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This edition of Our Planet cele-
brates women, and underlines
their unique vulnerability to

environment-related health problems,
from water and sanitation issues to
ones of indoor air pollution.

The special role that women play in
the lives of their communities is
highlighted in the new UNEP book
Women and the Environment, which
underlines how they are the unsung
heroes of conservation, often out-
pacing men in their knowledge, and
nurturing, of domestic and wild plants
and animals. Largely thanks to them
many species, some with important
drought or pest resistant properties,
survive and remain in cultivation.

Intimate understanding

Women, especially in developing
countries, are the farmers, feeders
and carers in their communities,
relying on an intimate understanding
of nature. They are also the primary
providers of water. In the mountain
areas of East Africa, they may expend

From the desk of

KLAUS TOEPFER
United Nations 
Under-Secretary-General 
and Executive Director,
UNEP

close to a third of their calorie intake
collecting and supplying it. 

They often bear the brunt of a
natural disaster, such as famine or
drought, and shoulder the respons-
ibility for keeping offspring alive. In
pastoral societies, men migrate to new
pastures when cattle die, or move away
to pursue other activities. Women and
children may also leave, but generally
as a group to hunt famine foods, pods
and other tree products to sell in
distant markets, says the book. It is
published in association with the
Women’s Environment and Develop-
ment Organization (WEDO) – with
financial support from the United
Nations Foundation, whose sister body
the Better World Fund has generously
sponsored this issue of Our Planet.

Front line

Women are often in the front line in
terms of overcoming poverty, manag-
ing land and waterways, and sus-
taining communities. During times of
stress and insecurity, they must forage
further and further for food, water and
fuel. During times of plenty, the fields
and kitchen gardens they tend are
mini-laboratories where domesticated
and wild plants and animals are se-
lected and tested for their agricultural
and medicinal value.

Studies of 60 kitchen gardens
managed by women in Thailand chron-
icled 230 different vegetable and other
species, many rescued from a neigh-
bouring forest before it was cleared.
Village women in the Kanak Valley in
the Province of Baluchistan, Pakistan,
can readily identify 35 medicinal plants
they commonly use. They say that the
plants ‘grow up with no masters’ –
meaning that they have no husbands to
boss them around. 

Traditional knowledge

A study in Sierra Leone found that
women could name 31 uses of trees on
fallow land and in forests while men
could only name eight. Here men’s
traditional knowledge is declining with
formal schooling and emigration
whereas women are retaining theirs –
and often acquiring the men’s. 

In Yazd, the ‘desert capital’ of Iran, it

is women who have devised novel
agricultural methods including pro-
ducing food in underground tunnels. In
southeast Mexico, women keep as
many as nine breeds of local hens – as
well as ducks and turkeys – in their
back gardens, selecting the best to
suit local environmental conditions.
Thus they are actively conserving
genetic diversity and contributing to
conservation.

Desertification afflicts up to half of
China’s population. In a dry and
degraded area 1,000 kilometres west
of Beijing women have mobilized
communities to plant willows and
poplars to halt the deserts and create
fertile land for vegetable production. 

The role of women and their ‘know-
how’ is often undervalued and ignored.
All too often they are treated as
second-class citizens with fewer rights
and lower status than men. It is high
time that national and international
policies reflected gender differences
and gave far greater weight to the
empowerment of women. 

Gender dimensions

So we must breathe life into the gender
dimensions enshrined in the United
Nations Millennium Development
Goals. We must build on the outcomes
of the 1992 United Nations Conference
on Environment and Development, the
1994 International Conference on
Population and Development (ICPD),
the 1995 World Conference on Women
and the 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development, and cement
them at this tenth anniversary of ICPD.

For if we ignore the role of women,
all our hopes and aspirations for a
better and more stable world will be
harder to achieve ■
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YOUR VIEWS
We would really like to receive your
feedback on the issues raised in this
edition of Our Planet. Please either
e-mail feedback@ourplanet.com or
write to:
Feedback, Our Planet
27 Devonshire Road
Cambridge CB1 2BH
United Kingdom
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M I LE S T O  G O
before we relax
THORAYA AHMED OBAID assesses progress over ten years
of action on poverty reduction and development, and sets
out priorities for the decade ahead

security. We will have neither unless
we eradicate poverty. So we must tilt
the scales in favour of social justice
and development. We must invest 
in population, women and repro-
ductive health, including family plan-
ning, to make greater inroads into
poverty reduction. That is my second
message.

Economic growth

There is concrete evidence that
investments in population reduce
poverty. Slower national population
growth supports overall economic
growth. Research shows that about a
fifth of economic growth between 1960
and 1995 was due to reductions in
mortality and another fifth to reduc-
tions in fertility. This demographic
transition, from large to smaller
families and from high to low death
rates, is happening in all countries to
varying degrees. As women choose
smaller families, they acquire more
social and economic opportunities.
And parents are able to invest more in
each child, leading to healthier, better-
educated children and more pros-
perous families. 

Because women are having fewer
children, population growth is slowing.
Today, 77 million people are being
added to our planet every year,
compared to 81 million a decade ago. 

Family planning has also saved the
lives of millions of mothers and
children. A recent study in Africa
showed that it could reduce maternal
death by 20 per cent – and that spacing
births by three years or more could cut
infant death in half.

Overall, the story of population is a
success for humanity. It will remain so,
if we stay committed to population and

reproductive health programmes and
provide the necessary resources.

It is heartening that, all over the
world, the Cairo blueprint is guiding
policy making to secure better health,
human rights and gender equality.
There is broad consensus in all
regions that the Cairo Programme of
Action will help the achievement of
the Millennium Development Goals.
Conversely, we cannot reduce poverty,
hunger and disease, especially
HIV/AIDS, unless we make greater
investments in education and health,
including reproductive health. Given
the desperate situation in many poor
countries, our actions must be swift,
effective and scaled up. This is my
third message for the next decade.

Since the 1994 Cairo consensus, 
the proportion of developing world
couples that can choose and use
contraception has grown from 55 to 60
per cent. Infant mortality has dropped
from 71 to 61 of every 1,000 babies
born. Life expectancy in developing
countries has risen from 61 years to
63. Fewer women die during childbirth

As we mark the tenth anniversary
of a historic consensus, we
should take stock of what it has

produced, and reflect on what we must
do to fully achieve its aims. Its outcome
– the Programme of Action of the 1994
Cairo International Conference on
Population and Development – is a
blueprint for a balance between pop-
ulation and a nation’s resources. It is
meant to tilt the scales in favour of
people, the environment and human
rights, including those of women. 

Regions, nations and communities
have concluded that only by addressing
population and women’s rights can 
we achieve humanity’s development
goals, specifically those in the Millenn-
ium Declaration adopted by the world’s
leaders in September 2000. Africa’s
development ministers reiterated this
in June 2004, declaring gender equal-
ity ‘key to breaking the cycle of poverty
and improving the quality of life of the
people of the continent’. This is my
first message for our collective work
for the next ten years of the Cairo Pro-
gramme, to 2015.

I have five more.
If we look around, we see a world

out of balance. Twenty per cent of
people in wealthy countries consume
80 per cent of the world’s resources. At
the same time, over 1 billion people in
poor countries live on less than $1 a
day. In wealthy countries, maternal
death is rare. Yet in poor nations
complications of childbirth remain a
leading cause of death for women,
snatching a woman’s life each minute. 

While wealth has increased tre-
mendously during the past quarter
century, the proportion of money
devoted to international development
assistance has declined. This does not
bode well for global peace and

Our Planet
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in many countries, but much more still
needs to be done to ensure safe
motherhood. We must provide three
services that save women’s lives:
family planning, skilled attendance at
birth and emergency obstetric care.

We should offer these services to all
as an urgent priority because more
than half a million women die each
year from complications of pregnancy
and childbirth. The absence of services
often results in obstetric fistula. This
little-known condition, which dis-
appeared from rich countries over a
century ago, continues to afflict tens of
thousands of poor girls and women in
developing countries. It can be pre-
vented and treated: surgery is 90 per
cent effective and costs about $300 per
patient. With 2 million girls and women
awaiting treatment, there is a huge
task ahead. Last year UNFPA started
the first global campaign to end fistula,
providing assistance in many African
and Asian countries. 

Halting the spread of HIV/AIDS is
one of the most vital reasons for
increasing investments in family plan-

ning. Our first line of defence is
prevention, but we must also pay
attention to care and treatment.
Family planning and maternal health
facilities are key entry points for
treatment, so the link between
reproductive health and HIV infection –
mostly a reproductive health problem,
after all – must be underlined. As we
scale up treatment, we must also
boost HIV prevention. This is my
fourth message.

Strategic interventions

HIV prevention is a top priority at the
United Nations Population Fund. We
focus on three strategic interventions:
ensuring that information and services
reach and involve the young, especially
girls; helping pregnant women and
their children remain HIV free; and
helping to make condoms accessible.

Policy makers must stop under-
estimating the contributions of repro-
ductive health and family planning to
economic and social development. We
also must pay greater attention to
population and deal with demographic
trends. The population of the least
developed countries is projected to
triple in the next 50 years – a serious
matter since these countries already
face difficulties in providing basic
education, health and housing to their
citizens. Over the next half century, the
population of developed countries will
remain at about 1.2 billion, while the
less developed regions will see their
numbers rise from 5.2 billion to 
7.7 billion.

Meanwhile, population ageing and
the emergence of the largest youth
generation in history pose great
challenges. Greater investments must
be made for both. That is my fifth
message.

While Europe focuses on population
ageing, concern in much of the devel-

oping world centres on youth. There
are more than 1 billion young people
between the ages of 15 and 24. Too
many of them are growing up in
poverty, in conflict or in environments
devoid of opportunity or hope. This
must not continue.

This young generation sees a
better life, not around the corner but
through television screens that whet
their appetites. But their expectations
are not always matched with oppor-
tunities. We must invest heavily in
education, health (including repro-
ductive health) and employment to
harness their idealism and energy.

As we look to the future, we must
remain focused on the Cairo Pro-
gramme of Action and stay committed
to its goals of universal access to
education, reproductive health, gen-
der equality, poverty reduction and
development. We need to create
stronger partnerships – both North-
South and South-South – among
governments, non-profit organiz-
ations, the private sector, parlia-
mentarians and the media, if we are 
to forge ahead. This is my sixth
message at this mid-point of Cairo’s
20-year programme.

Developing nations are close to
keeping their side of the bargain to
invest $12.4 billion annually on
population and reproductive health.
But the donor countries meet only half
of their Cairo commitment of $6.1
billion, contributing $3.1 billion. The $3
billion gap – worth less than two days
of global military spending – is the
main reason why we are not making
faster progress.

We cannot afford more delay. As
United Nations Secretary-General Kofi
Annan recently warned Africa’s de-
velopment ministers, the cost of
inaction is too horrendous to contem-
plate. In maternal health terms alone,
it could cause roughly 2.5 million
maternal deaths, 7.5 million child
deaths and 49 million maternal injur-
ies in the next ten years.

We have miles to go before we can
relax ■

Thoraya Ahmed Obaid is United
Nations Under-Secretary-General and
Executive Director of UNFPA, the
United Nations Population Fund.

Our Planet
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The great achievement of the International Conference on
Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994 was to
reconcile development policy makers, the women’s

movement and demographers. The Cairo consensus recognized
that demographic outcomes cannot be dictated. Women and men
have the right to choose their own future and, when they do,
everyone is better off. 

If women can choose the size and
spacing of their families, they have
fewer children than their mothers did.
Families are smaller and population
growth is slower. We are already seeing
the results. Families are half the size they
were in 1960. Countries like Mexico, the
Republic of Korea and Thailand have
seen plummeting fertility and rocketing
economic growth. And women – able to
make choices in one area, fertility – are
beginning to assert themselves in others,
such as in improving education and end-
ing gender violence. 

The Cairo conference gave a huge
boost to this process. The consensus enunciated the right to repro-
ductive health as part of people’s right to health. This is especially
important for women and girls, who are uniquely vulnerable in all
societies, for a variety of reasons. The Cairo consensus says that
health and education systems must recognize this, and give girls
and women the strength, the information, the services and above all
the confidence they need to navigate their way through life. The
goal of the Cairo Programme of Action is that reproductive health
care should be available to all who need it by 2015.

