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Executive Summary

The world today faces grave challenges that go beyond inflation, fi-
nancial crises, economic slowdowns and recessions that have gripped 
countries, namely the emerging crisis of care and the climate crisis. 
The crisis of care for people refers to the lack of access and growing 
imbalances within and across societies with respect to support for care 
of people and the fulfilment of rights in terms of access to inputs that 
sustain life and promote well-being e.g., food, water and energy (Se-
púlveda 2013). The size of the unmet need for childcare throughout 
the world is substantial. An estimated 23 per cent of children world-
wide (nearly 350 million) need childcare but do not have any access to 
it. Similarly, as the world’s population ages rapidly, only a small pro-
portion of those elderly people needing assistance are able to access 
care services provided in an institution or paid homecare; the majority 
of them are cared for by family members or other unpaid caregivers. 
Much of the unpaid care and formal care work are provided by wo-
men. This heavy and unequal responsibility for unpaid care is a barrier 
to women’s greater involvement in the labour market, affecting pro-
ductivity, economic growth and poverty reduction. Most importantly, 
however, the unequal distribution, and lack of recognition of unpaid 
care work undermines the dignity of women caregivers, obstructs their 
enjoyment of several human rights on an equal basis with men, under-
mines progress towards gender equality, and entrenches their dispro-
portionate vulnerability to poverty across their lifetime.

However, the fact that most of care work is unpaid has made it statisti-
cally invisible to policymakers. Provisioning of affordable care services 
has been accorded low political priority, except in welfare states as 
well as in countries with very low fertility rates and rapidly ageing po-
pulations. Caregiving is still assumed to be primarily the responsibility 
of the family in many countries and to have little impact on economic 
development. When the centrality of care provisioning in the functio-
ning of economies and reproduction of societies is not recognised and 
the crucial interconnection between human economic activities and 
our ecosystem is ignored, then growth in material output can lead to 
widening inequalities, the denial of human rights for many, and the 
erosion of the fundamental natural foundations of life on earth. 
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At the same time, the world is already witnessing the consequences of 
climate change. These involve not only global warming and more fre-
quent heat waves, but also stronger storms and more weather-related 
damage, intense flooding and droughts, reduced agricultural produc-
tivity, water crises and increased biodiversity loss. Although there has 
been progress in the development of sustainable agricultural practi-
ces, clean energy and green technologies, most actions of countries 
worldwide have failed to sufficiently address the climate crisis (Roma-
nello et al. 2023). Governments and international organizations have 
promoted and implemented development strategies and policies that 
either ignore or give little importance to the serious effects on the care 
economy and the environment in the pursuit of economic growth. Un-
derlying structural inequalities in society, including between men and 
women, shape the ways in which climate-related shocks and stressors 
are distributed and impact people, as well as the capacities and op-
tions men and women have at their disposal to respond to them.

The compounding effects of climate change on families and commu-
nities challenge their abilities to meet their care needs. Not only does 
climate change heighten the demand for care in terms of sudden ill-
nesses and sudden disabilities, but it also brings about new challen-
ges that undermine the availability of family caregivers to provide 
care and their ability to access care support services. Climate-related 
consequences can lead to re-composition of traditional units of care-
giving e.g., households and communities and create new situations in 
which meeting care needs are particularly difficult, such as in displaced 
person settlements. Compounding these effects are the threatening 
consequences on the necessary inputs for care. The climate-land-wa-
ter-food-energy-nexus demonstrates the enormity of the interdepen-
dence of human systems and the ecosystem so that the threats to the 
ecosystem erode the capacity for care and societies’ ability to thrive 
and survive. The heightened inability of societies to meet care needs 
due to the interplay of climate change and various factors has imme-
diate and long-lasting effects on well-being in terms of depletion of 
capabilities and loss of life; these are experienced unequally by people 
around the world.

