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Women in communities across India are playing an increasingly important role in 
identifying energy needs, confronting projects they deem unsustainable, and contributing 
to alternatives in the context of India’s rapid expansion of the energy sector to drive 
economic growth. Furthermore, their participation is contributing to a gradual process of 
social change and women’s empowerment.

In this context, this paper highlights examples from visits to NGO projects, social 
entrepreneurs and social movements in five Indian states over the course of three 
months, as well as conversations with energy and women rights experts. It is divided in 
sections that draw attention to lessons in relation to a) women’s energy needs and access 
to energy, b) women confronting unsustainable energy projects from which they are 
excluded or don’t accrue benefits, c) women’s participation in alternative energy projects 
that deliver community solutions and put alternative energy to productive use, and d) the 
contribution of women’s participation in energy projects to women’s empowerment and 
gender equality. The paper then highlights lessons drawn from field visits and what they 
mean for the development community with particular focus on the World Bank.

The Bank and other development agencies have increasingly touched upon the links 
between energy issues and women’s development and rights in their work. However, as 
the Bank’s energy strategy awaits approval, setting the course for the World Bank Group’s 
policy and programmes for the next decade, and the institution turns its focus to gender 
and development issues in the launch of the 2012 World Development Report, there is a 
need for greater alignment within the institution, a fleshing out of commitments that are 
on the table, and a mainstreaming of these important issues. 

Overview
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Background

As one of the world’s rising economic powers, India has 
projected that it will need to generate 800,000 MW of 
electricity by 2023 to achieve the targeted 8 to 10 per 
cent annual growth in gross domestic production.1 This 
is spurring waves of new energy projects, creating both 
new opportunity and social upheaval as land use changes 
and environmental degradation exacerbate existing social 
and economic inequities, particularly those faced by 
women, indigenous people and other vulnerable groups. 

At the same time, the country, which is now the fourth 
largest producer of greenhouse gas emissions in the 
world, is being forced to negotiate mitigation of its 
activities that contribute to climate change and address 
how its population will adapt.

This raises questions about the types of energy India 
will rely upon, the social impacts, and whether women, 
particularly disadvantaged women, will be included in 
shaping how developments are undertaken and ensuring 
the benefits reach them and their communities.

Despite a burgeoning number of large energy projects 
across India, the country’s per capita energy consumption 
remains among the lowest in the world. It is estimated 
that nearly 700 million of India’s 1.2 billion people do not 
have access to modern energy services and 80 per cent 
of rural households still rely on traditional sources of 
energy.2 

Women in India hold the main responsibility for meeting 
the energy needs of rural households, collecting firewood, 
dung and other sources of biomass. The time spent per 
day on collecting such fuels ranges from 40 minutes to 
two hours with women in some parts of India, such as 
Rajasthan, walking as far as 1-2 kilometres for fuel wood.3 

Regardless of the $100 billion estimated to be invested in 
the Indian energy sector between 2007-12 (including coal, 
oil, hydropower, renewable energy and nuclear) less than 
2 per cent of this will go towards alleviating the drudgery 
of the women and children who provide 28 per cent of all 
primary energy in the country.4

Furthermore, women’s rights in India and South Asia 
are, on balance, among the most restricted in the world, 
despite variations within the country and region. This 
includes access to education and health care; limitations 
on the ways in which women are able to participate 
in public life; and violence against women, among 
other serious rights concerns. This limits their ability 
to participate in priority setting, decision-making, and 
holding their government and private companies to 
account for equal treatment and protection of their 
rights.5

A lack of access to efficient and affordable energy 
resources further limits opportunity for women’s 
economic and social advancement and fulfilment of their 
rights. 

One of the issues central to energy is land ownership. 
Women’s inability to own or manage land in India often 
excludes them from making decisions. It also makes them 
unable to reap benefits from and disproportionately bear 
the burdens of energy projects. They also face barriers 
to participation in renewable energy projects due to the 
lack of financial resources, social neglect, and inequities in 
resource management, education and technical training.6

There is no question that women’s ability to participate 
in energy projects is of critical importance, and even 
more so in the face of climate change. Growing energy 
consumption and large-scale traditional energy projects, 
such as coal-fired thermal power plants, contributes to 
climate change in the long term, while also polluting or 
depleting water sources, which may already be in decline. 
They can take significant tracts of farmland out of use as 
well, when the ability of the largely female rural producers 
to grow food is under pressure from climate change. As 
women and their communities respond to climate change, 
access to energy can facilitate coping with increased heat 
and illness, declining water resources and less natural fuel 
availability.
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Women’s energy needs in India, like in other parts of 
the world, significantly differ to those of men due to 
their gender specific roles and responsibilities, as well as 
different priorities. 

One of the issues that has gained increasing recognition 
in relation to women’s energy needs over the past decade 
is the use of better cook stoves. In India, approximately 
80 per cent of rural homes and 20 per cent of urban 
homes rely on solid fuels like wood or dung for cooking. 
As a result, more than 100 million homes suffer unsafe 
exposures to cook stove smoke.  According to World 
Health Organization estimates, this exposure causes 
nearly 500,000 women and children in India to die 
prematurely each year.7 As a result a number of important 
cook stove projects are underway in India, including 
through the trade union Self-Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA), which intends to sell 200,000 
energy efficient cook stoves over three years to its poor, 
self-employed women members in Gujarat, Rajasthan, 
Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar. The cook stoves use less 
firewood, emit less smoke and greenhouse gases and take 
less time to cook on. 