Shocking statistic

One woman dies every minute as a consequence of pregnancy –
almost all of them in developing countries. This shocking statistic
is the result of inadequate health systems, but it also stems from
ignorance and neglect of women’s needs. One of the Cairo goals –
now one of the Millennium Development Goals – is to reduce this
toll by three quarters by 2015.

The Cairo consensus recognized that gender violence in all its
aspects is a threat to reproductive health. Gender violence comes
from one single source – the subjection and oppression of women.
Fistula and female genital cutting, honour killings and violence 
in the home will end if men recognize women as equals – with

equal rights to education and health, reproductive health first and
foremost; with choices in marriage and childbearing; and with the
right to involve themselves in the economy and the wider society.

Women’s empowerment and gender equality are absolutely vital
if countries are to confront and defeat the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
Countries where infection rates are rising – including most

countries in Asia-Pacific and Africa, and
many in Latin America and Europe –
can learn many lessons from the most
seriously affected countries in Africa;
but the most important one is to support
and empower women. If women could
make their own choices and decisions
about sexual contact they could stop the
pandemic in its tracks. And men who
support and empower women are vital
partners.

Universal goal

Half of all new HIV infections are
among young people. The overwhelm-

ing majority are infected through sexual contact. Some extremists
pretend that young people will be safer if they are ignorant about
sex: but the evidence is all the other way, in favour of trusting
young people with the information and the means to protect their
lives and health. The Programme of Action states that young people
should have the information and services they need, as they prepare
for adult responsibilities. That should be the universal goal.

The great virtue of the Cairo consensus is that it is practical. It
emerged from countries’ own experiences – and ten years of im-
plementing the Programme of Action has only confirmed its
relevance. In the last 12 months, regional conferences in Asia and
Latin America have resisted extremist pressure and confirmed their
commitment to the consensus. The Cairo Programme of Action is
the road map to gender equality, better reproductive health and
balanced population growth in the 21st century ■

Dr Nafis Sadik is Special Envoy of the UN Secretary-General for
HIV/AIDS in Asia and was formerly Executive Director of UNFPA
and Secretary-General of the 1994 International Conference on
Population and Development. She is a board member of the United
Nations Foundation.

Practical
consensus

NAFIS SADIK
describes progress and setbacks

since the International
Conference on Population and

Development
in Cairo ten years ago

Our Planet
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POWER SHIFT
LENA SOMMESTAD and REJOICE
MABUDAFHASI describe how empowering
women is vital for improving health and the
environment through the provision of
adequate water and sanitation

Water is essential for all life. But even though it is
precious to us, we do not always treat it as a
precious resource. It is usually used and managed

in a fragmented and unsustainable way: water scarcity and
degradation frequently result. Our way of living has created
a situation where freshwater resources are under
tremendous pressure and more than 1 billion people lack
acceptable water to drink.

Changing this situation, and creating a sustainable future
for everyone, is a demanding and crucial task for us all. It is
our responsibility – as politicians, water experts, represent-
atives of public and private sectors, and citizens – to make
concentrated efforts to reach the Millennium Declaration
Goals related to water, the targets set in the Plan of
Implementation from the World Summit on Sustainable
Development in Johannesburg and other internationally
agreed targets on water.

Water issues played an important role at the World
Summit in Johannesburg two years ago. An ambitious target
was set: to halve the proportion of people without access to
clean drinking water and basic sanitation by the year 2015.
Another was set to develop national integrated water
resources management and water efficiency plans by 2005.

We recognize water as a key factor for economic growth.
Enhanced water and sanitation services represent a fun-
damental step towards improved livelihoods for poor people.
A paradigm shift is needed towards sustainable sanitation
systems if we are to achieve the Millennium Development
Goals and the Johannesburg commitments on sanitation.

Holistic alternative

Ecological sanitation provides one such alternative. Based on
an ecosystem approach, and not a specific technology, it
offers a conceptual shift in the relationship between people
and the environment. Ecological sanitation is holistic: it saves
water, prevents water pollution, and sanitizes and recycles
nutrients and organics to restore soil and soil fertility – and
often at a much lower cost than conventional sanitation.
Besides providing a basic service, it can contribute to
improved health and food security and income-generating
activities, especially if combined with rainwater harvesting.

Ecological sanitation cannot be scaled up unless it is
socially and culturally acceptable. The needs and priorities of
the people themselves must always be in focus in all water
and sanitation interventions. The users should play a leading
role in putting their ideas into practice. Involving households
and communities in planning, implementing and main-

taining services and the use of suitable technology is most
important for achieving success, as are long-term ecological
and financial sustainability.

It is important to acknowledge the gender dimension in
such projects. There is no reason why women should not
have the same benefits and opportunities as men. It is also
vital that changes in roles and responsibilities do not mean
that women have to take on additional duties and workload.

Indeed, there is an urgent need further to mainstream a
gender perspective in all water resource management, not
just in water supply and sanitation projects. This implies
giving adequate consideration to both women’s and men’s
roles, needs, access, responsibility, and control of land and
water rights. Poor women and men, in particular, depend on
the ecosystems of wetlands, coastal zones, etc., for their
livelihoods. But women and men have different interests and
needs in relation to different water and sanitation issues. 
In order to succeed, all these aspects must be taken 
into account.

Main responsibility

Women worldwide are directly affected by poverty and
directly involved in the day-to-day work of putting food on the
table and ensuring there is fresh water to drink. In many
parts of the globe, they find themselves dividing their time
between domestic duties, cultural activities and community
projects. In some places, cultural norms restrict them from
asserting themselves or taking the lead in development
processes and programmes.

Women are generally the most affected by investments in
sanitation since they often tend to take the main responsibil-
ity for domestic activities. The importance of involving them 
in decision making and in implementing development
programmes – particularly in the areas of water, sanitation
and human settlement – is now widely recognized. Crucially,
it is easier to involve women in ecological sanitation projects
as they place less emphasis on high technology solutions.
The challenge, however, remains to define effective
interventions that will enable and empower women to play a
more direct role in development processes and decisions.

Our Planet
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Equally
E F F E C T I V E

MARY ROBINSON explains that 
gender equality must be the core of 

any successful approach to 
combating HIV/AIDS

Unless we empower women, we will not be able to
eradicate poverty – or fight poverty-related environmental
degradation. International institutions and national and local
governments need to enhance the role of women through
legal provisions, institutional frameworks and incentives;
through capacity development and empowerment; and
through monitoring, information and evaluation.

We consider it fundamental to secure women’s rights to
land tenure and water and to ensure adequate public
sanitation facilities for women and girls. It is important to
strengthen implementation of the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,
including its call for measures to ensure women’s rights to
adequate sanitation and water supply.

It is also necessary to enhance stakeholder consultation
in policy making, implementation, monitoring and evalua-
tion. Equitable participation by women in decision making
should be facilitated, both in local supply schemes and in
resource allocation within catchment areas.

Power needs to be shifted from technocrats to end-users.
Both men and women must be involved in determining
technology options and service levels for sanitation and
water services. The gender impacts of implementation must
be monitored and evaluated. And men must be engaged in
supporting the empowerment of women as water managers.
We must unpack the different roles and relationships of men
and women, so as to facilitate understanding of when and
how these need to change.

Many challenges have to be addressed, especially over
ecological sanitation. Implementing ecological sanitation
solutions is not just a matter of the proper technology and
knowledge: it is equally critical to recognize cultural, social
and institutional dimensions.

As women ministers, we have taken it upon ourselves to
cooperate across borders to promote relevant goals and
targets. In 2002, a Network of Women Ministers of the
Environment was established to exchange ideas and to work
toward solutions to critical environmental issues. Some 
30 women ministers from all continents participate in its
work to promote excellence in environmental governance
and develop recommendations for practical solutions to
environmental problems confronting nations and the world.

Equal participation of women in decision making will
make it much easier to fight poverty-related poor health and
environmental degradation. By empowering women, it will
become possible to eradicate poverty. We should be content
with nothing less ■

Lena Sommestad is Minister for the Environment, Sweden,
and Rejoice Mabudafhasi is Deputy Minister for
Environmental Affairs and Tourism, South Africa. They are
co-chairs of the Network of Women Ministers of the
Environment.

In the immediate aftermath of this summer’s International AIDS
Conference in Bangkok, where we emphasized the central role
of leadership in tackling HIV/AIDS, I believe the real

challenge is to make AIDS a priority issue of the women’s
movement worldwide. 

We need women leaders at every level, from grassroots to head
of government, from business to trade unions, from faith to
academia, to unite around the seven action areas of the Global
Coalition on Women and AIDS which call for:
■ preventing HIV infection in adolescent girls, focusing on better
reproductive health care
■ reducing violence against women
■ protecting property and inheritance rights of women and girls 
■ ensuring equal access to care, treatment and support
■ supporting improved community-based care, focusing on
women and girls
■ promoting access to prevention options for women, including
female condoms and microbicides
■ supporting ongoing efforts towards universal education for girls.

HIV/AIDS is one of the most serious human rights issues of
this century, and must be tackled with human rights values and a
gender-sensitive approach. Those living with it know the extent of
the discrimination. I heard it from so many of them during my
term as United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
and since, including from women in rural areas in Africa who
feared losing their homes and being rejected by their families. I
heard it over and over again from women living with AIDS during
the Bangkok conference.

Human rights response

We know that placing human rights at the centre of the response
to AIDS is an effective strategy. Non-discrimination, legal
protection and equal access to services are critical. Constitutional
and national protection of the rights of those infected and affected
by HIV/AIDS is still lacking in most countries. States have a
particular responsibility to meet their human rights commitments,
and they have the mechanisms to do so. 

For a long time most countries have recognized that it is wrong
to discriminate on the basis of gender, race or religious beliefs.
Over time we have realized that it is also wrong to discriminate on
the basis of physical ability or sexual orientation. It may now be
time to realize that discrimination based on health or serostatus
also has no place in our societies. 

Gender equality is at the core of a human rights approach to

Our Planet

The electronic version of this edition of Our Planet at
www.ourplanet.com contains a full article on the Network of
Women Ministers of the Environment by Laura A. Liswood,
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HIV/AIDS, and forms the basis of our work in the project I now
head, Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization Initiative. We
must have a gendered response, sensitive to the needs and multiple
vulnerabilities of women while recognizing and strengthening
their own agency. 

When women lack social and economic power, their ability to
negotiate relationships is compromised. While more injecting
drug users are male, female drug users remain marginalized and
unlikely to access services. Women are at higher risk of sexual
transmission, which can occur with a drug-using partner. 

Women make up an increasing proportion of those newly
infected with HIV. Violence against them fuels the epidemic and
enables their exploitation, including trafficking and prostitution.
Minority women, refugees and migrants are particularly at risk. 

Mother-to-child transmission must be addressed, but the well-
being of women in their own right must also be protected through
anti-retroviral treatment provision to adults. It is a human rights
imperative that prevention information, confidential counselling
and testing, treatment for sexually transmitted diseases, and
comprehensive drug and anti-retroviral treatment be available to
men and women equally. 

Brave actions

We know what works. We need to adopt comprehensive
programmes, rather than piecemeal prevention projects. We need
outspoken leaders and brave actions. We need insightful, accurate
and sensitive media awareness campaigns, in every medium and
every language.

We need data disaggregated by both age and gender to address
this epidemic adequately, and prevention interventions targeted in
a gender-aware and youth-friendly way. We must have effective
treatment of sexually transmitted infections, available in contexts
that are appropriate for men, women and young people. 

We need confidential sexual and reproductive health infor-

mation and services – including testing and counselling. We need
many and well-run needle exchanges, needle availability, drug
treatment programmes and outreach by and to injecting drug
users. Effective strategies for young people include peer-led
programmes, school interventions and adolescent-friendly health
services.