At the same time, the world is already witnessing the consequences 
of climate change. These involve not only global warming and more 
frequent heat waves, but also stronger storms and more weather-

related damage, intense flooding and droughts, reduced agricultural 
productivity, water crises and increased biodiversity loss.
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Misguided and feeble steps undertaken by policymakers and gover-
nment inaction to support gender just transition have led to human 
rights violations and undermined efforts to effectively tackle ill-heal-
th, hunger and the care, food, water and energy needs of marginali-
zed populations. Gender, economic, and social inequalities within and 
between countries have widened as a result. Efforts to address these 
problems must be comprehensive in scope and based on principles 
of equality, universality, participation, and responsibility shared by all. 
These measures range from  public investment in care provisioning 
and social protection to implementation of gender-sensitive labour, 
food, energy and macroeconomic policies that support just transition. 
A transformative shift is necessary in the decision-making processes 
and in the actions of governments, businesses, communities, house-
holds, and individuals in order to improve the health of the ecosystem 
and achieve a sustainable future.

Policy Recommendations

•	 1.	 Tackling uneven power relations in climate mitigation and adapta-
tion policies 

•	 2.	 Ensuring quality care services for all 

•	 3.	 Mobilising resources to finance universal care services and effec-
tive climate action 

•	 4.	 Developing sustainable, climate-resilient and innovative quality 
care systems 

•	 5.	 Ensuring participatory and democratic decision-making processes 

•	 6.	 Ensuring access to justice 
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Introduction

The world today faces grave challenges that go beyond inflation, financial 
crises, economic slowdowns and recessions that have gripped countries, 
namely the emerging crisis of care and the climate crisis. These are largely 
the results of the relentless expansion of market production worldwide 
that rely on the overexploitation and undervaluation of the ecosystem 
and the unpaid labour used in sustaining human life, reproducing socie-
ties and maintaining the labour force. 

The crisis of care for people refers to the unmet needs and growing im-
balances within and across societies with respect to support for care of 
people and fulfilment of rights such as food, water, and health. It is ex-
perienced at local as well as national levels in many countries in terms of 
low government priority and support to meet adequately the care needs 
of the young, frail elderly, and persons with disabilities and/or suffering 
from illness, to address the chronic stress and long working hours of care-
givers, and to eradicate the inequalities in access to food, water and clean 
energy. 

The size of the unmet need for childcare throughout the world is substan-
tial. An estimated 23 per cent of children worldwide (nearly 350 million) 
need childcare but do not have any access to it (Devercelli and Beaton-Day 
2020). This unmet need disproportionately impacts families in low- and 
lower-middle-income countries, with nearly eight out of ten children who 
need childcare but do not have access to it. Similarly, as the world’s po-
pulation ages rapidly, only a small proportion of those elderly needing 
assistance are able to use formal care (i.e., care in an institution or paid 
homecare); the majority of them are cared for by family members or other 
unpaid caregivers (Gruber et al. 2023). As explained in the next section, 
much of the unpaid care and formal care work is provided by women. 
Access to health care services for hundreds of millions of people around 
the world remains challenging. Expansion of access to essential health 
services has slowed compared to pre-2015, with no significant progress 
in reducing financial hardship due to increasing health care costs (WHO 
2023). Inequalities persist in these care systems, with the disadvantaged 
populations having lower levels of access to health and related services. 
Not surprisingly, progress in many of the health indicators worldwide has 
markedly stalled since 2015, as evidenced by the falling annual rate of re-
duction in maternal mortality ratio, under-five and neonatal mortality ra-
tes, premature mortality from non-communicable diseases (WHO 2023).

At the same time, the world is witnessing climate destabilization and 
increasing fragility of the ecosystem that are closely tied with the rapid 
consumption of fossil fuels and other human activities, which have led 
to greenhouse gases (GHGs) buildup in the atmosphere (IPCC 2023). In 
fact, the world experienced this year (2023), the highest global temperatu-
res in over 100,000 years, and heat records were broken in all continents 
through 2022 (Romanello et al. 2023). The world is already witnessing the 
consequences of climate change. These involve not only global warming 
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and more frequent heat waves, but also stronger storms and more wea-
ther-related damage, intense flooding and droughts, reduced agricultural 
productivity, water crises and increased biodiversity loss. The recent in-
crease in global hunger is in large part attributed to high rates of land de-
gradation and desertification, particularly in countries heavily dependent 
on rainfed agricultural systems (Randell et al. 2022; FAO 2023). The scien-
ce is clear – the planet is far off track from meeting its climate goals, accor-
ding to a 2023 World Meteorological Organization (WMO) report (Stuart 
et al. 2023). Observed global surface temperature in 2013–2022 already 
reached 1.15 °C above pre-industrial levels (1850–1900) (IEA 2023a). And 
yet greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise; the share of renewable 
energy in total energy consumption was merely 19.1 per cent (or 12.5 per 
cent excluding the use of biomass) in 2020 (IEA 2023a). 

