risk management can build their capacity
to participate meaningfully in climate decision-
making and implementation. For instance,
programs that offer training in climate-resilient
agriculture or early warning systems equip
women with practical tools to protect their
households and communities.

b. Access to Finance and Resources

Economic empowerment is another pivotal
pillar. Improving women’s access to land, credit,
and climate technologies is crucial for unlocking
their full potential in adaptation and mitigation
efforts. Microfinance initiatives, such as those led
by Grameen Bank and Self- Employed Women’s
Association (SEWA) in India, have demonstrated
that targeted financial inclusion can help women
invest in clean energy, water conservation
systems, and climate- resilient crops. Additionally,
promoting women’s ownership of land and assets
can enhance their bargaining power and provide
long-term stability in climate-sensitive sectors like
agriculture and water management.
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c. Supporting Women’s Leadership

Promoting women’s leadership in climate
governance at all levels from village committees
to national policymaking ensures that climate
policies reflect varied experiences and needs.
Gender-balanced representation in decision-
making processes enhances policy legitimacy
and community buy-in. Tools such as gender
quotas in local councils, as implemented in India’s
Panchayati Raj system, have significantly increased
women’s political participation and have been
linked to greater investment in water, sanitation,
and environmental services. Furthermore,
capacity-building initiatives including mentorship
programs, leadership training, and networking
platforms can support emerging women
leaders in climate spaces. Supporting women-
led environmental organizations and social
movements, such as the Chipko Movement in
India or Green Belt Movement-inspired efforts in
South Asia, highlights the transformative potential
of feminist environmental activism.

CONCLUSION

The role of women in tackling the climate crises
in South Asia is multifaceted and indispensable.
Women, despite being disproportionately
affected by climate change, are actively involved
in developing and implementing climate-
resilient strategies at the grassroots level. Their
involvement in sustainable agriculture, disaster
management, and policy advocacy has proven
to be critical in addressing the unique challenges
posed by climate change in the region.

However, the full potential of women in
climate action can only be realized through the
elimination of barriers such as gender-based
discrimination, limited access to resources, and
lack of political representation. By empowering
women with the necessary resources, education,
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and leadership opportunities, South Asia can

foster more inclusive and effective climate

action. Ultimately, strengthening gender equality

and ensuring women’s active participation in

climate governance will contribute significantly

to building resilience and mitigating the impacts

of climate change in South Asia.
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