We must work together to form effective partnerships – within
nations between government, civil society, private sector and
academic participants, and between nations regionally and
globally. We need structural interventions and long-term,
sustainable investment and development to tackle the structural
factors that fuel HIV/AIDS risk behaviours, such as
unemployment, poverty, gender inequality, drug use, prostitution
and violence. 

Action on prevention now will save millions of lives and
billions in investment later. Effective prevention rarely makes
headlines. It is not easy to engage people on what doesn’t happen,
on the lives saved, the people who do not get sick, the families and
societies that are not destroyed by AIDS, because effective HIV
prevention was implemented in time.

Yet aiming for these absences is exactly what we must do to
meet the Millennium Development Goal to have halted and begun
to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS by 2015. Eleven years from
now, I hope we will read only this type of news, and reflect on the
catastrophe that our actions successfully prevented ■

Mary Robinson, formerly President of Ireland and United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights is Executive Director of
Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization Initiative.

HIV/AIDS is one of the most serious
human rights issues of this century, and

must be tackled with human rights values
and a gender-sensitive approach
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Atmospheric scientist Dr
Susan Solomon and former

Norwegian Prime Minister Dr
Gro Harlem Brundtland have
been awarded the 2004 Blue
Planet Prize, given each year to
people who ‘make outstanding
achievements in scientific re-
search and its application, and in
so doing help to solve global
environmental problems’. The
prize, 50 million yen to each
recipient, is sponsored by the
Asahi Glass Foundation, chaired
by Hiromichi Seya.

Dr Solomon was the leading
scientist and has been given the
prize for ‘pioneering work’ in
identifying the mechanism
through which chlorine com-
pounds from CFCs coupled with
the extremely low temperatures
of Antarctica to create the
Antarctic ozone hole. Her finding
provided one of the scientific
cornerstones of the process that
led to the accelerating phase-out
of CFCs through the Montreal
Protocol. She says: ‘I have had

the great fortune to learn that science is not a one-man or one-
woman game: it’s a team endeavour of sometimes epic meaning.’

Dr Brundtland – the first former environment minister to head
a government, and a member of the board of the UN Foundation –
won her award for ‘putting forward globally the innovative concept
of sustainable development’, notably through her chairing of the
World Commission on Environment and Development in the
1980s. She is also cited for her later work as Director-General of
the World Health Organization and recalls how ‘as a young
doctor, I became aware of the public health significance of a safe
and secure environment’.

The awards ceremony will be held on 10 November in Tokyo
and the following day the recipients will give commemorative
lectures at the United Nations University in the city ■

Film star and heartthrob Jake Gyllenhaal was so impressed by what he
learned during his starring role in Roland Emmerich’s global

warming blockbuster The Day After Tomorrow that he has become an
environmental activist. ‘I decided I had to get involved with something,’
he says. ‘Something that would help the environmental cause. I’d much
rather talk about the environment than some gigantic action movie. Global
warming is a hugely important issue.’

Gyllenhaal – who is joined in his environmental concern by his friend
actress Kirsten Dunst – has decided to help Future Forests, which
encourages people to offset their carbon emissions by paying to plant trees
or buy energy-saving light bulbs. He has chosen to support a forest in
Mozambique and talks enthusiastically of how he has ‘bought mango
trees, fruit trees, nut trees’. He adds: ‘They also give jobs and food. People
can get an income from them, which is important for sustainable
development’ ■

Samuel J. Salkin has
been appointed Ex-

ecutive Director of the
Richard and Rhoda
Goldman Fund and of
the Goldman Environ-
mental Prize. He has
held senior manage-

ment positions in the fields of retail,
wholesale distribution, technology and
banking and was most recently Chief
Executive Officer of the Jewish Community
Federation of San Francisco, northern
California’s largest public charity ■

Popeye, the cartoon character, may have found
the secret to making solar cells take off.

Scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, led by Professor Marc Dando, have discov-
ered that spinach – which gave the sailorman his
energy – could be the missing ingredient towards
getting cheap electricity from the sun, through
harnessing the power of photosynthesis. He says
that conventional solar cells, made from silicon, had
not provided the breakthrough needed ‘to change
the energy market’ but that his team hoped to do 
so by ‘taking advantage of 2 billion years of evolution
by plants in developing how best to use the power 
of the sun’ ■

Dr Susan Solomon 

Dr Gro Harlem Brundtland

The Olympic flame began its global journey from Olympia in March,
travelling through Africa and Latin America for the first time ever.

After a journey of 78,000 kilometres involving 3,600 torchbearers, it
arrived back in Athens for the Olympic Games in August. 

On 24 June 2004, the flame passed through Geneva and Nicole Meyer,
UNEP Youth Advisor, carried it on behalf of UNEP ■
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When the devastation of AIDS
enters a household, it is the
women who take on the

burden of added responsibilities. In
hard-hit communities all over the
globe, women are caring for sick and
dying family members around the
clock, while trying to fulfil their regular
household responsibilities, such as
child care, household maintenance
and food preparation. In sub-Saharan
Africa, where the epidemic has hit with
terrible ferocity, women not only
prepare the food, they also grow it.
When women farmers are pulled out of
production, many households are
pushed to the brink of starvation. 

Women’s ability to shoulder these
extra tasks falters most dramatically
when it comes to the three life sus-
taining essentials: water, food and
land. It is not uncommon for women in
rural areas to spend a good part of
their day collecting water, entailing
hours of walking. A rural woman
interviewed in southern Africa told
UNIFEM it took 24 buckets of water to
care for a full-blown AIDS patient every
day. This is not hard to fathom:
because of severe diarrhoea patients
must be washed – and clothes and
bedding laundered – five, six or more
times a day. 

Deadly scenario

As women’s days are spent fetching
water, preparing food and cleaning
patients, there is less time to perform
the tasks that sustain life, such as
cultivating crops or earning a small
income. A study in South Africa, for
instance, showed that in almost half
the households surveyed the primary
care-giver for an AIDS patient 
had taken time off from formal or
informal employment, or from school-
ing. Women and girls may lose as
much as 60 per cent of time from other
housework or cultivation tasks, affec-
ting the ability of poor households to
grow food for consumption or sale. 

To make things worse, the widows
of men who have already died from the
disease no longer have land to grow
the food that will keep them alive,
because in many places single and
widowed women are denied the right
to own land and property in their own

name. When combined with poverty
and gender inequality, HIV/AIDS cre-
ates a deadly scenario for women and
their families.

Even when family members are in
hospital, women must often provide
care and food, because of inadequate
and under-resourced public health
programmes. When a UNIFEM NGO
partner in Tanzania was asked how
she convinces policy makers that
women’s labour cannot continue to be
taken for granted she explained that
she tells them: ’Sit outside Muhimbili
Hospital [in Dar Es Salaam] for one
day and watch the women go in and
out, in and out, bearing food and clean
clothes, taking their caring respon-
sibilities right into the hospital.’ She
asks them to think about what this
means for each woman who must

leave work at home to travel to and
from the hospital and provide many
hours of care each day.

If women themselves are sick from
AIDS-related illnesses – as they are in
ever-increasing numbers – how much
harder is it to cope with the additional
care-giving responsibilities that AIDS
places upon them? Where is the time
to take even a part-time job, or buy and
sell goods in the marketplace? Where
is the possibility for the children,
particularly girls, to go to school when
needed to help in the home? What
possibilities are there for young
women and girls to compensate for the
increased poverty that AIDS brings? 

The impact on the household of
women’s increased care-giving burden
has broad implications, and must
ultimately be dealt with at the policy

Peace of mind,
piece of land

NOELEEN HEYZER describes the impact of AIDS 
on women and girls and calls for specific measures 
to give them access to land and water 

▲

Our Planet
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level. Governments must urgently
provide adequately staffed hospital
wards or clinics to care for AIDS
patients and take legislative and other
measures to address women’s need
for access to land, food and water. 

There have been some encouraging
steps. Several countries, for example,
have passed laws or simply encour-
aged communities to support women’s
rights to own land and other property.
When refugees and displaced people
began to return home at the end of the
1994 genocide in Rwanda, widows and
unmarried women faced a crisis:
without husbands or fathers they had
no access to land. Women’s organ-
izations began to advocate changes in
the law. UNIFEM supported the Forum
of Women Parliamentarians, helping it
create a Parliamentary Gender Desk
that paved the way for gender-
sensitive legislation. In 2001, following
an intensive lobbying campaign, the
Parliament adopted a new inheritance
and succession law guaranteeing
women and girls the right to inherit
land and property.

Claiming rights

Such laws are a necessary starting
point – but not all that is needed, as
can be seen in Zimbabwe. Although
Zimbabwe has passed a law allowing
women to own land, the practice of
deferring to custom in matters of land
and property means it is rarely
enforced. The UNIFEM Trust Fund to
End Violence Against Women – by sup-
porting the Network of Zimbabwean
Positive Women – helped Nyaradzo
Makambanga claim her right to land.
When she became ill from AIDS-
related diseases in 1998 she was sent
away by her husband who refused to
support her. All of the land was in his
name. ‘I was shattered. My hopes and
dreams had come to an end,’ she says.
‘I thought I was going to die and leave
my children.’ 

With the help of the Network she
learned about the laws and practices

governing women’s right to own land,
as well as how to work around them.
With new-found confidence she
approached her village chief who
agreed to assign her a plot of land to
cultivate. She was able to purchase
seeds through the Network’s revolving
fund and her new life began. She later
took on the role of advising women in
similar predicaments. ‘I would not
want to see other women go through
the difficulties I went through because
of ignorance,’ she says. ‘If I had known
that I had my own rights, even though I
was married, I would not have ended
up being HIV-positive. What women
need is peace of mind and a piece of
land to cultivate and be equal to men.’

But land rights are only one part of
the policy and legislative changes that
are needed. Water, which is critical, is
in increasingly short supply in many
countries; even more alarming, it is
increasingly subject to privatization. 
As access to water becomes more 
and more difficult, women will have 
to spend even more time trying to 
collect it.

Beyond this, funding to reverse the
spread of HIV/AIDS must be specif-
ically targeted to women. Poverty and
gender discrimination have turned a
devastating disease into a social and
economic crisis. Ending the crisis
requires the infusion of serious re-
sources into programmes that pro-
mote gender equality and women’s
empowerment, programmes that are
grounded in the knowledge and ex-
perience of women living and working
in communities.

If we lose this moment, the future
will be bleak for the vast majority of
women in developing countries who
are increasingly both affected and
infected by HIV/AIDS. If we act as we
can and must, the year 2015 could
mark the taking of great strides
towards achieving the Millennium
Development Goals of eradicating
poverty and HIV/AIDS and supporting
gender equality. And we will be able to
take pride in helping to realize
Nyaradzo Makambanga’s wish for
women the world over: peace of mind,
a piece of land and equality with men ■

Noeleen Heyzer is Executive Director,
UNIFEM.

Poverty and gender
discrimination have turned
a devastating disease into a
social and economic crisis
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The future of the world will be determined by today’s young
people. They represent our best hopes and therefore we must
nurture, care for and educate them. They are also barometers

of our greatest challenges: their fears and vulnerabilities related to
the environment, AIDS, poverty and opportunity illuminate global
priorities. These values and responsibilities made young people,
especially adolescent girls and their needs, central to the
Programme of Action developed at the International Conference on
Population and Development (ICPD) ten years ago.

Almost half of the nearly 6.4 billion people in the world are
under the age of 25. There are now more than 1 billion young
people on the planet, including more than 750 million teenagers
just entering their reproductive years. The large cadre of young
people around the world ensures that, even as fertility rates
continue to decline globally, there will be significant population
growth in the decades to come. This phenomenon, known as
‘population momentum’, will account for 50 per cent of population
growth in developing nations through 2100. Clearly, the choices
and opportunities provided to, and the decisions made by, the
emerging generation will shape the world of the future. Central to
this equation are adolescent girls, who face significant social,
economic, biological and political challenges. 

Focus on youth

Since its founding by far-sighted businessman Ted Turner in 1998,
the United Nations Foundation has had a special focus on youth
generally (through children’s health programmes), and especially
on adolescent girls (through our women and population
programme). The rationale for UNF’s focus on adolescent girls is
compelling. 