It is unequivocally clear that although there has been progress in the de-
velopment of sustainable agricultural practices, clean energy and green 
technologies, the actions of countries worldwide remain insufficient ad-
dress the climate crisis effectively (Romanello et al. 2023). Governments 
and  international organisations unwittingly promote and implement de-
velopment strategies and policies that either ignore or give little impor-
tance to the serious effects on the care economy and the environment 
as they pursue economic growth and increase material consumption. 
There is growing evidence of the links between materials use, economic 
growth and climate change. For example, the study on resource use in 
the Asia-Pacific region demonstrates how the rising output and income 
per capita growth contributed more strongly to growing material use than 
population growth (Schandl and West 2011). Policymakers have yet to 
consider the non-linear feedback effects of economic activities and the 
cascading and synergistic interactions between production processes, 
consumption and the ecosystem in decision-making processes and policy 
analyses (Daly 2014).

This briefing paper will illustrate how misguided and feeble steps and per-
sistent government inaction in many cases have led to human rights viola-
tions and undermined efforts to effectively ensure access to health, food, 
water and the unmet care and energy needs of marginalised populations. 
It also will demonstrate how gender, economic and social inequalities wi-
thin and between countries have widened as a result. 

It argues that dramatic efforts are urgently required to address the 
interlinked causes of unsustainability and inequality including gender 

inequality. This is vital for the fulfilment of human rights and the health 
of the ecosystem amidst the accelerating effects of climate change, 

particularly among the most vulnerable and marginalised social groups.
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The briefing will also show that a transformative shift is necessary in the 
decision-making processes and the actions of States, businesses, com-
munities, households, and individuals towards a gender-just transition to 
improve health of the ecosystem and achieve a sustainable future. (Just 
Transition Collaborative 2018; GI-ESCR 2020; GI-ESCR 2021, Lozano 2022, 
McKernan et al. 2020). In this briefing, a gender-just transition is unders-
tood as the shift from extractive and fossil-fuel-based economies towards 
renewable energy and sustainable production practices that allow the 
realisation of fundamental rights within planetary boundaries and that 
pay attention to the differentiated outcomes on women and men. Given 
the many competing interests that need to be reconciled to advance a 
gender-just transition, international human rights law and standards can 
provide the framework for setting priorities and establishing objectives 
as well as parameters to ensure that actions aimed at achieving sustaina-
bility do not infringe on people’s rights. Efforts to advance a gender-just 
transition need also to adopt an intersectional lens since women are not 
a homogenous group. The effects of climate change occur in local con-
texts with different power structures, institutions, infrastructure, and 
socio-cultural norms. So, women and men in different settings are diffe-
rently affected by and respond to climatic conditions and extreme wea-
ther disturbances. Such an approach provides a deeper understanding of 
the multiple and overlapping forms of marginalization and inequality that 
exacerbate gender, racial, and ethnic discriminations. 

The briefing paper is organised as follows. Section 2 demonstrates the 
importance of care systems in a gender-just transition towards ecologica-
lly sustainable development. Section 3 examines the gendered impact of 
climate change on care systems and identifies the challenges. Section 4 
concludes the paper with care-focused policy recommendations that can 
deliver a gender-just transition to bridge gender gaps, reduce social and 
economic inequalities and societies’ reliance on extractive practices and 
consumption.
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Throughout the world, families provide much of the 
care that sustains standards of living, reproduce so-
cieties, develop capabilities, and maintain the labour 
force. Young and school-aged children, older per-
sons, persons suffering from sickness, and persons 
with disabilities require assistance in meeting their 
physical, psychological, and developmental needs, 
such as feeding, bathing, dressing, reading, listening, 
and mobility. These hands-on, relational activities are 
referred to as direct or personal care (Esquivel 2014; 
ILO 2018). Able-bodied adults along with dependents 
i.e., persons requiring long-term help with activities 
of daily living, also rely on the household members 
performing domestic chores referred to as indirect 
care. They are household maintenance, domestic 
and subsistence activities that range from laundry 