They will cost approximately Rs 2,500 to 3,000 (US $ 55 
to $ 60). “Most of our women members are below [the] 
poverty line. The average income of our poor women is so 
low (approx US $ 50 per month or a little less than US $ 2 
per day) that they cannot afford to buy an efficient cook 
stove,” says Reema Nanavaty of SEWA. As a result, SEWA 
will buy the stoves in bulk to reduce the cost and provide 
loans to their members to enable them to access them 
with small monthly payments. Studies from different areas 
where cook stoves have been deployed already show that 
their economic benefit far outweighs the burden of the 
monthly payment. However, SEWA emphasises the need 
to conduct evaluations in each district due to differences 
in occupations, culture and environment.8

These efforts are of great importance given the health 
and environmental impacts of cooking fuels. At the same 
time, experts like Govind Kelkar at UN Women in India 
emphasise that women need to be seen beyond their 
domestic roles, as individuals whose lives will be impacted 
by energy projects in a myriad of ways. “Women are 
seen primarily and solely as cooks. There are no efforts 

to improve women’s work in agriculture and informal 
employment and even in terms of work in exports like 
cotton or chickens or garments and their energy needs,” 
says Kelkar. “Women are seen in the domestic sphere 
and not in other spheres. Figures show that women make 
up 82 per cent of agricultural labour in rural areas. This is 
significant. They need attention.”

Looking more broadly at the roles women play and the 
needs they have identified for energy, a field survey 
conducted by Indian NGO the Vasudha Foundation 
reveals some of the trends in women’s priorities in rural 
India. Of those surveyed, on average rural women felt that 
10 per cent of energy resources were needed for cooking 
with 30 per cent for flour mills and livelihoods activities, 
40 per cent for water pumping and irrigation (15 per cent 
of which was needed for household drinking water), 20 
per cent for lighting, particularly for students to study, and 
5 per cent for entertainment.9

As indicated by this data, water is perhaps the most 
pressing issue for women in relation to energy use, 
particularly in the face of climate change. In meetings 
with villagers across Jharkhand through local NGO Judav, 
women raised the issue of increasing pressure on water 
resources and the need for energy resources to make 
water accessible. This has greatly hampered agricultural 
production and in many cases the resulting failure of 
agriculture has forced people to migrate elsewhere or rely 
on government labour schemes. 

In Sadhujore, a Shantali-speaking tribal village, Pumani 
Devi, an elder of the community, spoke of the three years 
of drought they had been facing, which she had never 
seen before in her 55 years, and the crippling effects it had 
on agriculture. “If we had enough water and electricity 
we would be able to improve our farming and we want to 
be able to improve our agriculture,” she said, continuing 
to tell of how little water was available and how much 
further they had to travel in search of it without electric 
pumps. The village is being connected to the grid through 
the Rajiv Gandhi government electrification scheme.10 
However, the connection has brought them little if any 
electricity thus far. 

Identifying women’s energy needs in India
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While many in India struggle to access energy, women 
have played an important role in confronting energy 
projects they deem unsustainable, or from which they are 
excluded, or of which they unduly bear the burdens.

Chitaroopa Palit has been involved with the Narmada 
Bachao Andalan social movement for the past 20 
years, confronting a series of dams that are to be built 
throughout the Narmada River Valley, many of which are 
to be used for hydroelectricity. “Energy decides our lives 
… If women are going to make decisions about their lives 
they have to be able to make decisions about energy,” 
says Palit.

The Narmada Valley Development Project is a series 
of 30 large and 135 small dams. This includes the 
Maheshwar, the first privately financed hydroelectric 
dam in India after years of intractable controversy over 
the Sardar Sarovar dam in the Narmada Valley led to 
the withdrawal of multilateral funders such as the World 
Bank. Approximately 35,000 people will be displaced 
by the Maheshwar dam, with 61 villages lying in the 
submergence zone. Many people would lose their homes 
and livelihoods, having their lands forcefully acquired and 
their livelihoods destroyed. 11 Furthermore, the costs of 
the project have continued to sky rocket and the project 
is slated to produce energy at a prohibitively high cost, 
significantly above that provided by the state utility, 
according to Palit and the Narmada Bachao Andolan.

Women have led the anti-dams movement in many 
respects according to Palit, putting to use their ability to 
communicate the ways in which displacement from the 
dams threatens their survival, the environment and basic 
resources they rely upon. Women have also been vocal 
about the promises of electrification and pricing that 
would be beyond the means of those most affected by 
the dams.

Palit emphasises that in Maheshwar, though men have 
played an important role, women have been at the heart 
of the struggle. “The urgency and dynamism of the 
Maheshwar struggle lies with women. Large numbers of 
women have gone to jail … sometimes on the barricades 
we would look back and find that the men weren’t there,” 
she says. 

For example, in Behgaon in the Narmada River Valley 
Parvatibai, a local woman, broke with social norms and 
went on a hunger strike against her husband after he 
led a group of men to agree to displacement by the 

Maheshwar in the absence of the women. This led to a 
larger resistance that began to take place and a series 
of events that forced the German investors to withdraw 
from the project. Palit in part attributes Parvatibai’s 
ability to take such a stand due to the fact that she was 
an only daughter and was going to inherit land from 
her family, giving her more stability and independence 
than many women in India confronting energy and large 
development projects who have no land entitlements.