In just about every corner of the world, adolescent girls face
unique pressures – regarding sexuality, marriage, economic
opportunity, education and violence. For a variety of reasons,
adolescent girls, married and unmarried alike, have limited ability
to protect themselves against unwanted, unsafe sexual encounters,
as well as against unwanted and child marriage, pregnancy and
disease. 

Socio-economically, girls continue to have limited access to
quality basic education in many parts of the world and this, in turn,
limits opportunities for meaningful roles in their communities.
Girls’ income-generating skills and professional opportunities are
also constrained. They carry a disproportionate domestic work

burden, and are denied leadership opportunities and active
participation in community affairs. These many deficits, which
ultimately stem from their low status in society, reinforce each
other, compromising adolescent girls’ ability to fulfil their
potential. 

More recently, the HIV/AIDS pandemic has emerged as a major
threat to the well-being of young women, particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa, where three quarters of all female cases of AIDS
can be found. Women now constitute almost 60 per cent of all
infections in sub-Saharan Africa: more than 15 million women and
girls are affected. In much of southern African, HIV prevalence is
four to seven times higher among girls under the age of 18 than
among boys of similar age, while 67 per cent of all HIV-positive
young people are female. 

Most vulnerable

For all these reasons, the United Nations Foundation has been
working with the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS) on the Southern African Youth (SAY) initiative. SAY is
aiming to prevent the spread of AIDS among young people in eight
southern African countries, focusing on the most vulnerable
populations, such as girls without access to education, street
children, refugees and migrants. 

The SAY initiative is bringing hope and developing models of
success in southern African communities. Health education and
life-skills education has reached more than 100,000 adolescents in
Angola. Youth clubs for thousands of girls have been established in
Malawi to enhance self-esteem. School-based counselling
programmes have been used in 62 Mozambican schools. Scores of
successful HIV/AIDS prevention strategies and services have been
initiated in South Africa, Swaziland and Zimbabwe. 

Working together, the United Nations Foundation and the UN
agencies it supports in the field are developing success stories in
the effort to help young people avoid HIV infection. In the process,
we are promoting opportunities for our best hope for the future –
healthy, happy, educated and informed citizens equipped with the
skills and opportunities they need to build a better tomorrow ■

Kathryn Bushkin is Executive Vice President and Chief Operating
Officer of the United Nations Foundation.

The young ones
KATHRYN BUSHKIN

explains the importance of adolescent 
girls to our global future, and describes 

a programme that is giving them 
hope and skills for life

We are promoting opportunities for our 
best hope for the future – healthy, happy,

educated and informed citizens
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When we become ill, many of
us will be treated by doctors
with advanced technology.

We will receive the latest drugs. If our
doctors need to, they can research
sophisticated databases, press a few
buttons and consult anyone in the
world. But as we all know, most of the
world has no such access. Indeed,
even in the richest countries, there are
many who do not have access to ade-
quate medical care. Access to critical
medical services is socially determined.

We have become more aware of the
intimate linkage between the environ-
ment and health outcomes. The
breakdown of the water, sanitation and
electricity infrastructure in Iraq – and
the anticipated effects on the health of
a predominantly urban population –

are of serious concern. We have also
recently been reminded of the
importance of having strong public
health infrastructure and core func-
tions in place, through the effective,
immediate response to severe acute
respiratory syndrome (SARS) in Viet
Nam, which limited the outbreak in
that country through combined clinical
and public health approaches.

Environmental risks dispropor-
tionately affect poor households, and it
is poor children and women who are
shouldering an unfair share of this
burden. Acquiring and using biomass
fuel and fodder for the household may
take up anywhere between two and
nine hours a day in developing
countries, depending on their avail-
ability. In Lombok, southern Indonesia,
women spend about three hours each
day cooking, and four hours each week
collecting dead wood or agricultural
residues to be used as fuel. In some
areas of Kenya, women spend seven
hours a day on similar tasks. 

Work burden

In rural areas of India, there are wide
differences in the work burden of men
and women. Women are engaged for
six hours daily in collection of fuelwood
and fodder, and cooking: men spend
approximately ten times less time on
these tasks. In some areas, this
extreme physical drudgery causes
serious reproductive problems and
mental disorders in women.

A 1996-1997 study carried out by
Jashodhara Dasgupta of Sahayog, a
research and activist group, in
Uttranchal, western India – involving
over 1,000 women in ten locations
across 12 districts – found the
proportion of miscarriages to be 30 per
cent, five times higher than the
average rate reported in the National
Family Health Survey of 1992-1993. It
noted that women have a gruelling
schedule during pregnancy – including
lifting heavy loads of wood, manure
and grass – which added to the risk of
miscarriage. The women of Uttranchal
are also under continuous mental
stress from anxiety over how to sustain
the household. There is high male
migration to urban areas, while de-
pleted forests have made the trek to
gather fuelwood and fodder much
longer and tougher.

Apart from the physical costs of
collection – and the effects this has
both on women’s health and the
depletion of natural resources – using
low-cost, widely available traditional
energy sources such as coal and
biomass (wood, dung, crop residues)
for cooking and home heating results
in a high incidence of respiratory
diseases and eye problems.

Half the world’s population is ex-
posed to indoor air pollution, mainly
through the burning of solid fuels for
cooking and heating. Biomass is still
the main source of energy for 60 to 
90 per cent of households in devel-
oping countries – some 2.5 billion

Fuelling
CHANGE
MAMPHELA RAMPHELE
describes how collecting
and burning wood and
biomass damages 
women’s health and the
environment, and how
household electricity
revolutionizes their lives
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people. It is the mothers and their chil-
dren, primarily in rural areas, who are
mainly exposed to the effects of poor
ventilation of biomass fuel while using
primitive stoves, and who pay the price
in illness and premature death. Much
evidence has been documented, for
example, that associates burning this
fuel with the incidence of chronic
bronchitis in women and of acute
respiratory infections in children.

Significant benefits

In some high-mortality Latin American
countries, such as Guatemala, it has
been estimated that indoor smoke
from solid fuels causes 10,000 deaths
a year, with 298,000 years of life lost. In
a programme there, improved stoves
have had a significant impact on
people’s lives. Participants reported
the most valued benefits – besides
removing smoke from the house –
were using less fuelwood, and reduc-
ing cooking time. Given the drudgery
involved in collecting firewood and
cooking, these are also significant
benefits for rural women.

Policies for rural areas that en-
courage the uptake of petroleum fuels
and efficient use of biomass fuels can
effectively address the problems of
indoor air pollution and women’s
physical labour. But women must be
involved in planning these policies and
interventions to ensure that they are
implemented successfully and sus-
tainably. Energy policies and projects

by themselves will not change the
plight of women in society, but they can
be used as entry points for reducing a
preventable burden of death and
illness among women and in pro-
moting greater fairness in allocating
opportunities and resources between
the sexes.

The effectiveness of addressing this
life-threatening issue will depend on
three key considerations: 
■ the policy and regulatory context 
■ making sure that all relevant sec-
tors/perspectives are considered in
interventions that aim to increase fuel
efficiency, reduce health risks and
improve local ecology 
■ local community involvement in
technology design and application,
especially with regard to stoves and
ventilation. 

Government programmes need to
include a component to inform, edu-
cate and communicate the health,
environmental, energy and financial
consequences of indoor air pollution
and the different interventions that
reduce exposure. There are typically
three types of these: 
■ improved cooking and heating
devices or use of cleaner fuels 
■ improvements in the living environ-
ment such as better ventilation or
separate cooking areas 
■ changes in behaviour to reduce
exposure to smoke or to reduce 
smoke generation through, for exam-
ple, proper stove maintenance and
cleaning.

Long-term sustainable solutions
require full participation from local
government, civil society, the com-
mercial sector and local communities,
particularly women.

A rural energy market study,
sponsored by the joint United Nations
Development Programme/World Bank
Energy Sector Management Assis-
tance Program (ESMAP), uncovered
promising results about the impact of
electrifying households on the lives of
women. A survey of 5,048 women from
six states of India in 1996 revealed that
access to electricity directly affects the
amount of leisure time they have, while
providing channels to increase their
knowledge and awareness through
facilitating reading and watching
television. It also found that women
from households using electricity are
likely to spend less time collecting fuel
and are more likely to use fuels that
are less debilitating to their health. 

Healthier lifestyles

On average, these women lead
healthier and more productive lives
than their counterparts in households
that do not use electricity. Both reading
and watching television, for example,
can educate and enlarge the horizons
of village women and, in the long run,
bring about social change. Although
empirical evidence needs to be
strengthened, having electricity in
rural households seems to change
their overall environment in such a way
as to encourage healthier lifestyles,
including better cooking systems.

Electricity is available in almost all
villages in India today.  However, acc-
ording to the ESMAP study, which
surveyed six out of the 20 states of
India, about 60 per cent of households
do not have electricity from the grid.
Based on a 2001 census of India, the
statistic is as low as 40 per cent of the
country with access to electricity.

As the Global Health Council
emphasizes, the task facing us today is
daunting. Each year, all around the
world, tens of millions of human
beings die needlessly, and hundreds of
millions of lives are ravaged by ill
health. The world has the resources to
greatly reduce this loss and suffering.
When it comes to global health, there
is no them, only us ■

Dr Mamphela Ramphele is the retiring
Managing Director of the World Bank
and Senior Advisor to its President.

Environmental risks
disproportionately affect
poor households
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At a glance: Women, health
and the environment
Women stand on the front line

in the battle with environ-
mental degradation. Their health
depends on the health of the land,
forests, air and water around them.
As those in closest contact with the
land and the natural world they are
usually the first to suffer from its
degradation.

Deforestation increases the am-
ount of time women must spend in

seeking both fuel and water: when
the trees are felled water sources
also dry up. In Gujarat, India,
women now have to devote four or
five hours a day to collecting
fuelwood, whereas not long ago
they only had to go out to get it
every four or five days. Every day in
South Africa alone, the country’s
women walk the equivalent of going
to the moon and back 16 times over
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Increasing the education of girls and improving reproductive health services are essential
elements in sound population policies. Bettering the lives of adolescent girls reduces their
fertility, improves their – and their children’s – health, and increases economic productivity.
Girls who complete secondary school tend to give birth later, and have fewer children, than
those who do not – so birth rates fall, maternal and child survival increases, and population
growth slows. Yet girls remain disadvantaged in education; nearly two thirds of the 153 million
illiterates aged 15-24 worldwide are women. Changing attitudes to childbearing, and improved
access to family planning, have led to a sharp decline in family size over the last 35 years. The
international consensus is that progress is grounded in human rights and development,
concentrating on building the capacities of women to manage their own lives.
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Estimated proportion of HIV-positive adults (aged 15-49) who are women,
end 2003 (numbers are given on bars)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Deaths attributable to environmental
causes, 2000

Per cent of population who must travel
more than half an hour to fetch water
Selected African countries, 2001 or latest
available dataSub-Saharan Africa

Caribbean

Middle East and North Africa 

WORLD

Latin America

Eastern Europe and Central Asia

South and Southeast Asia

Western Europe

North America

East Asia

Oceania

The greater an HIV/AIDS epidemic, and the more long lasting it is, the more feminized it
becomes as heterosexual intercourse becomes the main method of transmission.
Indeed women are more at risk than men. This is partly for biological reasons; they are
the more likely to be infected during intercourse. Young women are particularly
vulnerable. They tend to have sex earlier than young men, and with older partners, who
may already be infected; one study in Zimbabwe, for example, found that nearly a
quarter of women in their 20s were in relationships with men at least ten years older.
They are also often even less able than older women to resist pressure for unsafe sex:
many also experience rape and forced sex, which increases the danger of transmission
even further.

Women and girls often walk 15 kilometres a
day, to and from water sources, spending
eight hours or more a day collecting
repeated loads weighing up to 20 kilos – the
weight of an airline suitcase – a time. In
India they spend 150 million work days a
year on the task. Mothers and children are
also the main victims of the poisonous
cocktail of chemicals in smoke from
woodburning stoves, which kills over 1.5
million people a year worldwide.
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to fetch water for their families.
Both tasks cripple the health of the
women who have to carry the heavy
loads. 

