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Women’s Leadership in Climate Action 

By Trésor Daniel MEFIRE 

Introduction 
The climate crisis represents one of the most complex challenges of our time, demanding 
diverse perspectives and innovative solutions. Emerging research demonstrates that 
women's leadership in climate action yields disproportionately positive outcomes, yet 
structural barriers continue to limit their full participation. Women face unique 
vulnerabilities comprising 80% of those displaced by climate disasters (UNEP, 2022), 
while simultaneously driving some of the most effective climate solutions worldwide. 
Their leadership spans from international policy forums to community-led adaptation 
efforts, proving essential for both environmental sustainability and social equity. 

Global Trends: The Transformative Power of Women's Climate Leadership 

A growing body of scientific evidence confirms that women's participation in climate 
decision-making leads to more effective and sustainable outcomes. The 2023 study 
published in Nature Climate Change (Santos et al.) analyzed climate policy adoption 
across 91 countries over two decades, finding that nations with at least 30% women in 
parliamentary positions implemented climate policies that reduced CO₂ emissions by 
12% more than global averages. This correlation persists across governance levels cities 
with female mayors consistently outperform on sustainability metrics, with C40 cities 
under women's leadership achieving 22% emission reductions since 2015 compared to 
13% in other major cities (C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, 2022). 

The private sector reflects similar trends. The European Investment Bank's 2023 gender 
analysis revealed that corporations with gender-balanced leadership teams demonstrate 
greater climate innovation, being 1.5 times more likely to invest in renewable energy and 
1.3 times more likely to implement circular economy practices. These findings align with 
the World Bank's (2022) assessment that women-led small and medium enterprises 
prioritize environmental sustainability in 68% of cases, compared to 41% of male-led 
counterparts. 

However, significant representation gaps persist. Despite comprising 43% of the global 
agricultural workforce (FAO, 2021), women hold only 24% of climate-related 
parliamentary seats worldwide (IPU, 2023) and represent just 15% of national delegation 
leaders at COP meetings (UNFCCC, 2022). This disconnect between women's climate 
vulnerability and their limited decision-making power underscores the urgent need for 
systemic reform. 

Africa: Grassroots Innovation Meets Structural Barriers 

The African context presents both extraordinary examples of women's climate leadership 
and stark systemic challenges. Nowhere is this duality more apparent than in the 
agricultural sector, where women produce 70% of the continent's food (AfDB, 2023) while 
owning just 15% of agricultural land (Landesa, 2022). This disparity has spurred 
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innovative adaptation strategies that blend indigenous knowledge with modern 
technology. 

In Uganda's drought-prone Nakaseke district, the Women of Uganda Network 
(WOUGNET) has trained over 5,000 women in solar-powered irrigation techniques. A 2023 
impacts assessment by USAID documented 40% increases in crop yields among 
participants, along with a 30% reduction in water usage. Similar successes appear in 
Senegal, where women's collectives have restored 12,000 hectares of degraded land 
through traditional agroforestry systems, sequestering an estimated 60,000 tons of CO₂ 
annually while increasing household incomes by 25% (ICRAF, 2022). 

The energy sector reveals similar promise. The UNDP's (2023) Africa Solar Initiative 
reports that women-led clean energy enterprises achieve 35% higher customer retention 
rates than industry averages, attributed to their community-embedded approach. In 
Malawi, the Solar Sister program has created an 8,000-strong network of women clean 
energy entrepreneurs, bringing solar power to over 500,000 rural residents. 

Yet these successes operate against formidable structural barriers. The African 
Development Bank's (2023) climate finance audit revealed that only 0.01% of continental 
climate funds reach women-led initiatives. Dr. Fatima Denton, Director of UNU-INRA, 
notes: "The paradox of African women's climate leadership lies in its invisibility while 
women develop locally-adapted solutions daily, their exclusion from financing 
mechanisms and policy forums prevents scaling" (UNU, 2022). This disconnect is 
particularly acute in land governance, where customary laws in 26 African countries still 
restrict women's land ownership rights (Landesa, 2022), directly limiting their climate 
adaptation capacity. 

Cameroon: Policy Innovation and the Implementation Gap 

Cameroon's experience exemplifies both the potential and challenges of 
institutionalizing women's climate leadership. The country has emerged as a regional 
leader in gender-responsive climate policy, beginning with its pioneering Gender and 
REDD+ Task Force established in 2015. This initiative, documented in USAID's (2021) 
evaluation, successfully advocated for women's inclusion in forest governance, resulting 
in women comprising 35% of local forest management committees by 2020, a 22% 
increase from 2015 levels. 

These efforts culminated in Cameroon's landmark 2022 Gender-Responsive Climate 
Policy, which mandates 30% women's participation in all climate projects and allocates 
15% of climate funds to women-led initiatives (MINEPDED, 2022). The policy draws 
heavily on grassroots models like those developed by the Cameroon Gender and 
Environment Watch (CAMGEW), founded by climate leader Sevidzem Ernestine Leikeki. 
CAMGEW's integrated approach combining beekeeping, forest conservation, and 
women's economic empowerment has protected 20,000 hectares in the Kilum-Ijim 
Forest while creating sustainable livelihoods for 1,200 women (UN Women, 2023). 
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However, implementation challenges persist. A 2023 nationwide survey by Cameroon 
Ecology Watch revealed that 78% of women farmers cannot access climate adaptation 
funds, primarily due to lack of land titles required for program eligibility (CEW, 2023). This 
reflects broader systemic issues, while women constitute 52% of Cameroon's 
agricultural workforce (World Bank, 2022), they hold legal ownership to just 8% of 
agricultural land (MINADER, 2023). 

Conclusion: Pathways to Transformative Change 

The evidence presents an irrefutable case for women's climate leadership as both a moral 
imperative and strategic necessity. Three priority areas emerge for accelerating progress: 

1. Representation Reforms: Binding gender quotas in climate governance bodies, 
as recommended by the IPCC's (2023) Sixth Assessment Report, could rapidly 
close participation gaps. Rwanda's constitutionally-mandated 30% gender quota 
in all decision-making bodies offers a proven model, having increased women's 
climate policy influence while improving conservation outcomes (MINIRENA, 
2022). 

2. Financial Architecture: Redirecting climate finance requires gender-lens 
investing mechanisms. The African Union's 2023 Green Gender Accord proposes 
allocating 30% of climate funds to women-led organizations through dedicated 
financing windows, an approach piloted successfully in Morocco's Green Growth 
Fund (AfDB, 2023). 

3. Knowledge Systems: Bridging indigenous and scientific knowledge through 
platforms like Cameroon's Community Resilience Dialogues (CAMGEW, 2023) can 
generate locally-adapted solutions while elevating women's leadership. 

As climate impacts intensify, the choice is clear: continue marginalizing half the 
population's potential or harness women's proven capacity to drive effective, inclusive 
climate solutions. The path forward demands not merely including women, but 
fundamentally transforming systems to center their leadership. 
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