As pointed out by the World Commission on Dams, 
dams place undue burden on women. “For affected 
communities dams have widened gender disparities 
either by imposing a disproportionate share of social 
costs on women or through an inequitable allocation of 
the benefits generated,” according to the Commission.12

In addition, many women have faced violence in protest 
against projects threatening communities. Reports from 
the National Commission for Women in India document 
violence and abuse of women protesting the Maheshwar 
by male officers, who reportedly beat them, tore off 
their clothes and placed them in jail with male inmates.13 
This is a reminder of the great risk women have faced in 
confronting dams and other infrastructure projects from 
which they don’t feel they will benefit. Furthermore, Palit 
points out that problems such as domestic violence have 
been a concern for women in considering displacement: 
“There has been a lot of discussion about how long it 
takes women to get back to their villages if they are 
beaten by their husbands... If women move far from their 
natal villages, they lose their power and support.”

Women and coal
Women have also been vocal critics of coal-fired power 
plants when they have threatened their communities and 
livelihoods. 

In Odisha, women have been targets of and have 
repeatedly confronted police repression due to their 
opposition to a thermal power plant that is creating land 
disputes, polluting and depleting fresh water supplies and 
destroying the rich coastal environment. 

GMR Kamalanga Energy Limited is 1,050 MW coal-fired 
thermal power project in Kamalanga village in Odisha, 
which is in part being funded by the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), the private sector lending arm of the 
World Bank, through the India Infrastructure Fund, a 
financial intermediary. The project is being built in an area 

Women at the forefront-confronting 
unsustainable models
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which has a moratorium placed on it due to the fact that it 
is already so highly polluted. Furthermore, it is being built 
through the acquisition of land that has been irrigated for 
agriculture through the World Bank Rengali Canal project 
for over a decade. While a number of environmental and 
social standards would normally be applied to the project 
if it were a direct investment of the IFC, in a complaint 
filed at the Compliance Advisor Ombudsman, civil society 
advocates have expressed worry that they are not being 
applied to this project as a financial intermediary, along 
with other concerns.15 If the Bank’s environmental and 
social safeguards are not even being applied, it can be 
inferred that its gender policy is not either, increasing 
concerns for women affected by the project.

One woman whose family’s land was acquired was 
persistent in requesting that the company develop a plan 
to address the loss of livelihoods that people like she and 
her family have been facing since the land acquisition. As 
a result of this advocacy, according to her account she 
was targeted and dragged from her home by the police 
without any clear charges. She was kept for 40 days 
in jail, where she was beaten and tortured. After being 
released, she still faces the uncertainty of a future without 
a livelihood, along with the numerous other impacts that 
she and her community face in the shadows of the project. 
She is now regularly required to report to the police and 
continues to face intimidation to keep her from persisting 
in raising the concerns she has voiced.16

Women in Singrauli power plant struggle

In 1997, activist Madhu Kohli led complaints against 
the World Bank and the National Thermal Power 
Corporation (NTPC) on behalf of communities in 
Singrauli, in Central India. The communities, many 
of which were tribal groups and had already faced 
displacement by a dam years earlier, were again 
facing massive displacement and a lack of proper 
resettlement procedures. They also confronted 
multiple rights violations during resistance to the 
three NTPC coal power plants, which were receiving 
the largest World Bank loans of their time. Women in 
particular were not compensated for land acquired, 
were not offered work at the power plants, and had 
their livelihoods compromised.14 Due to the efforts 
of Kohli and numerous others an investigation by 
a team compiled by the Bank revealed that the 
institution rushed the loans for approval, despite 
serious environmental and social concerns from the 
Bank’s own staff. Women, among local activists, are 
now reengaging in this struggle as seventeen new 
privately financed coal-fired power plants are being 
proposed, and in some cases are under construction, 
in Singrauli.   
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The continued need to extend energy services to those 
off the grid and growing attention to climate change 
have contributed to a growing number of alternative 
energy projects. Projects across India highlight the 
centrality of women in alternative energy projects that 
provide community solutions and put energy resources to 
productive use to the benefit of their families and villages.

Women, such as Magan Kaver, a young semiliterate 
Rajasthani, have become leaders in creating alternative 
energy solutions and have put them to productive use. 
Kaver only attended school until the fourth grade, when 
her father died and she had to stay home to help care for 
the other eight children in her family. She was, however, 
able to receive training from the Barefoot College, an 
Indian NGO that trains illiterate or semiliterate villagers 
in a range of professional skills from solar engineering 
to dentistry. Today she teaches other illiterate women 
how to build solar home lighting systems, including 
women from across India, as well as women from as far 
as Bhutan, Tonga, Rwanda, Gambia and Colombia, often 
requiring her to find ways to teach technical procedures 
and skills to women who don’t speak her language. This 
training allows women to lead energy solutions in their 
communities, which are selected for participation in 
Barefoot College programmes due to a lack of electricity 
from the grid reaching them.  Furthermore, their training 
provides them with sought after skills and in many cases 
changes their social standing in their communities. 
With the support of the Barefoot College staff, women 
students have now built 9,833 household solar lighting 
systems between 1986-2010.

In the village of Udmaroo in Ladakh, near the Pakistan 
border, the women have made significant contributions to 
the building of a small community-owned hydroelectricity 
project with the help of NGO Ladakh Ecological 
Development Group (LEDEG). The project, which took 
two years to build, with community labour and technical 
support from LEDEG, diverts water from the river and 
runs it through a small turbine. It has a capacity of 30 
MW and produces electricity for the 80 households in the 
village. The electricity management committee charged 
with managing the plant and collecting monthly fees from 
the villagers had 11 members during the building stages, 
including two women. Today there are three members, 
none of which are women.

