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Women returning from collecting oysters in Casamance, Senegal. Oyster harvesting is traditionally led by women. This critical 
livelihood provides a primary source of income for thousands of women, and a reliable safety net during the agricultural off-season.
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Abstract
Forest and Landscape Restoration (FLR) is often framed 
as a technical or ecological challenge, yet it cannot 
succeed without social equity. While women are often 
the primary users of natural resources and custodians of 
local ecological knowledge, they are disproportionately 
marginalized by “gender-blind” restoration models that 
overlook their specific needs, labor, and agency. WeForest 
recognises that FLR interventions cannot achieve lasting 
ecological integrity or human well-being without a 
deliberate shift to “gender-responsive” frameworks.

By analyzing internal lessons learned and international 
best practices, this paper outlines WeForest’s commitment 
to institutionalizing gender-responsive strategies. 
We argue that for restoration to be effective, it must 
proactively address power asymmetries in land control, 
decision-making, and benefit distribution. At WeForest, 
this is a continuous process of learning and improving. 
We acknowledge past limitations in our work, while 
committing to a rigorous, equity-based approach that 
ensures every voice in the landscape is not just heard, but 
counts. Gender-responsive FLR is not a one-size-fits-all 
approach. To be effective, interventions must be deeply 
sensitive to local cultural norms and designed to address 
the specific gender inequalities of each unique context. 

This position paper outlines how 
gender-responsive projects reduce 
the risk of reinforcing existing 
inequalities and of jeopardizing 
restoration outcomes, by including 
the contributions of women, 
which are shaped by their unique 
experience and knowledge. 

Woman collecting fuelwood in Mulanje, Malawi. The burden of fuelwood collection often falls on women and girls, 
who have to carry heavy loads of over 25 kgs for several hours per day.
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Forest and Landscape Restoration (FLR) is often framed 
as a technical or ecological challenge, yet it cannot 
succeed without social equity. WeForest recognises 
that FLR interventions cannot achieve lasting ecological 
integrity or human well-being without a deliberate 
shift to “gender-responsive” frameworks. Providing 
specific attention to the fact that women and men 
experience forests differently and their involvement 
in FLR is important for a number of reasons:

1.	� Gendered work divisions typically assign women to 
domestic tasks such as the sourcing, collection and 
transportation of food, fuel and fodder, while men 
concentrate on commercial activity (agriculture, fishing, 
timber)1. Because domestic contributions are non 
monetary (described by the World Bank as a “hidden 
harvest”2), the role of women in forest management 
and livelihoods is statistically less visible than men’s, 
and their contributions are easily overlooked. 

2.	� Women’s domestic responsibilities means that 
they tend to have less time than men to allocate 
to other productive activities such as education, 
entrepreneurship or decision-making. Studies 
have shown that women spend several hours 
each day collecting household fuel3. In contexts 
where forests and natural resources are degraded, 
this can be exacerbated by the fact that women 
and girls may need to travel longer distances 
to collect food, water and fuel, while increasing 
their susceptibility to gender-based violence. In 
addition, the migration of men from rural areas to 

seek economic opportunities elsewhere may leave 
women with additional responsibilities, but without 
the same abilities to access supporting resources 
such as financial services and social networks4. 

3.	� Women often hold unique, traditional, ecological 
knowledge, including seed preservation, medicinal 
plants, soil regeneration and forest management. 
This is particularly true for elderly women, who 
often serve as primary custodians and transmitters 
of Indigenous Local Knowledge (ILK)5. This is 
based on decades of close up engagement with 
ecosystem dynamics through daily responsibilities 
such as food production, water collection and 
preparation of medicinal remedies. ILK covers a 
wide range of topics such as rainfall patterns, plant 
phenology and resource management techniques. 
The combined wisdom of elderly women acts as 
a bridge between past and present environmental 
conditions, and underpins community resilience. 

