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Briefing paper: Gender and climate change 
 

“Trade unions believe climate justice cannot be achieved without gender justice. Principles of gender equity must be 
adopted at all stages of the international climate change strategy, from research to analysis to the design and 

implementation of mitigation and adaptation strategies” (ITUC 2009). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Transport emissions 
 
The transport sector is the second biggest emitter of 
energy related CO2 and responsible for almost a quarter 
of carbon emissions from energy. It is also the only 
sector where emissions are still growing in all regions 
with increases in both passenger and freight transport.   
 
The transport sector will have to adapt to the impacts 
of climate change. Some potential impacts on transport 
have already emerged. For example, transport 
infrastructure will be affected by unpredictable and 
extreme weather patterns such as flooding and 
temperature rises, while global shifts in other sectors 
such as tourism and agriculture will have knock on 
effects for transport. See ITF factsheets on climate 
change for more information.  
 
Impact of climate change on women  
 
Climate change is not gender neutral.  It will have the 
greatest impact on those who are most vulnerable, 
particularly women who are the majority of the world’s 
poor. Women in both industrialised and developing 
countries are more vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change because of their different social roles and 
unequal access to power, resources, decision-making, 
knowledge and technology. 
 
Women have a closer relationship with the natural 
environment and this exposes them to the impact of 
climate change both directly and indirectly. 
Exacerbating this, is the fact that women are often 
marginalised when it comes to the management of 
environmental resources thereby limiting their capacity 
to adapt or change. As natural resources become 
scarcer, many women will have to spend more time on 
domestic activities which potentially will reduce their 
ability to have other roles in society and the workforce.  

In the workforce, women’s jobs may be more at risk 
than men’s due to the gender-segregated nature of 
employment. For example, tourism will be affected by 
climate change, a sector in which almost half of the 
workforce are women. In some of the most vulnerable 
regions, agriculture will be seriously affected where the 
majority of women work. Women are less likely to have 
the resources and skills to respond to these changes. 
 
Mobility – women as transport users 
 
Mobility is an important issue for development in both 
industrialised and developing countries. Access to 
transport and therefore facilities and services is more 
restricted for women.  Walking remains the dominant 
mode in many urban and rural areas. 
 
In all regions of the world, private car ownership has 
grown. However, this is skewed towards men while 
women are more dependent on public transport. In 
most countries, public transport provision is geared 
towards the transport needs of male users. 
Infrastructure planning also largely caters for cars and 
motorcycles (used by a male majority), thereby ignoring 
the need of women transport users relying on 
footpaths, footbridges and public transport.   
 
Differences in access to mobility, patterns of travel and 
means of transport has resulted in a gender 
differentiation in energy consumption, with men’s 
emissions for transport higher than those of women. 
 
Employment – women as transport workers 
 
Women face many barriers in the transport workforce 
including traditional ideas of appropriate work for 
women, differentials in pay and inequalities in training 
and other opportunities. Women transport workers 
only make up a small percentage of the transport 
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workforce and are concentrated in certain occupations. 
Women transport workers are often found in low 
paying occupations in the informal transport industry, 
including cleaning, catering and selling, that service the 
transport sector. 
 
Women and sustainable transport  
 
Women are significantly under-represented in decision-
making structures. If women are not involved in 
planning transport infrastructure and systems, then 
decisions regarding sustainable transport options are 
unlikely to consider gender differences. So far, there 
have been few serious attempts to incorporate 
women’s experiences and knowledge of the transport 
system. Women should be involved in the development 
of policy to reduce transport emissions and create 
alternatives.  
 
Developing union policy 
 
Promoting public transport: The ITF believes that public 
transport must be promoted as an alternative to private 
car ownership and use. Research shows that public 
transport reduces emissions as well as having other 
benefits for society including reducing traffic congestion 
and pollution. For public transport to benefit men and 
women users, it must be designed to take into account 
the needs of women concerning access, cost, routes, 
schedules, safety and reliability. 
 
Promoting non-motorised forms of transport: Women 
are more likely to make use of non-motorised transport 
such as walking and cycling, and many informal 
transport jobs are to be found in non-motorised 
transport. Promoting non-motorised transport, 
including user-friendly infrastructure, provides many 
benefits both for the environment, the liveability of 
cities and women’s mobility. This also gives unions the 
opportunity to organise and address the employment 
status and conditions of work for informal transport 
workers. 
 
Securing decent transport jobs: Although more 
research needs to be done, findings already show that 
more jobs will be created in transport than lost as a 
result of climate change policies. But will these jobs 
favour a male workforce? The ITF and its affiliates need 
to ensure that these are decent and secure jobs, which 
provide equal opportunities for women in terms of 
occupation, pay, training and benefits. There will also 

be changes to existing jobs and potential job losses. 
Unions need to ensure that their organising strategies 
take into account how women workers, both formal 
and informal, might be affected. 
 
Building alliances: The ITF supports building alliances to 
strengthen public transport campaigns. If public 
transport is to benefit men and women as users, then 
unions need to demonstrate that they are connected to 
the transport problems faced by women in local 
communities. For example, one of the factors in 
maternal mortality is lack of access to transport. So 
unions, local communities and other organisations do 
have common interests in campaigning for better public 
transport services. For more information on the Global 
Unions, Quality Public Services campaign, see 
http://www.qpsactionnow.org/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More information  
 
Green jobs and women workers - SustainLabour 
http://www.sustainlabour.org/actividad.php?lang=EN&i
dactividad=280 
Training manual on gender and climate change - IUCN, 
UNDP and WEDO.  
http://www.iucn.org/what/tpas/climate/resources/pub
lications/?uPubsID=3592 
Gender, climate change and transport 
www.gendercc.net 
Green Jobs: Towards decent work in a sustainable, 
low-carbon world – UNEP, ILO and ITUC 
www.unep.org/labour_environment/features/greenjob
s.asp 

 
 
 
 
 

Other ITF resources on climate change are available 
www.itfclimatejustice.org 

Discussion 

 What are the needs and priorities of women 
transport workers when addressing climate 
change? 

 What policies and activities can unions 
develop to address these priorities? 

 How can women’s participation in climate 
change activities and decision-making be 
increased in unions and workplaces?   
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