The plant has allowed the community to move away from 
using expensive and polluting diesel generators with the 
exception of a couple of months a year when the river 
freezes. This has allowed the community to establish a 

number of income generating cooperatives, including two 
women’s cooperatives to produce mustard oil and make 
juice and jam from local berries.

“For making the micro-hydro it was very difficult work. 
We had to carry the cement on our backs. I still feel the 
pain of it, so it is very precious to me,” says Norbu Dolma, 
who along with other women in the village joined the men 
in raising the money for and building the hydroelectric 
plant.  

Social entrepreneurs and alternative energy
Social entrepreneurs, companies focussed on providing 
basic services to low-income people, are also beginning 
to play an important role in addressing the energy gap 
through locally appropriate renewable technology, 
providing women and their communities with much 
needed energy resources.

Husk Power Systems is a small business that has begun 
generating power in the state of Bihar through biogas 
plants fuelled by rice husk, which until recently farmers 
were paying to dispose of. The company has received 
start-up finance from the IFC and others. It now has 

Putting alternative energy to use in Bihar

Nassima Katoon is one of Husk Power’s customers 
in Bhadai village in Bihar. There is a government 
electricity connection in front of her house. However, 
it doesn’t work. Husk Power is now providing 
approximately six hours of electricity in the evenings 
for her and 475 other households in Bhadai. “Without 
electricity there used to be poisonous insects and 
snakes in the house. Now I can see them and chase 
them. Electricity has also helped my children study 
and it helps getting rid of the heat,” says Katoon. 
She still has to use kerosene occasionally when 
Husk Power service is interrupted, but the plant has 
enabled her to access more regular power. This has 
enabled her to open a small butcher business and 
shop to sell the chicken, which she can operate into 
the night now that she has electricity. This business 
generates approximately 100 rupees a day, which 
for many would be small earnings, but has made a 
significant difference for Katoon, her husband and 
their six children.

Alternatives and putting them to productive use
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approximately 60 plants in rural communities, which have 
not had a reliable supply of energy until now.

Communities are identified and village entrepreneurs 
secure commitments from villagers to ensure a base 
level of customers in order to build the plants. For 100 
rupees per month, equal to or less than the price of what 
consumers used to pay for kerosene, they are able to 
purchase enough electricity to power two small LED 
lights. 

The plants are also maintained by locals who are 
contracted and trained. However, to date women are 
not among the company’s local entrepreneurs or plant 
operators. “Many times because of caste women can’t 

even talk to all of their family members, let alone all of 
the people in the village. But we have tried to involve 
women in our operations in ways that will be appropriate 
for them”, says Alok Bushan of Husk Power, explaining 
why women have not been active participants in setting 
up and running their plants. As a result, for now women 
are vocal Husk Power consumers, putting the new found 
supply of reliable energy and the Husk Power plants’ bi-
products to productive use. Women are being trained by 
Husk Power to produce incense from the burned rice husk 
char at four of their plants. This is providing an additional 
source of income for them as well as creating uses for the 
waste produced by the biogas plants.
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Women’s participation in defining and shaping energy 
needs, projects and policies not only impacts their daily 
lives and livelihoods. In addition, it is contributing to a 
gradual process of social transformation and gender 
equality in many communities in India. 

Reflecting on her decades of work with women in 
communities confronting large dams in the Narmada River 
Basin, Palit emphasises the transformation that women’s 
participation has engendered, creating opportunities 
for leadership and collaboration, developing strategies 
for action and engaging with decision-makers. This has 
transformed both their perception of themselves as well 
as shifting that of their communities. “Women say to me 
that before they wouldn’t even come out from under their 
veil and now they stand in front of their whole village and 
give speeches at rallies,” says Palit.

In Udmaroo, local women found new respect and 
improved daily lives through their participation in building 
the micro-hydro plant, as well as in the running of the 
oil pressing and juice collectives. In addition, they were 
able to collectively amass significant savings. “The other 
people in the village have treated us with more respect 
and have congratulated us,” says Ringchen Dolma. 

In examining how to define women’s leadership issues, 
Kelkar of UN Women reflects on a visit to Karnataka 
where women were engaged in the generation and 
management of energy, primarily making cook stoves. 
Women had made and were selling moulds for producing 
clean cook stoves. However, there was significant 
resistance from the men. One woman in particular had her 
moulds stolen and faced repeated harassment. However, 
she persisted and employed other women to help her. In 
light of this experience, Kelkar concludes that “in looking 
at women’s leadership in energy issues [we have] to 
include women in terms of their ability to overcome 
barriers imposed by cultures and systems.”

Women are not alone in acknowledging the growing need 
and benefit of their participation and leadership in energy 

issues and beyond. In many cases they are joined by 
forward-thinking men. 

 “Having to deal with cooking, livestock, agriculture, 
fetching drinking water and much more, women 
understand the energy debate better than many ‘energy 
experts’ who after a few minutes reduce the debate to 
production and distribution of electricity,” says Joe Athialy 
of NGO Bank Information Center in South Asia.

