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ABSTRACT 

Women make a major contribution to the well-being and sustainable development of their communities, societies and 
nations. Alongside, they play a major role in the maintenance of the earth’s ecosystems, biodiversity and natural resources. Regarding 
the environment, women around the world play distinct roles. They manage plants and animals in forests, drylands, wetlands and 
agriculture; collect water, fuel and fodder for domestic use; and organise land and water resources. By doing so, they contribute time, 
energy, skills and personal views to family and community development. Women’s deep experience makes them an expert in 
environmental management and appropriate actions. Meanwhile, they are more likely to suffer from the environmental consequences 
as they have close connection with nature. Therefore, this paper will look into the role of women in environmental conservation and at 
the same time how environmental problems in particular ‘climatic change’ has affect the women of Assam. 
 
Keywords: Women, Environment, Climate Change, Bio-Diversity, Sustainable Development. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Since the mid-twentieth century, the environmental issue has taken on international dimensions, based on the experience and 
knowledge associated with the degradation of the environment. There are many environmental problems that are making our planet 
suffer which in turn, are closely related to other economic and social problems. The human being has an interdependent relationship 
with his environment. When humans cause some damage to the environment, it is considered as an environmental issue. However, 
these can come directly from nature, or due to human actions. The environmental and social impacts that rise to the problems arise 
from many factors such as: unsustainable levels of resource consumption, insufficient technologies, inappropriate administrative 
practises, asymmetric policies of economic development, laws and regulations that ignore the true exposure of human beings and 
innumerable non-participatory political processes. The most significant consequence of these activities is Climate change. "Humans 
and wild animals face new challenges for survival because of climate change. More frequent and intense drought, storms, heat waves, 
rising sea levels, melting glaciers and warming oceans can directly harm animals, destroy the places they live, and wreak havoc on 
people’s livelihoods and communities" (WWF-NGO). In this phenomenon, women particularly who are marginalised and 
underprivileged, have been struggling the most. In-fact, the Paris climate agreement includes specific provisions to ensure women 
receive support to cope with the hazards of climate change. Therefore, the role of women in the environment and climatic issues are 
the crucial matter to be discussed. 
 
OBJECTIVES 
The paper has certain objectives-  

 To discuss the relationship between women and the environment. 
 To understand the impact of environmental issues such as climate change on women's livelihood. 
 To analyse the role of women in environmental consciousnesses and conservation. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

The approach of the present study is descriptive and analytical. Both primary and secondary data forms the basis of this 
paper. The data are collected from the relevant books, journals, newspaper and periodicals etc. 
 
WOMEN AND HER RELATION WITH ENVIRONMENT 

In Indian philosophy, women are symbolized as ‘prakriti’ which means ‘nature’. she creates and nurtures the creation to 
bloom. She also signifies as 'shakti' - the power that drives the system. It shows that women always have a symbiotic relation with her 
surrounding which is called as ‘environment’.  

 
For most of the rural women, biodiversity is the backbone of their work, their belief systems and their basic survival. Apart 

from the ecological services that biodiversity provides, there is the collection and use of natural resources. These relationships extend 
far back into human history, when division of responsibilities by gender began to perform. Scientists have discovered that already in 
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the early Stone Age (15,000-9,000 B.C.), women’s roles and tasks in hunter-gatherer communities were explicitly linked to 
biodiversity, with the natural environment in essence determining their status and well-being. Women, being primarily responsible for 
domestic and household management, interact more intensively with the natural environment and build the environment more than 
men. Thus, women have served as agriculturalists, water resource managers, and traditional scientists, among others. They are not 
only knowledgeable, but have traditionally been the caretakers of the environment surrounding her. However, they are more likely to 
suffer from environmental issues like climate change, biodiversity loss. Now, they have experienced hardship, grief and anxiety from 
the degradation of the environment that is affecting them both mentally and physically. Moreover, as they usually lack rights, they are 
more likely to be displaced in climate related disasters.  
 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND ITS IMPACT ON WOMEN WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO ASSAM 