4.	� Forest management works better when women 
are included, not excluded: studies have found that 
encouraging and incentivizing women’s participation 
can enhance the effectiveness and sustainability 
of forest management, whereas past restoration 
initiatives that were gender blind and/or excluded 
women exacerbated gender inequalities. Their 
access to land and resources was further restricted, 
their voices and agency was undermined, and their 
work burden heightened6. Ignoring gender issues 
in restoration might lead to incorrect or imprecise 

Introduction

Wild mushroom collection is a vital seasonal activity in Muchinga province, Zambia. Foraging wild mushroom is a female-
dominated activity and provides a critical safety net both for food security and as a source of income during the “lean season”.
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A literature review on gender analysis, 
conducted for WeForest’s Desa’a Forest 
project in Tigray region, Ethiopia, revealed 
a number of gender biases: 

		�  Women were more likely to be involved in 
informal activities such as beer production  
and sales, food production or collecting  
forest products.

		�  Female-headed households were more likely to 
have limited access to information, as male 
extension agents have a tendency to prioritise 
male-headed households. 

		�  Male-headed households having reached a 
certain level of education were least likely to 
pursue forest based activities. 

		�  A household’s willingness to adopt innovations 
or new behaviours, for example related to 
income-generating activities or agricultural 
technologies, was influenced by the age, sex 
and education of the head of the household. 

Research study 
A study conducted with elderly women in one of 
WeForest’s projects in Zambia, in Mpika District, 
Muchinga province, highlighted a decline in Indigenous 
Local Knowledge (ILK) held by women, including8: 

-	 �Maintaining soil fertility by using (a) natural 
materials rather than synthetic fertilisers, such as 
grass and leaves to form ridges, leaving pulled 
weeds to serve as manure, and retaining remnant 
trees to act as natural manure sources. (b) Crop 
rotation and diversity rather than monoculture - for 
example, planting scattered maize plants sparsely 
among cassava fields.

-	 �Genetic resilience with the practice of seed-
keeping using a combination of ash, pounded chili, 
millet seed skins or tobacco leaves in bark-woven 
bags sealed calabashes or clay pots, to ensure 
genetic resilience and self-sufficiency. Farmers now 
mainly rely on chemically treated hybrid seeds, 
which require additional chemical inputs. 

-	� Food security through the practice of drying 
farming and forest products such as vegetables, 
fruits and mushrooms for use during times of 
hunger; however, the use of cassava tubers 
as a staple food, nshima, during dry spells, 
has remained common practice. Non-timber 
forest products such as wild fruits, mushrooms 
and caterpillars, as well as fish and bushmeat 
(important sources of protein) were once a reliable 
source of food; today, these resources have 
diminished, and households are no longer able 
to supplement their diets or incomes with forest 
products. 

The study found that exploring the potential of ILK to 
improve biodiversity, food security, nutrient cycling 
and cultural services, may constitute opportunities 
for integrating ILK into contemporary miombo forest 
management, by integrating it in training programmes 
and forest restoration plans. 

data collection and understanding of the drivers of 
deforestation, leading to inadequate and ineffective 
restoration roadmaps. A good understanding of 
the roles, rights and responsibilities of women 
and men in relation to land use and the drivers 
of deforestation and forest degradation, and the 
inclusion of all primary and secondary stakeholders in 
the development, implementation and monitoring of 
FLR are more likely to lead to successful outcomes. 

5.	� FLR interventions should “do no harm”: Structural 
discrimination is often present, in different forms, 
in most landscapes7. It is essential to ensure that 
our intervention does not perpetuate historical 
injustices and/or exclude and marginalize women. 