He also points out the crucial role of women in confronting 
projects when they fail to benefit or incorporate women 
and communities’ needs. “Women play a significant 
role in holding the companies and multilateral agencies 
responsible for the damages caused by them. While men 
could be influenced by the monetary packages and other 
means, women who have the primary responsibility to 
run the household, do not fall for such tactics. They do 
not easily succumb, nor give in to the pressures of the 
company, or the state,” he concludes.

Others such as Soumyabrata Rahut of Delhi-based NGO 
Center for Science and Environment point out the need 
to systematically include women. “India has compulsory 
levels for women’s participation in local politics,” says 
Rahut, referring to the fact that India reserves a third of 
local governing council seats in towns and villages for 
women. “Why don’t we have this in government energy 
schemes? It is about breaking down barriers more than 
setting quotas. Why shouldn’t we be talking about this?” 
he asks.

In some parts of India there is also support at the 
community level for such a shift to take place, though it 
may be a gradual process. “In Ladakh, [women] run the 
households and make decisions about money and tell 
the men what is needed. They should also be sarpanch 
(leader of village level government) and be on the 
energy management committees,” says Sonam Rinchen, 
the current chairman of the electricity management 
committee and Sarpanch of Udmaroo. 

Women’s participation and transformation
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As the international development community grapples 
with growing challenges of meeting energy needs 
and addressing climate change lessons, on the ground 
realities such as those presented from India highlight the 
ongoing relevance and need to revisit key elements of 
current energy debates and those from decades past, 
approaching them through a gendered lens.

For example, after decades of controversy over dams and 
hydropower, they are returning to favour among some 
development agencies such as the World Bank under 
their clean energy investments.17 Stories such as those 
conveyed by Chitaroopa Palit highlight the experiences, 
particularly of women in affected communities, and the 
need to assess long-term development impacts of such 
projects and for whom. This comes shortly after the tenth 
anniversary of the work of the World Commission on 
Dams, which holds as much relevance now as ever. This is 
particularly true given that while some governments took 
up and adapted the Commission’s recommendations, the 
World Bank and many dam-building governments have 
claimed that the new approach was too time-consuming 
and complicated.18

At the same time, an increasing number of innovative 
projects are under way within development institutions 
and between governments to address the dual challenges 
of access to energy and low carbon development. 
However, many continue to overlook the centrality of 
women in addressing these issues, as well as contributing 
to larger development goals. For example, a collaboration 
between the Indian and Norwegian governments is 
under way to bring community solar power plants to 30 
remote villages in India. This is a welcome development. 
It does however appear to have missed an opportunity 
to incorporate a gender dimension in its development 
from conversations with participating agencies and the 
information available online.

Work by the United Nations, the World Bank and 
others has rightly argued that access to energy services 
contribute to all of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), benefiting women in various ways, including 
better access to health services, clean water and 
education. It also specifically notes that energy services 
significantly contribute to gender equality by freeing up 
women’s time spent on fuel collection and mechanising 
household chores, such as water pumping and grinding 
of grains. This allows more time for income generating 
activities, education and leisure time, among other 
benefits.

Despite widespread acceptance that energy is critical for 
development among multilateral and bilateral agencies, 
governments, academia and civil society, energy is 
not a high priority in policy debates according to NGO 
Practical Action. They argue that this was demonstrated 
in the lack of targets set for access to energy in the 
2007 UN Commission for Sustainable Development 
meetings, among other examples, despite calls from civil 
society and others to do so.19 If this is the case, women’s 
participation in energy can be expected to be seen as an 
even lower priority. 

While the World Bank is only one multilateral institution 
among many other actors in the international 
development community, it plays a leading role 
among multilateral agencies and others in the 
conceptualisation of energy issues and signaling trends 
for others’ development of policy and lending practices. 
Furthermore, the Bank plays partner to a huge range 
of UN agencies, other multilaterals and a range of 
governments influencing the way in which they approach 
energy issues. As such, the Bank’s approach to women 
and energy issues has a ripple effect throughout the 
development community. 

Setting a course for energy and women in the 
international development community
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The World Bank and other development agencies have 
increasingly touched upon the links between energy 
issues and women’s development and rights in their work. 
However, as the World Bank energy strategy awaits 
approval, setting the course for the World Bank Group’s 
policy and programmes for the next decade and the 
institution turns its focus to gender and development 
issues in the launch of its 2012 World Development 
Report, there is a need for a greater alignment within the 
institution, a fleshing out of commitments that are on the 
table and a mainstreaming of these critical issues. 

Women’s participation, leadership and inclusion in energy 
projects in India addresses a cross section of complex, 
social, political and development issues, some but not 
all of which have been addressed here. While there is a 
need for significant change from the community level to 
the national and international policy and project levels, 
a few important trends have emerged from this look at 
on-the-ground realities in India that apply more broadly. 
This highlights places where the World Bank can take 
important steps towards a mainstreaming of women’s 
needs, participation and rights in energy projects, as well 
as creating greater internal coherence. 

The World Bank has funded, produced and contributed 
to multiple publications that, in part or in their entirety, 
address women and gender issues as they relate to 
energy.

For example, in 2004 the World Bank funded a study 
from the Energy Sector Management Assistance Program 
(ESMAP) detailing the impact of energy on women’s lives 
in rural India. This report contained important information 
on fuels relied upon by Indian rural women, gender 
roles in collecting such fuels and the impacts of rural 
electrification.20 This is one of multiple reports produced 
by ESMAP detailing links between women and energy 
issues.