Impacts of climate change are being felt across the globe and these effects are quite harsh on women than men. Climate 
change is making it harder to manage household responsibilities of women like cooking, cleaning, gathering resources, and caring for 
children. This is especially felt in remote rural communities. When droughts and extreme temperatures dry up sources of water, 
women have to travel longer distances to collect water for cooking, cleaning, and managing gardens. As a result, they have less time to 
pursue other sources of income, which prevents them from becoming economically independent. These environmental stressors have 
helped to fuel the rise of organizations that engage in human trafficking and extreme labour exploitation. Women and marginalised 
groups are most vulnerable to these human rights violations. In such circumstances, Gender-based violence and exploitation rise as 
resources dwindle, land becomes increasingly dilapidated and climate change increases, according to the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Climate-related displacement is also rising globally and the majority of those forced to leave their 
homes are women. That’s because women are more likely than men to live in poverty and have fewer resources to recover in the 
aftermath (UN). 
 
  North East is one of the most fragile and environmentally sensitive regions of the world and is regarded as one of the 
ecological hot-spot of the world because of the presence of rich flora and fauna. The IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change) report describes the Eastern Himalayan range, of which Assam is a part, as highly sensitive to climate change. Assam’s 
government’s strategy and action plan on climate change, (2011), prepared by the Assam Science Technology and Environment 
Council (ASTEC) states as “The North East region of India including Assam is expected to be highly prone to consequences to 
climate change because of its sensitive geo-ecological set-up, strategic location with international boundary, presence of the Eastern 
Himalayan ranges, trans-boundary river systems, inhabitation of ecosystem by people of different ethnic groups and inherent socio-
economic differences.”  
 

According to Chandan Sharma, a professor of the department of sociology of the Tezpur University in Assam, pointed out 
that “climate change can affect culturally by changing the specific geographic context of a particular region dramatically, and can also 
seriously affect the traditional practices of communities which is manifested in their culture. This is the reason why, while all cultures 
have practices of eating, dressing, singing, building houses, etc, each culture does it differently. The geographical location, the specific 
nature of interaction of human beings with the immediate environment determines these differences.” 
 

Climate change is affecting the economy of the state over time and Assam being an agrarian economy is largely bearing the 
effects of climate change. The adverse impact of climate change affects traditional livelihood means such as agriculture, fishery, 
sericulture activities. According to leading academicians in the state, marginalized communities especially women who are dependent 
on the critical ecological resources such as water, forest resources, are the most vulnerable, and their culture also naturally is most 
vulnerable to climate change. Particularly in Assam, where women work as hard as the men in agriculture and other allied sector, the 
impact of climate change is very much a reality in every mind of women. Studies carried out all across the world also brings out that 
women are more vulnerable both to the short-term recurring climatic events and long-term climate induced changes because of gender 
differences in socially constructed roles and responsibilities. 
 

In case of Assam, Impact on women education is also a crucial aspect of climate change. The poor families in rural Assam 
have to discontinue the education of the girl child as they wanted the girl child to supplement the work force at home while the elder 
members in the family had to look for work outside. Meanwhile, as a result of various impacts of climate change there has been 
impact on the basic and primary source of livelihood which is agriculture, and as a result of this the female folk of many of these 
families have been forced to look for alternate sources of income which includes working as daily wage labourers and as domestic 
help in households in nearby towns. Majuli, the biggest river island in the world is located in the Brahmaputra River of Assam, known 
for its immense beauty of nature. However, the island has faced some terrible ecological changes over the years. The rate of erosion of 
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the island has accelerated in the past few decades or so, and erosion has left several prosperous farmer families homeless and the 
women of these families have turned into daily wage labourers.  
 
ROLE OF WOMEN IN ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION AND CONSCIOUSNESS 

The history itself provides references regarding the prominent women activists who had enunciated on the environmental and 
ecological issues. One of the outstanding women activist and environmentalists was Rachel Carson. She became popular due to her 
revolutionary thoughts reflects through one of her works, in Silent Spring (1962). The book is about what human has done to nature 
and eventually to him. Carson believed that human and nature are mutually dependent on each other. She mostly criticised the 
industrial activities with special reference to the use of DDT and its impacts on earth. She had done her research on DDT and thus 
revealed that it can damage the earth's ecosystem and will have far-reaching ecological consequences such as future human health 
problems. Her expression was bold enough to mobilize environmental movements around the world. Thus, from 1980s onwards, by 
embracing her pace, the political leaders, and activists around the globe have stepped forward and commenced discussions concerning 
the environmental issues. Another world-renown environmental scholar and activist who belongs to India is Vandana Shiva. She has 
made great treads for women in India as well as around the world. She has talked about the unequal burden placed on women by 
environmental degradation, stating that women and children "bore the costs but were excluded from the benefits" of development. She 
has spoken out for localized, organic agriculture and began a movement entitled ‘Navdanya’ where participating Indian farmers have 
created 'freedom zones' to keep their crops free of chemicals to revitalize an organic food market in India. 
 