The water is often unsafe, killing
more than 3 million people a year,
mostly children. And pollution from
the fuelwood and other biomass –
which 2.5 billion people have to use
because they lack modern forms of
energy – disproportionately kills
women and children, who spend
most time in the home.

Women, who tend to carry more
fat, are also more vulnerable to the
toxic chemicals that build up in it,
and so are their unborn babies. In

countries as different as the United
States and the Sudan increased
neonatal deaths have been found
among the children of women far-
mers exposed to pesticides. High
levels of dioxins and other hazar-
dous chemicals have been found in
breast milk in a wide variety of
countries, while women exposed to
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)
around North America’s Great
Lakes have given birth to children
with delayed motor development
and dramatically lower intelligence.

Yet women are often also at the
forefront of the fights to conserve
health and the environment. They

have led the Chipko movement
against the felling of forests in
northern India and similarly are
campaigning against chemical-
intensive agriculture across the
subcontinent. The soil in women’s
plots in Ghana has been found to
retain its fertility longer than the
soil in men’s ones, while half of all
the United Kingdom’s organic
farmers are female, ten times the
proportion in the country’s agri-
culture as a whole. 

Geoffrey Lean



danger from the disease: nothing could be further from the
truth.

AIDS can affect everyone. It is spreading rapidly through
India’s general population in both rural and urban areas: they
have some 60 per cent and 40 per cent of the infected population
respectively. One third of HIV-positive people are women: more
than 75 per cent of AIDS infections result from heterosexual
intercourse, mostly between husband and wife.

The increase of AIDS in women – the ‘feminization of AIDS’
– is particularly tragic because their lack of power and security
means that they can do little to protect themselves from infection
by their husbands, who have usually contracted the disease
through sexual activity outside marriage.Widespread ignorance
results in women being infected without recognizing the danger.
Their low status, and the stigma of AIDS, makes them afraid to
go to medical practitioners for help, and their poverty often puts
treatment out of reach. Rajni’s eyes light up in anger as she
speaks of other female clients at the centre who were forced to
discontinue treatment, or had their drugs preempted, by their
husbands or families.

Signs of hope

Population increase, illiteracy, lack of information,
stigma and discrimination, poverty, migration,

lack of openness about sex, and inadequate
health expenditures are the main factors
that fuel the AIDS epidemic in India.
They promote denial and fear,
perhaps the two greatest obstacles to
overcoming the threat. But there are
signs of hope. India’s new prime
minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, is
calling for social reform to fight gender
and class inequalities that promote the
spread of AIDS. The government has
initiated a surveillance system to test
for HIV/AIDS at 450 sites across the
country. Awareness levels are slowly
rising as leaders across the political
spectrum recognize the need to unite
in their efforts to fight the disease.

Victory in the battle against AIDS will
require an attack from all sides. Awareness
campaigns can overcome denial. Advocacy efforts
designed to promote better awareness of the causes of the
disease – as well as of the fact that everybody is at risk – can
reduce the stigma associated with it. The attack on AIDS cannot
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India is on the move, its economy growing rapidly. The
gleaming buildings of its vibrant corporations scrape the sky
in its burgeoning cities, while its universities turn out some of

the best engineers and doctors in the world. Such signs of
progress indicate India’s efforts to overcome its development
challenges. Although it struggles to educate the millions who
cannot read and to provide better livelihoods for its citizens who
have to survive on less than $1 per day, there is a powerful sense
of energy as its people look to the future. My work as an actress
has taken me across India and I have seen the challenges and felt
the energy. But I have also seen a new and grave threat to the
ability of my country to achieve its vast potential – the threat of
HIV/AIDS.

At an AIDS support centre operated by Freedom Foundation,
a private charity in Bangalore, the beautiful brown eyes of Rajni
(not her actual name), a young Indian mother, look into a bleak
future. Married at 14, she became a widow at 20 when her
husband, who ran a small business, died of AIDS – and she
tested positive for HIV. As she watches her 12-year-old son, also
HIV-positive, play in the courtyard, she speaks sadly of her
healthy nine-year-old daughter, given to her sister so that she
does not have to bear the stigma of the disease. She speaks of a
supportive extended family, but frowns as she describes how the
cost of her husband’s medical care forced her family to sell its
home and condemned 24 relatives to poverty.

Action now

More than 5.1 million people in India are infected with HIV
– 500,000 more than at the end of 2002. Indeed, the country

now has the second highest number of cases in the world. The
disease is already present in all 35 states and some experts expect
as many as 15 million people could have the virus by the end of
this decade unless decisive action is taken. By 2010, an estimated
2 million Indians will die of AIDS if nothing is done to stop the
impending epidemic. Unless we act now, AIDS will ravage India
as it has many countries in Africa, reducing life expectancies in
some nations from 60 years to less than 40 and setting economic
development back by decades.

Unfortunately, the widespread ignorance and stigma
associated with AIDS hampers efforts to prevent the spread of
the disease. Lack of education about its nature and causes
leaves some people still believing that AIDS can be contracted
from a mosquito bite or from shaking hands with an infected
person, and others not realizing the dangers of indiscriminate
and unprotected sexual activity. Much of the publicity about
AIDS creates the impression that only marginalized elements
of society – such as sex workers and drug abusers – are in

Aishwarya Rai 
describes the spread of HIV/AIDS 

among women in her country and a unique
attempt to tackle itP
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be separated from the issues of poverty and human rights.
Advocating safe sexual practices will have no effect unless the
rights of women are strengthened and respected. Prevention
strategies will have little effect, and
there will be little incentive
to report infection, unless
there are links to treat-
ment that provides
hope to the afflicted.
Treatment, in turn,
cannot be separ-
ated from efforts
to improve 
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livelihoods, as anti-retroviral drugs can be harmful to an empty
stomach.

India need not fight this battle alone, and it can certainly
learn from successful efforts elsewhere in the world. Preventing
an AIDS epidemic will require effective partnerships. In the
Bellary district outside Bangalore, Karnataka, and in five other
states, an example exists of partnership between these states, the
central Government, the United Nations system and NGOs that
has begun to reduce women’s vulnerability by raising awareness
of their reproductive health and rights. It also seeks to empower
them to negotiate sexual relations and to increase their access to
reproductive health services and information.

The CHARCA (Coordinated HIV/AIDS Response through
Capacity Building and Awareness) initiative – jointly financed

by the United Nations Foundation and the Government 
of the Netherlands – focuses on women and girls 

aged between 13 and 25. It will engage communities 
and empower women through community-based

organizations such as Freedom Foundation in
collaboration with female elected village officials.

Equality and justice

The CHARCA project is one of the first
district-wide interventions for young

women in the general population. It is
working towards creating an environment
that fosters equality and ensures justice
for women and girls, seeking to equip
them both to protect themselves against
the virus and to realize their rights.

In spite of her condition, Rajni 
is hopeful. She is one of the
fortunate ones with access to treat-
ment. She is amazingly calm.
Asked why, she says: ‘I have faith
in my country. We will find a
way to address AIDS. If I am
not saved, at least my daughter
will not have to suffer as I have
suffered.’ We must keep faith
with her and the millions of
victims of the disease in India
and worldwide and each do our
part, however small, to make a
difference ■

Aishwarya Rai, a former Miss
World, has won many ‘best

actress’ awards for her
Bollywood roles and last
year was the first Indian
actor to be a member of
the jury at the Cannes
Film Festival. She is to
star in Bride and
Prejudice opposite Martin
Henderson and in Chaos
with Meryl Streep. M
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Nelson Lourenco/UNEP/Topham

When I became Minister for the
Environment last year, at the
time that President Lula took

office, I faced a major question. How to
translate all my accumulated experience of
environmental issues – in society, the
academic world, parliament and at the
various levels of government – into a
policy that would embrace Brazil’s socio-
environmental challenges and be geared
towards sustainable development?

The first aspect to consider – bearing in
mind my academic training as a history
teacher – concerned the historic relation-
ship between environmentalism and social
concerns. In 2003, we marked 30 years of
environmental policies in Brazil, which
had begun with the creation of the Special
Secretariat for the Environment in 1973.
This was a response to the first protests
against industrial pollution in both urban
and rural areas and led initially to a policy
of command and control. Two years before,
the environmentalist José Lutzenberger
had launched a crusade against contam-
ination by pesticides, which he evocatively
called ‘agripoisons’. 

In 1981, a new law established a
National Environment Policy and the
National System for the Environment
(Sisnama), in which municipal and state

authorities and the federal government all
took part. Four years later the National
Council of Rubber Tappers proposed
setting up ‘extractive reserves’ as an
alternative to agrarian reform in the
Amazon region. North American and
European environmentalists were amazed
that the forest peoples were fighting to
conserve the habitat on which they
depended for survival – putting an end to
the myth that they posed a threat to the
Amazonian ecosystem. This period also
saw the rise of powerful social movements
all over the country, leading in 1988 to the
writing of a new chapter of the Federal
Constitution devoted to environmental
issues. 

Environmental response

In 1989 the central government created
Brazil’s environment agency – the Braz-
ilian Institute for the Environment and
Natural Renewable Resources – as a res-
ponse to progress in legislation and social
organization amid the huge repercussions
of the murder of Chico Mendes. 

The 1990s witnessed the institution-
alization of environmental issues in Brazil,
boosted by the 1992 United Nations
Conference on Environment and Devel-

opment in Rio and by important new
legislation, such as the Environmental
Crimes Act and the National System of
Conservation Units. 

President Lula’s election manifesto
included the environmental programme
Environment and Quality of Life. This is
now being put into practice as a govern-
ment programme and provides the basis for
the definition of the Environment Min-
istry’s objectives. The programme includes
the principle of ‘transversality’, imp-
lementing an integrated environmental
policy within the overall government
policy. It also provides scope for the
participation of civil society in controlling
public policy, and for involving different
levels of government (federal, state and
municipal) in reinforcing Sisnama and
consolidating the sustainable development
agenda. It also confirms the Environment
Ministry’s role as the instigator of socio-
environmental policies. 

Greater participation

From the start, our government has had to
face the challenge that social movements
have been giving voice for over 20 years to
the public desire for greater participation in
environmental politics. We gave priority to
strengthening existing organizations, and
organized the first National Conference on
the Environment, which involved 70,000
people. Meanwhile around 5 million young
people, teachers and family members took
part in preparations for a Junior Con-
ference under the slogan ‘Let’s take care of
Brazil and strengthen Sisnama’.

The government designated 826,000
hectares of land as conservation units, in
response to the demand for protecting our
biodiversity and using it sustainably.
Amazonia was one of the targets of this
integrated policy. Important measures were

UNPRECEDENTED
opportunity
MARINA SILVA describes her work, as her country’s first
woman environment minister, to implement sustainable
development policies that promote social and
environmental health
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taken to deal with deforestation, such as
establishing a new kind of rural settlement,
the Forest Settlements, and the plan to
combat the deforestation of Amazonia on
which 11 ministries collaborated.

The National Integration and En-
vironment Ministries launched the Sustain-
able Amazon Plan to promote a paradigm
shift in regional development policy: it
includes measures for environmental
management, sustainable production with
innovation and competitiveness, social
inclusion, providing infrastructure and new
forms of financing. As a result the act-
ivities in the second phase of the Pilot
Scheme for the Conservation of the Trop-
ical Rainforests have the status of public
policies for the Amazon region. 

Integrated policy

In a further integrated policy initiative, we
are working with the Ministry of Mines
and Energy to implement a new manage-
ment model for the electrical sector: its
innovative strategies take account of the
environmental dimension in planning
investments.

The dilemma of how to reconcile
environmental policy with economic de-
velopment is gaining prominence in
certain sectors of Brazilian society,
especially the media and the infrastructure
industry. Seldom has the issue of the
environment attracted so much attention
over the past 30 years. This could be a
positive indicator of the relevance of the
new environmental policy to the

management of the economy. But it also
represents a conflict between different
points of view on introducing the
environmental factor into development
strategies. The proposals in Agenda 21 –
especially the Brazilian version – and their
adaptation to local conditions are par-
ticularly relevant to the debate. There is,
thus, an unprecedented opportunity to
create a new concept of progress that is
socially just and environmentally sustain-
able, through public debate and govern-
ment action.