In addition, in 2005 Bank director of Energy Jamal Saguir 
co-authored a paper with UNDP and others, highlighting 
how access to energy contributes to the MDGs, including 
gender equality (MDG 3).21 

While this message was carried forward into the Bank’s 
concept note for its energy strategy review in July 
2009, little was outlined as to how such a goal would 
be reached. Furthermore, the consultation plan set out 
in no way mentions women as a key stakeholder in 
identifying how to bring about women’s empowerment 
vis a vis the Bank’s strategy and lending. This is of even 

greater concern given a focus on the poor and women’s 
overrepresentation among them. 22 

Upon release of the approach paper that followed for 
public review, ENERGIA: The International Network on 
Gender and Sustainable Energy, pointed out that the 
Bank mentioned it would continue to pay attention to the 
gender and pro-poor dimensions of energy development.  
It concluded that, “in ENERGIA’s assessment of Bank 
programmes, most recently the PREM [Poverty Reduction 
and Economic Management], this was found to be very 
weak so that continuation of business as usual would in 
fact mean doing very little”.  

Under pressure from civil society, in a draft of its 
forthcoming energy strategy, the Bank has now pledged 
to “work with countries to empower women in the energy 
sector”23 and to ”look for opportunities to encourage local 
community involvement as part of sustainable solutions”. 
24 It has also drawn attention to the issue of bio-fuels and 
their importance for women, an issue which ENERGIA 
previously noted was lacking.

 Regardless, somewhat superficial mention of the nexus 
between women and energy in the strategy along with 
the Bank’s energy lending track record suggest that on 
the ground realities can significantly contribute to the 
development of concrete measures and commitments to 
put flesh on and give life to such goals.  

Women’s energy needs and access to energy
Drawing on the case studies from India, it is clear that 
access to energy remains a crucial issue, particularly 
for women. While the Bank has dedicated resources to 
addressing women’s energy needs, it has been in smaller 
projects rather than across its lending.

For example, the Bank is participating in the UN 
Foundation’s programme to raise US$250 million in the 
next 10 years with the goal of bringing clean cook stoves 
and fuels to 100 million homes by 2020.25  However, 
according to ESMAP figures, support for promoting the 
transition to modern cooking fuels was quite small, at less 
than 5 per cent of Bank energy lending that it categorises 
as ‘access to energy’ lending.26

Overall, the Bank’s energy lending portfolio has failed to 
make crucial connections between women and energy 
issues. Analysis of World Bank coal and oil lending 
projects in the past two years shows that none of the 
projects analysed target access to energy for the poor 

The World Bank, women and energy
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as a goal. Looking at the Bank’s overall lending portfolio, 
NGO Oil Change International estimates that only nine per 
cent of energy lending addresses access to energy. 27 As 
women make up 70 per cent of the world’s poor, it can be 
inferred that women’s energy needs and participation are 
not being made goals either. 

For example, the Bank’s project appraisal for a $3.75 
billion loan to Eskom, the South African state energy 
utility, for a coal-fired thermal power plant, only made 
passing mention of women as part of South Africa’s 
preferential business provider policies and briefly in terms 
of energy services reducing women’s time collecting fuel 
in a project appraisal document sent to the Bank’s Board 
in March 2010.28 It was argued that the project would 
provide energy, which was crucial because “basic services 
that people in rich countries take for granted cannot be 
offered”.29 As the Bank’s largest ever loan and one argued 
upon its contribution to the country’s development, this is 
troubling.30 

Where a shift has occurred in the approach to World 
Bank energy projects, outcomes have been significantly 
improved. For example, the Lao PDR Rural Electrification 
project was redesigned to provide interest-free credit to 
female-headed households to allow them to connect to 
the electricity grid. “It’s not rocket science,” said Jie Tang, 
Senior World Bank Energy Specialist and task manager 
of the project. “While addressing gender issues requires 
a slightly different focus and approach, it is a smart and 
easy way to make a project more effective and its impact 
much more inclusive.”31

Furthermore, the question of whether women can and 
do benefit from large scale energy projects versus 
small access to energy projects is one that cannot be 
overlooked, even if not fully explored here. The World 
Bank32 and donors such as the UK’s Department for 
International Development, have said that for new coal 
power projects the Bank should look at all alternatives 
before granting a loan. The World Commission on Dams 
also highlights that alternatives should be considered. 
Women must be integrally involved in such an 
evaluation.33 “Women in particular should be able to ask 
what these projects and their alternatives will deliver – 
too often it is defined in terms of large scale (megawatt) 
power to the grid rather than delivering energy access 
to people,” says Dr Alison Doig of NGO Christian Aid. 
This may prove a particular challenge for the IFC, 
which focuses on private project delivery and has been 
flagged by the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG), the 
Bank’s arm length evaluation mechanism, as one of the 
departments weakest in integrating gender.

Women’s participation in confronting  
poor models
The case brought to the Bank’s Inspection Panel in 
regards to the Bank’s loan to India’s National Thermal 
Power Corporation highlights gender differentiated 
impacts by large Bank funded energy projects. In 
particular, women suffered the most from land acquisition 
for the Bank-backed power plants and received little if any 
compensation due to their poor social standing and lack 
of land ownership.34 

Furthermore, the World Commission on Dams, which 
the World Bank supported, highlighted that “for affected 
communities dams have widened gender disparities either 
by imposing a disproportionate share of social costs 
on women or through an inequitable allocation of the 
benefits generated.” This is reinforced by the stories from 
Narmada Bachao Andolan of the Maheshwar dam, and 
touches upon the Bank’s involvement in dams such as the 
Sardar Sarovar, which have been extremely controversial 
due to their social impacts.