Recently, Vandana Shiva has asserted at COP-26 UN Climate Change Conference UK 2021 and made a plea to focus on 
women issues relating to environment as "The liberation of the earth, the liberation of women, of all humanity is the next step of peace 
that we need to create ". However, the understanding of the environment from a gender perspective has changed gradually now than 
earlier. Apart from the traditional engagement with nature and environment, now women are taking part in organisational works like 
protest, movement, spreading awareness through education regarding environmental responsibility etc. Here, girls' education plays an 
important role at primary level. "when you equip girls with holistic skills so not just teaching girls science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics, but also teaching them how to think critically, how to be adaptable, how to be creative, how to have a voice and how 
to stand up for themselves then they are able to think about climate change from the root of the issue, they themselves are able to bring 
up solutions and push policymakers to implement solutions."— as said by Naomi Nyamweya, a researcher from the Malala Fund 
publication.  
 

Notwithstanding, despite increasing vulnerability to climate impacts, women and girls have been leading innovative climate 
solutions at all levels. They have come forward to champion their agenda through advocacy and broadening partnership. For the past 
few years, there have been gradual incorporation of gender in decision making and mandates. The recent climate agreements have 
elevated the role of women in delegations, in the Secretariat, in the institutional arrangements, in the work of countries to address the 
climate problem more rigorously. Although women are struggling against global problems, they are working together to drive 
changes. Women, come from different background are now engaging in various domestic and international non-governmental 
organizations. By participating in these, they have made efforts to let know the world that women have a different relationship with 
the environment encompassing different needs, responsibilities, and knowledge about natural resources. Thus, women from all strata 
have engaged in environmental movement and endeavour to spread the environmental consciousness among masses. The notable 
reference can be perceived by the context of India and Chipko movement was the remarkable environmental movement that 
exclusively leaded by the rural women of Himalayan region in Uttarakhand. 
 

The north-eastern part of India, having rich bio-diversity and ecology, the people have a close relationship with the nature 
and environment. Assam and its neighbouring hilly states have always been taking part in conservation of their environment with their 
own indigenous knowledge. Women, particularly those living in rural and hilly areas have a special connection with the environment. 
Thus, women have more knowledge of nature and environment than man and often tend to locally mobilize themselves if any 
environmental problem come up. 
 
CONCLUSION 

One of the most urgent environmental issues today is climate change. The UN’s Inter-governmental Panel on Climate 
Change reported in early 2007 that global warming is ‘unequivocal’ and that human activity is the main driver of this activity. Some 
research has pointed out that since the poor are the most vulnerable to the impact of climate change, then women, as a disproportionate 
percentage of the poor, are particularly vulnerable. However, being close to nature, women are always able to realize environmental 
issues better. Since women are the prospective users of the facilities, it is necessary to consider their views in planning to save the 
environment and implementing projects for the same. Women’s perspectives rarely appear in decision making, politics and 
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administration related to environment though they are the prime managers of environmental resources. In Indian context, the cultural 
practices and religious norms have hindered women from active participation in decision making. Moreover, institutional 
stakeholders: Governments, international agencies, non-governmental organizations, academia are responsible for the strategy making 
in environmental policy. Their strategy should be to address the men along with women in environmental works. It will only possible 
by following these steps (Women and the Environment; UNEP): 

 Knowledge and understanding of the issue and validation of women’s contributions to sustainable development. 
 At the institutional level, adequate political will combined with concrete actions.   
 Assurance of women’s rights, and that they benefit from environmental goods and services.  
 Full participation of women at all levels, particularly in decision-making.  
  Improvement of the socio-economic position of women.  
  Women’s empowerment.  
  Identifying the impact of the macro-context on women and their environment. 
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