It is up to the government to demon-
strate that concern about the use of the
environment and natural resources is no
obstacle to social and economic progress.
Quite the contrary, it adds value. It is both
an incentive and a benefit, it generates
income and employment and is an opp-
ortunity for lasting, sustainable develop-
ment. By contrast, over the last 40 years –
since the ‘developmentalism’ of the 1960s
and the ‘Brazilian miracle’ under the
military government, associated with
unbridled agricultural expansion – we have
not managed to overcome enormous social
inequality, nor to guarantee quality of life
and intelligent use of natural resources,
apart from in localized projects and
initiatives. 

One practical response offered by our
government is the paving of the Cuiabá-
Santarém highway, the subject of a long-
standing regional dispute in which environ-
mental restrictions have always been re-
garded as obstacles. Without the necessary
precautions, projects of this nature can
deepen social divisions and damage the
environment – and even jeopardize eco-
nomic objectives. But our project – which
we have called the Sustainable Highway –
results from a political process involving
governments, the private sector and social
organizations. It is centred around a plan

that will bring sustainable development to
the whole region affected by the con-
struction work. The process will include
creating conservation units, controlling
land use, providing basic services to the
population and promoting policies to
encourage appropriate use of natural re-
sources. It will serve as an example for
future infrastructure projects, demon-
strating that such construction work is not
in itself the cause of insuperable environ-
mental and social problems. 

All this has been made possible by the
fact that we are not starting from scratch,
but operating in a favourable climate in
which technical experts, environmentalists,
political leaders and communities are all
ready and willing to work together to
achieve sustainability. We have an effective
legal framework, the support of a forward-
looking and committed business sector,
and experience of engaging with con-
troversy and negotiating at every level to
reach our objectives. 

New contributions

That is why – in this initial period in office
– we are not presenting appraisals inspired
by the standard question: ‘What have we
done?’ We are posing a more complex and
more far-reaching question: ‘What new
contributions are we making?’ So far, I
believe the government has taken the first
steps towards public policies for a
development agenda that takes full account
of the socio-environmental dimension ■

Senator Marina Silva is a member of
Brazil’s Federal Senate and Minister for
the Environment. She has won many
international awards including a Goldman
Environmental Prize and nomination as
one of UNEP’s ‘25 women leaders in
action for the environment’.

We have an opportunity to
create a new concept of
progress that is socially just
and environmentally
sustainable
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UNEPhas launched its fourth International Photo-
graphic Competition on the Environment in 19

cities around the globe. Again sponsored by Canon Inc., it is open
to both professional and amateur photographers of all
nationalities and ages, with Gold, Silver and Bronze prizes in
General, Youth and Children’s categories.

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP’s Executive Director, said: ‘The previous
three competitions have proved highly successful, generating
huge interest within the photographic world and significant public
awareness of environmental issues globally.’

Fujio Mitarai, President and CEO of Canon Inc., said: ‘Our
corporate philosophy is kyosei, which means living and working
together for the common good. In accordance with this philosophy,
we believe that a harmonious coexistence with nature and the
environment is essential for society to achieve sustainable
development. I hope that the photographers participating in this
competition, through the images they have captured, will be able

to share the kyosei ideal with
the world.’ For details on how
to enter see www.unep-
photo.com ■

Natural Allies, a new UNEP
publication, provides a clear picture of

how civil society can and does work with
UNEP, both benefiting from and
strengthening its programme of work.
Incorporating the advice of the many
organizations that were consulted during a
peer review process, it explains how civil
society can interact directly with
governments, whose decisions guide
UNEP’s work, and participate in UNEP
activities. The publication is available to
buy at www.earthprint.com ■

Researchers at the University of
Delaware in the United States have

discovered how to make a new type of
computer circuit board out of chicken
feathers. Some 1.36 billion kilos of waste
feathers are generated each year by the 
8 billion broilers produced in the United
States alone, posing a major disposal
problem. But they have proved ideal for the
boards, which Richard Wool – who developed the idea – says required
material that was ‘light, yet strong, with as much air involved as possible’.
Electrons move twice as fast on the feather boards as on traditional ones,
and they meet electronics industry standards ■

The journal Environmental Health
Perspectives (EHP) has been devel-

oping a broad international outreach
programme to disseminate credible
environmental health information
throughout the world. It includes con-
verting EHP to an open-access journal,
providing complimentary print sub-
scriptions to readers in developing
countries, publishing a quarterly
Chinese-language edition, participating
in a Fogarty International Center initiative to partner with African
medical journals, publishing a section in Spanish in the
Chilean/Latin American journal Ciencia & Trabajo, and translating
the ‘In this issue’ section of the magazine into Chinese, French,
Japanese, Russian and Spanish. See http://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/ ■

Tessa and the Fishy
Mystery is the first book-

let in the UNEP Tunza child-
ren’s environmental story
series. It is a beautifully
illustrated tale about a
young girl living by the sea
and confronting various en-
vironmental issues such as
pollution, overfishing and
mangrove deforestation.

The booklet also has a ‘facts and figures’ section on seas and
oceans. Priced at $6, it is available from www.earthprint.com ■

The Optimist is the enticing title of a new
quarterly magazine launched by Green Cross

International led by Mikhail Gorbachev. True to
its title, it sets out to be visionary and forward looking, focusing on raising
awareness of the wealth of solutions and innovations to be found within the
rich cultural, historical, scientific and technical resources at humankind’s
disposal. See www.greencrossinternational.net ■
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UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme)
International Photographic Competition on the
Environment 2004-2005

Women are essential agents
of change as the book

Women and the Environment
demonstrates. Produced by
UNEP in partnership with the
Women’s Environment and
Development Organization
(WEDO) – with the financial
support of the United Nations
Foundation – it pays tribute to
their essential contributions to
environmental conservation and management. UNEP hopes that the
book, which is available at www.unep.org, will inspire the environ-
mental and sustainable development community to understand better
the importance of gender and to integrate a gender perspective across
all its work ■
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If you have ever held a newborn baby, you will know what a
powerful feeling that is. The very essence of existence seems to
be concentrated in that one moment. A new life, so innocent, so

frail and yet so trusting. We, the adults, are the ones who have to
protect and guide this new person, and it is humbling to be
entrusted with such a huge responsibility. 

But the curious newcomer to this world has already been
affected by our lifestyles, and will continue to be as he or she grows
up. Artificial chemical substances – a product of modern times –
are all around us and inevitably find their way into our bodies. Our
babies receive their first dose when they are still in their mothers’
wombs. More chemicals reach them through their mothers’ milk
and through sources of pollution in their environment and food.
Children are more exposed than adults because of their size and
diet, and are also more severely affected since their internal organs,
neural and hormonal systems and brains are still developing.

There is simply no getting away from chemicals. The last time
the number of chemical substances was recorded in the European
Union, more than 20 years ago, there were over 100,000 of them.
In the United States, 80,000 substances are registered for use. In

both cases, only a fraction of all these chemicals have been
properly examined for their effects on human health and the
environment. There is very little information on the safest ways of
using them. Even women living in remote parts of the world, such
as Inuit women, have high levels of persistent and bioaccumulative
substances in their breast milk. This is not because they have used
the products containing these substances, but because the
substances can travel long distances, harming health and
destroying the environment as they go. 

Last year, I had my own blood tested. I was checked for 77
problematic substances: 28 of them were found. They included
carcinogenic PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) – industrial
chemicals that were previously used in electrical equipment to
prevent it from catching fire – and the pesticide DDT, which was
banned in the 1970s in Western countries after killing birds feeding
on treated land. Doctors told me that my levels would have been
higher if I had not breastfed my two sons, thus passing these
substances on to them. Breastfeeding remains the best start we can
give our children in life, but this discovery has strongly reinforced
my conviction that substances that accumulate in our bodies and in
the environment should be used under very strict control, if at all. 

Now that PCBs and DDT have been banned in many countries,
the levels recorded in breast milk and the environment have
decreased. This shows that joint action against the risks of

CHEMICAL
inheritance

MARGOT WALLSTRÖM describes how
mothers and their babies are at risk 

from a host of little-understood
substances, and outlines steps to test 

and control them

Chemical substances can travel long
distances, harming health and destroying the

environment as they go

chemicals is effective, even though the improvement is a lot slower
than we would wish. It is high time that the international
community intensified its efforts to enhance chemical safety.
During the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg we pledged ‘to achieve, by 2020, that chemicals are
used and produced in ways that lead to the minimisation of
significant adverse effects on human health and the environment’. 

Our Planet
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It is difficult to establish clear cause-and-effect correlations as
we know so little about chemicals, and even less about the
complex interactions that may be taking place between different
substances. But we have noticed worrying trends that are believed
to be partially linked to chemicals. Allergies, cancers and threats
to reproductive health are on the rise in the EU. Recent statistics
show that cancers have increased by 63 per cent in France over
the last 20 years. Studies indicate that the sperm counts of young
men in Europe have dropped over the last few decades, and that
incidents of testicular cancer are increasing. It is estimated that
one couple in seven has infertility problems. In animals, too, 
we have noted worrying signs of endocrine disruption, such as
sex changes in molluscs that have been in contact with anti-
fouling agents.

This list of health and environmental problems suspected of

being linked to chemicals could be made much longer. As many of
these effects are the insidious results of long-term exposure to a
mix of chemicals, it is difficult to trace them back to the ones that
have caused them, and to prove the links conclusively.

This is why the European Union is moving towards a new
system for chemicals management – REACH, standing for
Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals. REACH
will require industry to test, assess and provide safety information
on all substances produced in significant quantities. This essential
information will have to be communicated to users further down
the supply chain – like manufacturers who use chemicals in their
own production processes – and be made publicly available. The
use of hazardous chemicals – such as those that can cause cancers,
mutations, or problems with reproduction, or those that accumulate
in our bodies and in the environment – will require a specific

Unlike our great-grandmothers –
who lived out their lives before
the chemical revolution began

to unfold in the mid-1950s – we have
taken in hundreds of toxic substances.
Many take up residence in our body fat,
where they may remain for decades;

others are absorbed into the body and
quickly metabolized and excreted.

Biomonitoring provides a snapshot
of these body burdens and constitutes
ultimate proof of our exposure. The
data it provides have profound impli-
cations for women everywhere. 

The 1994 United Nations Inter-
national Conference on Population and
Development in Cairo and the United
Nations Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing the following year
both upheld women's rights to enjoy
the highest attainable standards of
physical and mental health. These
fundamental rights – including the
right to security of the person, the right
to bear a family and the right of all
women to control all aspects of their
health, particularly their own fertility –
are being seriously compromised by
exposure to toxic chemicals.

Winds and air currents can carry
persistent chemicals thousands of
miles. Snow on the Swiss Alps holds
DDT used for malaria control in the
tropics. Indigenous communities living
near the Arctic Circle carry in their
bodies high levels of polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs) used primarily as
flame retardants far to the south.
Whether we live in Johannesburg or
Juneau, Rome or Rio de Janeiro, we all
carry a sampling of the chemical soup
created by an industrializing world.

Chemical diaries

Women's bodies also carry chemicals
found in products and processes they
use or to which they are exposed. Have
they grown food with chlorpyrifos or
DDT? Do they live next to a polluting
factory, incinerator or busy traffic

TO X I C
trespass

SHARYLE PATTON
describes how a chemical

invasion of women’s bodies
threatens the rights they

have so recently won
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permit or may be prohibited. This will send a clear message to
industry: look for, and develop, safer alternatives! 

This proposed new legislation, which will now be discussed by
the European Parliament and the Council of EU Ministers, has
been a test case for the application of the sustainable development
approach. While our primary goal has been to achieve a high level
of protection for human health and the environment, we have made
sure that the costs and bureaucracy for industry will be limited,
meeting its needs for clear and transparent rules that stimulate
innovation and growth. REACH thus strikes a balance between
environmental, social and economic concerns – and it will help us
meet the commitment we made in Johannesburg.