In setting  out its energy strategy review, the World 
Bank Group has highlighted that its  “activities in 
energy will continue to pay due attention to community 
participation and ensuring that women, minority groups, 
indigenous peoples, and others participate in appropriate 
decision-making processes and benefit from energy 
sector development.” At the same time, the Bank has 
acknowledged that projects intended to help have caused 
harm.35 Among the most famous of such instances is 
the Sardar Sarovar dam, which caused such alarm in 
terms of environmental and social impacts that it led to 
the formation of the Bank’s Inspection Panel, the Bank’s 
complaint mechanism for project-affected people.

In addition, cases across sectors at the Inspection Panel 
highlight issues of consultation with communities and 
women specifically in development projects. In the West 
Africa Gas Pipeline case, complainants claimed there was 
almost no consultation with project-affected people.36 
Furthermore, consultation with women is of particular 
concern. For example, under a forest governance loan 
from the Bank to Papua New Guinea, women in forest 
communities highlighted being overlooked and being 
excluded from consultations. “The logging companies 
make their links with men. Women are never asked what 
they want,” they claimed. 37

Lack of attention to differentiated impacts and benefits 
of World Bank projects is a long standing problem. A 
report from the Bank’s evaluation mechanism, looking 
at assistance to India through the 1990s concluded that 
“assistance for electrical power and energy, industry, 
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finance, oil and gas, and transport has failed to even 
recognize gender issues adequately”.38 Furthermore, 
another of their assessments looking at a number 
of World Bank projects noted that the experiences 
studied “were largely oblivious of the gender aspect of 
resettlement.”39

Participation in alternatives
The renewable energy projects under development in 
India are a reminder that, in the face of ongoing access 
to energy shortfalls and growing recognition of climate 
change, alternative energy discussions and programmes 
have abounded in NGOs to multilaterals like the World 
Bank. While some have specifically incorporated women, 
many have failed to see them as key actors in making a 
transition to more sustainable solutions and putting them 
to productive use, a trend which has been corroborated 
by a gender review of renewable energy projects and 
policies in India.40 

In its recent draft energy strategy, the Bank has pledged 
to look for opportunities to encourage community 
involvement in sustainable energy solutions. While it 
also makes pledges to empower women, there remains 
a failure within the Bank to see women as central 
to alternative energy solutions and their productive 
application, rather than an add-on.

This can be seen in World Bank-housed projects such 
as the Clean Technology Fund (CTF), the World Bank’s 
flagship alternative energy project, which has been 
undertaken with other multilaterals. The CTF has been 
critiqued by the United Nations Development Programme 
and the Global Gender and Climate Alliance for failing to 
incorporate gender in programme conceptualisation and 
design, as well as a lack of benefits being delivered to 
women through the programme.41  While the CTF Trust 
Fund Committee has been responsive to these critiques in 
recent meetings, it remains to be seen if and how this will 
translate into concrete measures.

Furthermore, a 2010 World Bank/ESMAP report on 
renewable energy potential in India argues that it has 
the potential to contribute to more balanced regional 
development and energy security in the country, a 
welcome message. However, the report fails to mention 
women or how renewable energy can contribute to 
the country’s vast need for access to energy for the 
poor, among which women are disproportionately 
represented.42

Women’s empowerment
Women’s participation in energy projects at many levels 
throughout India are a reminder of the contribution it 
can make to a gradual shift towards gender equality and 
women’s empowerment.

In a report commissioned by the World Bank, the authors 
point out the divergence of definitions of women’s 
empowerment and settle on that put forward by Naila 
Kabeer.

As such, empowerment is defined as “the expansion in 
people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context 
where this ability was previously denied to them.” In 
addition it is seen as “choices made from the vantage 
point of real alternatives” and without “punishingly high 
costs”.43

Pledges made by the Bank to “empower” women to 
participate in the energy sector in its recent draft energy 
strategy are welcome. They are, however, no small 
undertaking. 

Bank empowerment of women in energy projects, 
requires leaving open the possibility for a shifting of 
ingrained power dynamics, both between man and 
women as well as between community members, donor 
agencies and energy project financiers. This can only 
truly take place if the Bank and those who share its 
conceptualisation of energy issues commit to nuanced 
and concrete action to avoid what ENERGIA referred 
to as “business as usual” in its assessment of the Bank’s 
poor track record of incorporating gender into its energy 
policy, programmes and processes.

The Bank’s 2012 World Development Report provides 
an important opportunity to refocus the development 
community’s attention on gender equality and 
development. However, the failure to include energy and 
the ways in which it contributes to gender equality and 
many women’s development issues from its conception 
suggests an ongoing need to mainstream the issue within 
the Bank and create alignment between the Bank’s 
various strategic undertakings, its role as a purveyor 
of knowledge in the development community, and its 
lending.

While the launch of a World Development Report on 
Gender provides welcome opportunities, concerns have 
emerged since the project’s inception about the Bank’s 
narrow addressing of gender equality largely in economic 
terms. NGO Oxfam has pointed out in the drafting stages 
that this overlooks a holistic concept of empowerment 
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and gender equality, in particular overlooking the unpaid 
labour of women’s reproductive roles, and significant 
social and cultural challenges they confront44. 