A critical distinction must be made between biological 
attributes and social constructs. Natal sex is ascribed at 
birth based on physiological characteristics (male, female, 
or intersex). In contrast, gender refers to the socially 
constructed roles, behaviors, and relationships associated 
with different gender identities. Unlike biological sex, 
gender attributes are inherently flexible, not rigid or static. 
These norms vary significantly from one culture to another 
and remain continuously open to change and redefinition.
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International frameworks for FLR such as the Bonn Challenge (a global effort to bring 150 million hectares of deforested 
and degraded land into restoration by 2020 and 359 million hectares by 2030) have evolved to recognise that restoration 
targets cannot be met without addressing gender9. WeForest is aligned with global and biodiversity agendas, and the need 
to better identify and integrate synergies between gender equity and FLR. More information, including a comprehensive 
timeline highlighting key developments in international restoration, gender equality and climate change agendas is 
available here (page 17).

Background

Adapted from 
Nelson & Hill, 2019.

Gender-
blind

Ignores the 
economic, 

social and legal 
rights, roles and 

expectations 
associated with 

gender, which can 
reinforce gender 
inequality and 
discrimination.

Gender-
sensitive

Aware of gender 
norms and 
inequalities, 

as well as the 
different needs, 
constraints and 
opportunities of 

women, men, girls 
and boys.

Gender-
responsive

Recognises 
gender norms 

and inequalities, 
and creates 

actions, policies 
and initiatives 

to address 
and overcome 
inequalities.

Gender-
transformative

Examines and seeks 
to change power 

structures and the 
roots of gender 

inequalities, aiming 
to redefine systems 
in which inequalities 

are created and 
maintained.

Gender 
equality

State where 
everyone enjoys 
equal economic, 

social and 
legal rights and 

opportunities, with 
recognition and 
celebration of all 
people in all their 

diversity regardless 
of gender identity.

Gender-aware

Examines and addresses the set of economic, 
social and political roles, responsibilities, rights, 

entitlements, obligations and power relations 
associated with one’s gender, and the dynamics 

between and among men and women, girls and boys.

Towards gender equality

Implementing Gender-
Responsive FLR projects 
While Gender Equality is the fair endpoint we aim for, 
Gender Equity is the necessary means to achieve it.
Processes based blindly on identical treatment 
ignore specific individual needs and often exacerbate 
existing disparities. Moving along the Gender 
Equality Continuum requires shifting toward equitable 
approaches—allocating different, tailored support 
based on distinct gender-based constraints to unlock 
equal rights, status, and opportunities for all.

On the Gender Equality Continuum, WeForest aims to 
implement FLR projects that are “Gender–responsive”. 
Gender equity and rights must be central in restoration 
to avoid perpetuating gender inequalities, to incentivize 
women and men to contribute to restoration efforts and 
to provide greater opportunities and enhanced wellbeing 
for women and men alike. Equitable participation in 
restoration initiatives — in terms of decision-making and 
influence, and the distribution of (labor) costs and benefits 
— generates broader local buy-in and enhanced capacities. 
This, in turn, improves prospects for both human and 
socioeconomic development and environmental outcomes. 

The Gender Equality Continuum10
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A gender-responsive project should include gender 
considerations throughout the project cycle, using 
gender responsiveness as a guiding principle, ie 
“recognize gender norms and inequalities, and create 
actions, policies and initiatives to address and overcome 
inequalities”: 

-	 �Access to resources as well as distribution of 
benefits, should be carefully considered when 
implementing FLR efforts. These include, for example: 
forest revenue (licenses, fines, carbon credits), inputs, 
training and information related to livelihoods or forest 
management (agroforestry, beekeeping, non-timber 
forest products). 

-	 �Budgets should include activities specifically related to 
incorporating gender considerations. For example, they 
should ensure sufficient budget and time is allocated 
to reach and involve groups that might be harder to 
reach; to do male/female only meetings; to carry out 
activities that specifically target women; delivering 
gender trainings and collaborating with gender 
specialists; conducting gender analysis.

-	� Team composition should include, or work with, 
gender specialists and advocates. Teams should 
be diverse and gender-equitable at all levels of 
management and implementation. 