REACH is not a miracle cure that will eliminate the problematic
substances that are already spread widely throughout the
environment. But it can help us make sure that the risks of chemical

substances are identified early enough to prevent many of the ill-
effects that could arise from careless use. We need chemicals. They
are an integral part of modern society, providing much of the
comfort and convenience of everyday life. But they need to be
handled and used in a safe way, and we have to get rid of those that
pose unmanageable risks. 

More than anyone else, newborn babies – and the children they
later become – have a right to grow up in a healthy environment.
But women and men too have a right to a safe environment, safe
working conditions and safe products. It is in our hands to make
tremendous progress towards safe chemicals management in the
EU, and in so doing I am sure we shall set an example for other
countries as well ■ 

Margot Wallström is European Commissioner for Environment.

intersection? Have they washed their
children's hair with products con-
taining lindane? Have they used 
a particular solvent in cleaning, or a
particular cosmetic containing phthal-
ates and other chemicals? The
answers are documented in their
bodies, which become chemical diar-
ies of their lives.

Genetic expression is mediated by a
panoply of hormones, neurotrans-
mitters and growth factors. Our neuro-
logical, immune, reproductive and
endocrine systems all function by
using these chemical messengers to
trigger biological events.

Many man-made chemicals re-
semble these naturally occurring
substances. They may initiate a
cascade of deleterious events when
the body mistakenly accepts and 
uses them as part of its messaging

system. Many of the chemicals now
found in women's blood, urine, bone,
breast milk, adipose tissue or other
biospecimens can deliver such
unintentional messages, potentially
changing how the body's intricate and
fragile systems function. Such chem-
ical hijacking can occur at very low
levels of exposure, previously
considered below standard safety
thresholds.

Mother to child

Many chemicals can pass through the
placental barrier during pregnancy
and disrupt the development of the
fetus during critical times of growth
and cell differentiation. The effects
may not be evident until puberty or
even later.

Traditionally, epidemiologists have

focused on the effects of high levels 
of chemical exposure on small pop-
ulations. Now a revolution in toxicol-
ogical research tells us that we need to
be concerned about low-level doses to
large populations and that we need 
to consider the effects of chemicals 
in combinations which may interact in
unsuspected and untested ways. It de-
mands that we also need to consider
specially vulnerable populations such
as children (who, kilo for kilo, are more
exposed to chemicals than adults), the
elderly (whose bodies may be less
capable of metabolizing and excreting
some chemicals) and women (whose
monthly flux of hormonal activity and

Fundamental rights are
being compromised by
exposure to toxic chemicals

Our Planet



human health. Other studies indicate
that exposure to the pesticide DDT also
increases risks of premature birth and
possibly miscarriage. 

Meanwhile low sperm count and
quality are associated with exposure to
chemicals, including commonly used
pesticides, such as alachlor, atrazine
and diazinon.

Although the studies are not
scientifically definitive, the weight of

evidence indicates that our rights to
reproductive health and to bear
children successfully may be threat-
ened by exposure to a wide range of
chemicals. 

Our right to reach our highest
potential, and to fulfil our human
genetic legacy, is threatened by ex-
posures in the womb to many chem-
icals – including PCBs and the
plasticizer DEHP – which seem to alter
how we think and behave. For example
children born with higher levels of
PCBs (but still within the range
considered ‘normal’) to women living
around the Great Lakes who consumed
two or three meals of game fish a
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extra layer of epidermal fat may create
particular vulnerability). 

Thus classic regulatory toxicology is
insufficient to guide public health
standards, especially for women and
their children, who worldwide are
experiencing an increasing incidence
of a number of diseases, including
some cancers and developmental
disabilities.

Breast cancer rates appear to be
increasing in many regions, although
mortality is declining or stabilizing in
some countries. The linkage between
breast cancer and chemical toxicants
is unclear, but a number of studies
indicate the need for precautionary
action. It appears, for example, to be
linked to lifetime exposure to oestro-
gen. The body recognizes many man-
made chemicals as having oestrogenic
properties, so exposure to them may
be linked to breast cancer. 

The ubiquitous dioxin is one such
chemical. A new study has found that
women exposed to high levels of one
form of it after the 1976 industrial
explosion in Seveso, Italy have an
increased risk of breast cancer.

Infertility may also be increasing in
many regions, though difficulties in
data collection prevent a definitive
analysis. The cause of approximately
one third of all cases of infertility from
the late teens to early 30s is unknown.
Recent science indicates that toxic
chemicals may play a role.

Wealth of evidence

Bisphenol A – used in polycarbamate
and other plastics, the lining in tin
cans, floorings, enamels and var-
nishes, adhesives, nail polish, compact
discs, electric and electrical appli-
ances – has been measured in the
blood of pregnant women, in umbilical
blood at birth and in placental tissue,
at levels within the range shown to
alter development. 

Recent research on mice has
associated it with aneuploidy, the chro-
mosomal error that in humans causes
many spontaneous miscarriages and
birth defects, including Down’s Syn-
drome. The mechanisms of cell div-
ision in mice are similar across a very
broad range of living organisms, so the
results are likely to be relevant to

month in the years leading up to and
during pregnancy were found to have
smaller head circumferences, lower
IQs, shorter attention spans and
weaker reflexes.

Meanwhile Dutch scientists have
reported that boys with higher PCB
exposures are more likely to engage in
feminine patterns of play, while
similarly exposed girls are more likely
to engage in masculine play; more
feminized behaviour was found in both
boys and girls prenatally exposed to
higher levels of dioxin. The study
parallels findings from animal studies.

Troubling implications

Such studies are troubling in their
implications for women's physical and
emotional health, and for the health of
their families. Yet very few of the
thousands of chemicals now in use –
or being produced as unintentional
byproducts of industrial processes –
have been tested for their impacts on
human health. So we do not know the
full impact chemical exposure may
have on our health and basic human
rights.

Recent agreements – especially the
Stockholm Convention which man-
dates phasing out 12 of the most
damaging persistent organic pollu-
tants and includes a mechanism for
adding further chemicals for action,
and the proposed EU REACH legis-
lative initiative – are solid first steps to
ensuring that women's rights will not
continue to be threatened by toxic
trespass. Women around the world
need to become better informed about
these threats to their – and their
families’ – health, so that they may
become part of a process that will find
safer alternatives, support pre-market
testing of all chemicals and integrate
the precautionary principle into
chemicals management policies. This
will protect women's health and the
health of future generations. And it will
also help maintain what we have
struggled for in the past decade, the
ability of all women to live to their
fullest potential ■

Sharyle Patton is Director of the
Health and Environment Program of
Commonweal.

We do not know the full
impact chemical exposure

may have on our health
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First empower
ADRIENNE GERMAIN says that securing women’s rights is the key to ensuring 

their health and to protecting the environment
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Are women part of the problem or part of the solution? Ten
years ago at the International Conference on Population and
Development in Cairo, 179 countries agreed that – when it

comes to families and health, education and development,
population and the environment, in every country, whether rich or
poor – women’s health and rights are key to the solution.

Participants recognized that the world’s most pressing
challenges – poverty, ill health, ignorance, environmental des-
truction – could be solved only by addressing the needs and rights
of every girl and woman, especially the disenfranchised, at the most
personal level. They confirmed each individual’s right to health,
education and, yes, the ability to control her sexual and
reproductive decisions.

These were not utopian notions, motivated by idealism,
although idealism abounded. The underlying premise was that, by
investing in each woman’s education and health – step by step,
woman by woman – her empowerment would enable her to make
choices that would profoundly benefit her family, her community
and her world. Her decisions and those of millions of others like
her around the globe would lead to slower population growth,
increased prosperity and less pressure on the environment. 

Investing in women

In Cairo, countries rejected demographic targets as a strategy to
slow population growth and aid economic development. They
agreed that the best way to build families, communities and nations
was by investing in women, including comprehensive reproductive
health care, girls’ education and environmental conservation.
Participants from both rich and poor countries recognized the high

cost of continuing to deny women’s most basic human rights: a
self-perpetuating cycle of poverty and the concomitant degradation
of individuals, societies and the environment around them. 

By empowering girls, the rest would follow.

Demographic dividend

The achievements of the latter half of the 20th century crucially
informed the underpinnings of the consensus. Many economists
credit the success of nations like Japan and the Asian Tigers to their
declining birth rates, which created a so-called demographic
dividend, allowing parents and societies to invest more in fewer
children.

In Europe, the Americas, Africa and Asia, a similar pattern
holds true: if a girl receives an education, she marries later and has
fewer and healthier children. If she attends school even for four
years, her child is twice as likely to survive as the child of an
uneducated woman. On a national level, later childbirth and a
reduction in child mortality often result in a decline in fertility
rates, which translates to more resources for the next generation.

The conference at Cairo was a watershed event, recognizing the
centrality of women and how – if this neglected half of the world’s
population were healthier and better educated, and their human
rights were protected – they would make pivotal contributions to
solving the world’s ills. So, ten years later, what of the
commitments made there?

Evidence continues to mount that such investments work, as
countries have begun to put the precepts agreed at Cairo into
practice. Between 1998 and 2001 Brazil reduced maternal deaths
from 34.4 to 28.6 per 100,000 hospital admissions, through the
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efforts of the government
and non-profit organ-
izations. In Bangladesh,
thanks to a coordinated
government and civil
society initiative, the
percentage of women
receiving antenatal care
went from 26 to 47 per
cent, female life expect-
ancy increased from 58 to
60 years, and maternal
mortality fell from 410 per
100,000 live births to 320,
between 1998 and 2002. 

Sadly, many examples
over the past decades 
also illustrate how high
population growth rates
can erode quality of 
life and the environment, 
and hinder developmental
progress. 

While population growth has stabilized in the industrialized
world, growth rates in parts of the developing world remain high.
The average number of births for an African woman, for example,
is 6, compared to the current global average of 2.7. Nearly half of
the countries in Africa have population growth rates of around 3
per cent, and the continent’s share of the world population is
expected to almost double from 13 to 24 per cent by mid-century.
At the same time more than 300 million Africans subsist on less
than $1 a day. Per capita food production is declining, and the
public health crisis, spurred by HIV/AIDS, is mounting. The
demands of the increasing number of people on land, forests and
water resources contribute to deforestation, land erosion,
desertification and falling water tables. By some estimates, half of
sub-Saharan Africa is suffering from degradation of arable land,
undermining the livelihoods of a largely agricultural people.

Step by step

Similarly India’s population is expected to increase 52 per cent to
1.6 billion by mid-century, when it will overtake China as the
world’s most populous nation. Meanwhile, in Rajasthan, high
fertility rates and a devastating drought are forcing men to migrate
to find work and women to bear 80 per cent of the agricultural
burden while trying to secure adequate food, water and fuel for
their children amid the scarcity. Migration has introduced the
spectre of HIV/AIDS.

Yet despite these challenges, the news is far from all bad. For
one thing, we know what to do, step by step, one woman, one girl,
at a time: adhere to the actions agreed at Cairo.

Backing for the Cairo consensus continues to be strong. At
regional meetings in the last two years in Asia, Latin America and
Africa, countries have overwhelmingly reaffirmed their commit-
ment to its plan of action, despite opposition by the US
Administration and a handful of ultra-conservative voices. 

This May the 57th World Health Assembly in Geneva adopted
the World Health Organization (WHO)’s first strategy on

reproductive health, based
on the Cairo agreements.
It recognized that repro-
ductive and sexual ill
health accounts for 20 per
cent of the global burden
of ill health for women,
and 14 per cent for men.
The new strategy lists five
priorities: improving ante-
natal, delivery, postpar-
tum and newborn care;
providing high-quality
services for family plan-
ning; eliminating un-
safe abortion; combating
reproductive tract and
sexually transmitted infec-
tions, including HIV; and
promoting sexual health. 

The WHO strategy
also highlights the con-
cern of the world com-

munity about insufficient progress made in improving reproductive
and sexual health in the past decade and commits the agency to
helping mobilize more concerted political will and critically
needed investment. Industrialized countries, in particular, have
fallen far short of their commitments to family planning and
reproductive health programmes. Industrialized countries that were
expected to contribute one third of the total annually, or $6.1 billion
by 2005, contributed only $3.1 billion last year. 