One of the points highlighted in the World Development 
Report is that a critical area where progress in gender 
equality has been slowest is in women’s “agency”. It 
points out that though gains on paper have been made 
in granting rights to women, social norms and lack of 
application can keep them from becoming a reality.

This is perhaps one of the most important points to 
acknowledge and can apply to the World Bank’s own 
policy and practice as much as any other. In 2010, the 
IEG found that compared to a 2001 evaluation gender 
increased in quantity and scope in the Bank, but the 
implementation of the Bank’s gender policy, initially 
strong, weakened in the latter half of the evaluation 
period. This was caused by “insufficient steps to 
implement an accountability framework and set up a 
monitoring system,” among other things.45

Furthermore, NGO Gender Action maintains that the 
Bank has a solely “instrumentalist” approach to gender. 
Because the Bank does not have core human rights 
policies, it does not maintain that it is a woman’s right 
to equally participate in projects and programmes. As a 
result, in an economic project if the Bank does not see the 

economic benefit, women are unlikely to be included. 

In addition, the Bank has a specific gender policy. 
However, unlike its ten mandatory social and 
environmental safeguards, it is voluntary. This means that 
in project preparation, gender analysis is not required as 
part of social and environmental assessments for projects. 
According to Gender Action, some projects carry out 
gender assessments, but most do not. This can lead to a 
serious undermining of women’s empowerment due to a 
failure to identify gender-specific project impacts.

Bank lending to the Chad Cameroon Oil Pipeline and 
West African Gas Pipeline serve as reminders of the 
hurdles that must be overcome in infrastructure and 
energy projects in terms of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. According to Gender Action, in both 
cases women were disempowered due to the fact that 
they were not consulted, not compensated equally with 
men for lost land, not hired or paid equally in employment 
schemes, and had their livelihoods undermined, which 
weakens their status and undermines possibilities for 
empowerment.  Gender-based violence and prostitution 
are also often associated with energy projects because 
the projects employ men almost exclusively and lead to 
unsettling migration to project sites. 
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On-the-ground realities in India emphasise that women’s 
participation in energy policy, projects and programmes 
continues to be central to their success and ensure 
that they deliver development outcomes. Furthermore, 
they are a reminder that energy projects and large 
development projects can exacerbate gender inequalities. 
At the same time, women’s participation in energy 
projects can contribute to a gradual shift towards gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. The World Bank, 
as well as other development institutions, has begun to 
incorporate women’s participation into energy issues. 
However, as this analysis shows, much more is needed to 
bring the Bank’s recent draft energy strategy aspirations 
of empowering women in energy projects and ensuring 
their inclusion into line with the reality of lending and 
policy across the institution.  

Access to energy

• As an institution focused on poverty alleviation, the 
Bank should focus its scarce resources on energy 
projects which address access to energy and use 
renewable technology. As women make up 70 per 
cent of the world’s poor, this shift in Bank focus would 
significantly improve women’s livelihoods, education, 
health and social standing in their communities, 
among others.

• Women’s energy needs must be addressed broadly, 
looking beyond their domestic roles. This means that 
gender must be mainstreamed across the sectors the 
Bank works on, with particular attention to those that 
are falling behind such as energy, infrastructure and 
private sector lending.

• Data should be gender disaggregated in the scoping 
of projects and gender-specific targets should be set 
for ensuring women’s inclusion and making sure they 
benefit from all energy projects.

Women’s inclusion in large scale projects

• In light of the Bank’s focus on gender equality with 
the launch of its 2012 World Development Report, an 
independent party should be contracted to undertake 
an evaluation of the inclusion of women’s energy 
needs in its lending portfolio over the past five years.

• With a review under way of the World Bank’s 
safeguard policies, the Bank should make its gender 
policy a mandatory safeguard rather than an optional 
policy, which may not be broadly applied. This would 
enable women to bring cases to the Inspection Panel 
when they are negatively impacted by energy projects 
in gender-specific ways.

• The World Bank participated in the World Commission 
on Dams, but a decade later has yet to take up its 
recommendations. The institution should incorporate 
recommendations from the World Commission on 
Dams.  Particular attention should be paid to those 
that relate to comprehensive options assessments, 
which do not favour economic assessments over 
social factors, as well as recommendations about 
community support for projects and equitable 
inclusion of women.  

• Specific requirements should be set out for each 
energy project that women be specifically sought out 
for consultations.

Participation in alternatives

• The World Bank should provide support for projects 
that train women to participate in energy projects, 
particularly those that take advantage of renewable 
energy technology to address energy needs.

• Alternative energy projects and programmes such as 
the Clean Technology Fund should have significant 
participation from women on decision-making bodies. 
Furthermore, they should set out specific targets for 
how women will be incorporated in every stage of the 
project.

Recommendations



Women’s empowerment

• Adopt a human rights policy that ensures women 
have the right to equal participation and benefit from 
energy projects, rather than their participation being 
weighed against cost benefit analysis.

• Ensure that commitments to empower women in 
energy projects are included in the final version of the 
Bank’s energy strategy.

• Ensure the use of gender disaggregated data to 
contribute to appropriate project and policy design 
and identify inroads for women’s participation. While 
there has been preliminary mention of this in the 
World Bank’s draft energy strategy, a commitment 
or mention of an issue is ineffectual without its 
demonstrated application.

• Implement gender budgeting. By having finance 
earmarked for women’s participation in energy 
projects, as well as accounting for which projects 
contribute to women’s well-being, women are 
empowered to contribute to resource allocation which 
often dictates broader decision-making.

17
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