-	 �Trainings should be delivered to WeForest staff and 
project teams to ensure understanding of the social 
implications of their work. This includes a greater 
understanding of project stakeholders, especially 
those who may be impacted by the project, for 
example, where project activities unintentionally restrict 
access to resources. Without specific gender training, 
project team members may generate unintended 
repercussions in communities due to their work, or 
miss valuable ecological (or other) knowledge held by 
stakeholders.

-	 �Stakeholder engagement offers an opportunity to 
connect with stakeholders specifically about their 
priorities and needs, to ensure that a meaningful 
programme can be designed. This can be achieved 
through multi-stakeholder forums or other approaches 
to stakeholder engagement, for example: engaging 
with women’s groups and associations, ensuring that 
they are comfortable to participate in the provided 
forum (whether mixed or women-only). Women 
participation is not only about how many women 
attended a meeting; it is about their ability to overcome 
factors that limit their meaningful and effective 
participation, for example their ability to voice their 
views, interests and concerns effectively, and their 
ability to overcome persistent information asymmetries. 

© WeForest, 2026

Case study 
Adopting an Equity-based approach to encourage 
women to become bee mentors in Zambia, 
Mukungule project. 

Our projects in Zambia have struggled to encourage 
women to become bee mentors. One key barrier 
was that they needed to have prior experience in 
beekeeping - an activity traditionally undertaken by 
men. To overcome this hurdle, the Mukungule project 
modified the criteria, requiring bee mentor candidates 
only to have prior knowledge in beekeeping.

Bee mentor, Charity Chisendo.
Muchinga province, Zambia

© WeForest

As a result, out of the 30 bee 
mentors recruited, 20% are 
women, and so far, none of 
them have dropped out. 
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UN-REDD guidelines11 recommend that 
gender-responsive stakeholder engagement 
and FPIC should not be a “box-ticking” 
exercise (UN-REDD guidelines on FPIC, Annex 
III). Getting women into meetings, ensuring that they 
actively participate in those meetings and finally enabling 
women as decision-makers requires addressing the 
asymmetries of power and other cultural norms that 
influence gender equality. This can include women-
only interviews, gender-specific focus groups and 
consultations, as well as other methods to support 
women’s engagement that are not meeting-based 
(eg by using alternative communication channels). 

During the FPIC process in WeForest’s Mukungule 
project in Muchinga province in Zambia, Village 
Action Group meetings were further divided into three 
zones, which allowed more women to participate 
as travel distance and time had been identified 
as major barriers to women’s participation. 

-	 �Gender analysis: This is the basis of gender 
mainstreaming in projects and provides data and 
information on economic, social, and institutional 
(legal and customary) gender inequalities in their 
specific context, which will inform the development 
of interventions that address gender inequalities 
and meet the different needs of all people. A gender 
analysis includes a literature review of existing 
gender studies. Findings from the literature review 
and gender analysis should be summarised and 
validated, through consultation and engagement, 
in order to support programme design and be 
integrated into a gender-responsive action plan. 

Case study 
Livelihood activities that directly target women:
As a result of stakeholder consultations, several of our 
projects have purposely selected livelihood activities 
that take women’s needs and interests into account. 
This includes activities that are compatible with other 
activities and responsibilities typically carried out by 
women, such as animal husbandry of small livestock 
(poultry, sheep, goat) or agroforestry. Poultry (= egg or 
meat production) tends to be particularly attractive as 
it has the potential to generate income rapidly, as well 
as to provide a source of protein for the household. 

In WeForest’s Desa’a project (Tigray Region, 
Ethiopia), energy efficient cookstoves and 
fuelwood production activities were chosen by 
local stakeholders both for their potential to reduce 
the pressure on forest resources, but also for the 
benefits they could generate for women. These include 
health benefits (reduced smoke while cooking), time 
saving (reduced time spent to collect fuelwood, faster 
cooking time), increased safety for women and girls 
(who don’t need to walk as far to collect fuelwood) - in 
2022, fuelwood production through tree pruning (a 
practice that promotes tree growth) catered to about 
half of annual energy efficient cookstove needs for 481 
households. While other benefits haven’t been formally 
measured in our project, there is abundant literature on 
this (Wassie et al., 2021; Clean cooking alliance, 2022). 