Breaking the cycle

This lack of will is particularly worrisome for the poorest nations,
their citizens and the environment that they live in. The world is
now home to the largest ever generation of young people – some
1.2 billion aged between 10 and 19 – the vast majority of whom
live in the developing world. The subcontinent and Africa, for
example, are overwhelmingly young. In India 34 per cent of the
population is 15 or younger. At least 45 per cent of the population
in most African countries is under 15. If these young people do not
receive adequate reproductive and sexual health care services and
information, if girls do not have access to school or income-earning
options, the cycle of high fertility and ill health, poverty and
environmental pressures will continue. 

Population issues encompass the world’s largest problems, but
their solutions involve the most personal decisions, beliefs and
behaviour. Ten years ago we recognized that each woman and each
girl is important in her own right and, given the opportunity, holds
the key to better health and a better life for herself, her family and
her world. We will overcome the challenges of poverty, ill health
and environmental pressures only by committing resources – and
not just making agreements – that put the needs, desires and rights
of individual women and girls at the centre of global health and
developmental policies ■

Adrienne Germain is President of the International Women’s
Health Coalition.

A decline in fertility rates translates to more
resources for the next generation
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As American citizens, we are
proud of the role the United
States has historically played on

the issues surrounding population and
development. 

John D. Rockefeller III was a key
leader in the field and helped
galvanize US and global action in the
1960s. Our then Ambassador to the
United Nations, George H. W. Bush,
was present at the creation of the
United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA) and had nothing but
wonderful things to say about its early
efforts. For 30 years, population-
related assistance has been an
important part of US foreign assist-
ance. We were also proud of the
leadership provided by the US Gov-
ernment at the International Confer-
ence on Population and Development
(ICPD) in 1994 and encouraged when
US funding for population reached an
all-time high of $585 million in 1995.
Follow-up to ICPD from US found-
ations has been encouraging as well.

President George W. Bush was
elected as a unifier and compassionate

conservative. On population issues, the
early steps were encouraging as
funding was provided to UNFPA.
Secretary of State Colin Powell
testified favourably about the organ-
ization’s work and supplementary
funding was requested to support
emergency efforts by UNFPA in
Afghanistan. Late in 2001, a budget
deal was reached between Congress
and the President that included fund-

ing for UNFPA. But in July 2002 funding
for UNFPA was cut off. 

Sending a signal

Independently, we were concerned
that this should have happened at a
time when our nation was crying out
for global unity and international
cooperation in the aftermath of the
terrorist attacks on 11 September
2001. Lois began contacting friends on
e-mail, asking them to send at least $1
to help continue UNFPA’s work and
send a signal from the people of the
United States that we care about
women’s lives. Jane wrote to the local

newspaper with a similar sentiment
and a call to send $1 and a message.
Soon a website was started at
www.34millionfriends.org. 

Before long, a trickle of envelopes
turned into a flood and the 34 Million
Friends of UNFPA effort was launched.
To date, more than 100,000 Americans
have responded and $2 million has
been raised: it has given ordinary
citizens an opportunity to express their
support for the world’s women and
their concern about an important 
US policy.

Global good

In a larger sense, 34 Million Friends of
UNFPA is indicative of the growing
power of citizen efforts in an infor-
mation age that daily draws people and
countries closer and closer together.
Citizens have an opportunity – and
responsibility – to speak out about the
necessity of global cooperation on
behalf of the future of our planet and
its people. On the tenth anniversary of
the historic agreement in Cairo, we
hope that our grassroots efforts will
serve as an example for citizen action
around the world on behalf of women’s
health, the environment and other
common causes that serve the 
global good ■

Lois Abraham, an attorney, and Jane
Roberts, a retired schoolteacher, are
co-founders of 34 Million Friends of
UNFPA.

Citizen engagement
LOIS ABRAHAM and JANE ROBERTS describe how
ordinary Americans have flocked to back United Nations
activities on population and development

Citizens have a
responsibility to speak out
for global cooperation U
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My experience made me aware that
environmental values should be taught as
part of one’s culture
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In Jamaica, the umbilical cord is planted together with a seedling
as soon as it falls off the newborn child. This has a far-reaching
psychological impact. My tree (a coconut) was made known to

me as a child and I always felt that I would grow as tall and as
impressive as the coconut trees around. The experience made 
me aware that environmental values should be taught as part of
one’s culture. 

My roots in the hills of central Clarendon, Jamaica gave me
both a sense of security and confidence and a love of natural beauty
as I grew up, and played a significant role in shaping my career
path, stimulating me to obtain a Masters of Engineering Degree in
Environmental Engineering. I decided to become part of the
environment movement, first working for the Government of
Jamaica (assisting with establishing the department responsible for
the environment) and then joining the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP).

As a woman and mother, my thought process and decisions are
influenced by my gender and life experiences. This featured in my
drafting of government water and air pollution control standards,
i.e. in considering the nature and type of clothing required for a
female to climb a 60-metre smoke stack, the weight of the
sampling equipment, the time required for results to be known and,

most importantly, the negative impacts of air and water pollution
on human health. 

UNEP has appointed a gender focal point at the policy level
with the responsibility of spearheading the UN gender main-
streaming policies. It also monitors the implementation of UNEP
Governing Council decisions on the role of women in environment
and development, to ensure the equal and beneficial integration of
women in all environment management activities. In 2000, a
gender mainstreaming strategy was developed to create a structure
to implement the policies and activities of the UN gender
mainstreaming policies. It was developed with a view to improving
the institutional governance, programme and managerial processes
of UNEP.

UNEP pursues a process to ensure the incorporation of the
gender perspective in formulating programme plans and budgets.
All UNEP projects adhere to the UNEP Manual on Project
Formulation, Approval, Monitoring and Evaluation, which
contains a chapter on gender sensitivity guidelines. The guidelines
place emphasis on gender considerations in project documents and
identify the steps for including gender in UNEP’s relationship with
collaborating and supporting organizations. They are supple-
mented by practical recommendations on gender planning to
facilitate the participation of women and other major groups. 

The project manual also emphasizes that gender planning
recognizes that women and men play different roles in society, and
often have different needs. Therefore, an understanding of gender
roles, responses and needs must be part of initial planning
activities.

Mainstreaming gender

UNEP also endeavours to ensure gender balance during meetings
and workshops and strives to mainstream gender issues in all
programmatic activities. A global database of gender and
environment focal points – not just of governments, but of relevant
global non-governmental organizations and relevant civil society
entities – serves as an information exchange and data collection
tool and provides the information required for capacity building at
the national, regional and global levels.

UNEP’s 2004-2005 Programme of Work reflects gender as a
cross-cutting priority in all its activities. It specifies: 
■ integrating gender mainstreaming policies, and promoting
active participation of women in environmental protection and
sustainable development efforts within the Division of Policy
Development and Law and the Division of Early Warning and
Assessment
■ providing technical assistance to women’s networks for
developing and implementing projects to carry through the
outcomes of the 2002 Johannesburg Earth Summit
■ focusing on women in regard to reports addressing the causes of
ill health, including environmental causes, and their impact on
development
■ developing education and training materials based on best
practices and success stories for women stakeholders.

ADDING
feminine

PERSPECTIVE
BEVERLY MILLER describes UNEP’s 
work to integrate gender issues into 
environment and development programmes

Our Planet
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The gender perspective must be both
explicit and more visible in the achievement
of sustainable development

P
un

e 
Ya

na
ch

ot
/U

N
E

P
/T

op
ha

m
Ya

ng
 G

ua
ng

zh
on

g/
U

N
E

P
/T

op
ha

m

U
N

E
P

/T
op

ha
m

At the eighth special session of the UNEP Governing
Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum, last March, UNEP
and the Network of Women Ministers of the Environment organized
a special event on women and water to support national and
multilateral strategies for improving the situation and role of women
in water and sanitation management. It provided useful experience
in preparing for a follow-up to the 1995 Beijing UN Fourth World
Conference on Women at next year’s Governing Council.

The gender perspective must be both explicit and more visible
in the achievement of sustainable development. Understanding, as
we must, that environment is one of the pillars of sustainable
development, we must renew our efforts to include the voice of
women in the international environment governance debate that is
needed now more than at any other time in history.

Enhancing participation

UNEP recognizes the need to intensify gender-focused capacity
building in environment and development. Increased focus on
implementation, targets and impacts in the field of gender and
environment is necessary for the advancement of women in
development. Dialogue between UNEP, governments and civil
society organizations must continue to offer new avenues to
enhance their participation in decision making. Integrating rural
women’s traditional knowledge and practices of sustainable
resource use in developing environmental management
programmes is crucial.

All the Millennium Development Goals are linked to women
and their situation, and gender perspective should be mainstreamed

into planning and all other development processes – nationally,
regionally and globally. During the Women’s Consultative Seminar
held in February 2004 at UNEP headquarters, a working group
addressed the goals from a gender perspective and recommended
‘that a review of the implementation of gender and environment
commitments made in the United Nations Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing and in relation to the Millennium
Development Goals should be carried out, including best and worst
practices’.

How can I end without a parting plea – that we put our money
where our mouth is in including the feminine perspective in the
development agenda at all levels ■

Beverly Miller is Secretary of the Governing Council of UNEP.
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After all,‘nature’ is female…
Nature – the very essence of all the entities that make up the universe – has created, managed,

distributed and even regenerated all the ecosystems in the biosphere. It guides the adaptation of
species when these are subjected to natural environmental change and even when they suffer serious
damage through artificial change resulting from human exploitation.

During this evolutionary process, the world has witnessed countless numbers of peoples, tribes,
ethnic groups, cultures and empires. Some were governed by matriarchies, with groups of women
in many communities assuming enormous responsibilities – taking charge of seeing to their people’s
survival, finding ways of providing them with food and drink, helping them to grow and develop,

caring for the sick and coping when faced with epidemics: women, in short, who have taken on the responsibility of guiding
people’s development, whatever the costs.

There is much talk about the interaction between ‘man’ and ‘nature’, evidently referring to the relationship between humanity
and the environment; but it is important to make a distinction regarding the fundamental role played by women – the use,
management, exploitation, administration and, of course, the care, of natural resources.

Women’s work

Just as nature itself is in charge of management, distribution and problem solving, so women daily face the need to manage,
distribute and solve whatever comes their way in the home to ensure the welfare of their families.

Visualize a woman with a small daughter, walking in the sunshine, carrying two heavy containers, with an anxious expression
on her face. The girl – already a woman destined for work – is starting to copy her mother’s tasks. When they get home they will
have to ration the precious liquid to satisfy the needs of all the household. I close my eyes and see a woman harvesting, another
serving up food she has been preparing, and another caring for the sick. I open my eyes, I see my country (no need to look further
for the realities are similar on every continent, especially where poverty, epidemics and hunger are part of everyday life). There
are the women, caring for their families’ health, worrying about how to provide sufficient food and well aware of the difficulties
in providing it. This is where education must begin to give real value to each of the things we use or consume.

Protecting resources

Women conceive life, and must know that their daily actions profoundly affect their natural, social, economic and cultural
environment: who if not they are in charge of managing water, energy and food at the most basic level? Women must be the main
promoters of the protection of our resources – whether in the big cities of industrialized countries or the most marginalized
communities. Day by day they face the high cost of food and medicines due to the scarcity of resources, together with bad quality
water and diseases brought about by lack of sanitation. They experience today’s dire environmental situation and directly suffer its
consequences. That is the very reason why they have often inspired a spirit of leadership, activism and action to find a solution to
these problems. 

It is time to recognize the real value of women’s participation in environmental matters and in implementing sustainable
development. But – and let’s not forget it – this is a responsibility that must be shared and assumed equally by women and 
men alike ■

Ana Lorena Gudiño Valdez is a graduate in biology from the National Autonomous University of Mexico, National Coordinator
for Rescue Mission Planet Earth, and a member of the Youth Environmental Network of Mexico. O
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