© WeForest

Fet Tinure from Degaabur explaining the benefit of 
using the efficient cook stove. Alongside health, 
safety and economic benefits, energy efficient 
cookstoves can cut fuelwood needs by half. In an 
area such as the Desa’a Forest landscape, Ethiopia, 
the impact of energy efficient cookstoves is huge.

© WeForest

Women and men are actively involved in Pastoral Units, which 
are essential for pastoralist communities to manage shared 
water resources, grazing lands and non-timber forest products. 
Ferlo, Senegal.
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-	 �Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning should include 
indicators that demonstrate progress on gender 
equality, for example: meaningful participation and 
representation in forest management organisations 
and meetings, impact of livelihood activities and 
training for women, etc. Program analysis should 
integrate gender, including collecting disaggregated 
data and analysing qualitative information, as 
well as considering gender issues and dynamics. 
Gender actors (gender organisations, academia, 
other experts) should be consulted and engaged 
in the process. Monitoring teams, including 
enumerators, should be inclusive and trained to 
ensure that those providing data and information 
are comfortable and confident in sharing their 
knowledge, experiences and outcomes. Reporting 
should reflect on successes, challenges, lessons 
learned and remaining gaps of the programme, 
including related to gender equality goals.

-	 �Communication tools: Developing gender-
responsive communication tools and using those 
to build knowledge and capacity in a cyclical 
process, will result in stronger and enhanced gender 
mainstreaming implementation and outcomes.

Case study 
Influencing male attitudes toward women 
participation and land ownership in 
Mukungule, Muchinga province, Zambia. 

In its’ first year of implementation, the project 
noted low female participation – both in community 
meetings and in the beekeeping programme. We 
asked the men why women weren’t participating, 
and they said they had other responsibilities, such 
as taking care of the house. They also feared that 
allowing women to participate meant handing 
over land ownership to them – a sensitive matter, 
in an area where land ownership is patrilineal. 

The following year, and after a few sessions 
later on gender awareness and the importance 
of involving both women and men in natural 
resource conservation, and the fact that involving 
women did not signify a loss of land ownership for 
men, women participation in the beekeeping 
programme increased from 29% to 54%.

Conclusion
Forest and Landscape Restoration (FLR) cannot be 
achieved if half the stakeholders are missing from the 
table. FLR requires large-scale planning, but its success 
is dependent upon decisions made at local level by 
households, farmers, forest organisations, businesses and 
governments. FLR processes must be fair and equitable, 
as “gender blind” approaches can undermine its success. 

WeForest recognises these critical risks, and that “gender 
responsive” restoration is not an add-on bonus, but 
a prerequisite for long term impact. Our commitment 
toward ensuring that women are recognised for their 
contributions to FLR rather than invisible forest managers 
is reflected in our FLR principles, as well as our Gender 
Equality and Social Inclusion guidance. Although there 
is still a long road ahead, efforts made to overcome 
barriers to gender equality and related benefits are 
visible in many aspects of our projects, which strive to 
implement fair and equitable FLR processes to advance 
gender equality and social inclusion. At WeForest we 
believe that continuous learning and improvement of our 
implementation strategies and approaches are essential 
to ensure that our projects are truly gender responsive. 

© WeForest

Tabetha Chibuye (right) with her friend Precious 
Lombanya were appointed as Community 
Forest Resource Guards for Katanino Forest, 
Zambia and were officially trained and gazetted 
as Honorary Forestry Officers in 2022.

29%

54%
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Woman carrying fuelwood on Mount Mulanje, Malawi.
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