1    Some feminists such as Joan Tronto (2012) have broadened the definition of 
care to include those activities “that we do to maintain, continue and repair our 
‘world’ so we can live in it as well as possible” i.e., care for the environment. Similar-
ly, ECLAC uses this broader concept as well in their 2023 report (ECLAC 2023). This 
paper focuses on the human relational dimensions of care. It highlights the concept 
of care as a particular form of work and brings attention to who performs them 
and the conditions under which they are carried out.

washing, cleaning the house, cooking meals, making 
appointments, grocery shopping, and coordinating 
care to gathering fuel and water and subsistence pro-
duction. Caring for people involves the use of non-la-
bour inputs to sustain life and promote the well-being 
of both, e.g., food, water, and energy.1

Historically and to the present, women and girls 
perform many of these activities as evidenced by ti-
me-use studies (Benería et al. 2015; Hirway 2017; 
Connelly and Kongar 2017; ILO 2018; Charmes 2019; 
Floro 2021). Gender norms regarding the socially as-
signed roles of women and men continue to deter-
mine the household division of care labour and their 
relations with each other throughout the world. Al-
though social norms are not static, they have been 
slow to change and have done so unevenly.  Women 
in particular experience these strains in caring for 
their families while also seeking employment and 
participating in the labour force, accessing extension 
training and technologies and performing civic and 
other obligations. Most importantly, however, the 
unequal distribution, intensity and lack of recognition 
of unpaid care work undermines the dignity of wo-
men caregivers, obstructs their enjoyment of human 
rights on an equal basis with men, undermines pro-
gress towards gender equality and entrenches their 
disproportionate situation of vulnerability to pover-
ty across their lifetime. The inability to successfully 
combine care responsibilities with other roles leaves 
many women disenfranchised and disempowered. 
Others may benefit more from new opportunities but 
suffer from increased work burden and stress (Floro 
and Meurs 2009). Time-use studies show that unpaid 
care work is particularly burdensome for women in 
low-income households, giving support to the idea 
that those living in poverty, more than those in weal-
thier households, often compensate for their lack of 
money income by engaging in more unpaid care work 
(Hirway 2017; Antonopoulos, Matheson and Zacha-
rias 2013; ILO 2018).

Care Systems and Gender Inequalities: An Overview



A CARE-LED TRANSITION TO A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE Pag 11

In many communities, unpaid care is also provided by extended kin, nei-
ghbours, friends, and community members, especially in low and midd-
le-income countries. They range from childcare, eldercare, and sick care to 
school maintenance, irrigation canal repairs, and forest management-con-
servation. Families that have traditionally been able to count on the care 
support of other female relatives and kin (cousins, aunts, grandmothers) 
for help are finding this option less feasible, however. In low and midd-
le-income countries, urbanisation, migration, and the growth of nuclear 
households have undermined extended family support networks, so that 
families are further stressed to meet their care needs with women and 
girls bearing the brunt (Floro and King 2023).

The transformation of households and the increase in women’s labour 
market participation during capitalist development have led to the ra-
pid growth of care services provided through the market, including 
health services, childcare, and long-term care. Whether for profit or 
pay, these arrangements take place in a variety of settings --from hou-
seholds (hiring domestic workers, nannies and home aides), for-pro-
fit care facilities to non-profit and public care services. As with unpaid 
care, the majority of the global care workforce are women: 66 per cent 
of workers in care occupations and 70 per cent of domestic workers 
(ILO 2018, p. 8). This feminisation of care employment has to do with 
the gender stereotyping of care work and the persistent association 
of care with women’s “natural” inclination and “innate” abilities (Him-
melweit 2007).

As with unpaid care, the majority of the global care workforce are 
women: 66 per cent of workers in care occupations and 70 per cent of 

domestic workers. This feminisation of care employment has to do with 
the gender stereotyping of care work and the persistent association of 

care with women’s “natural” inclination and “innate” abilities.
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The concept of care economy encapsulates the wide 
range of care labour that sustains standards of living 
and produces well-being. The goods and services 
that care labour produces occur in a variety of set-
tings and care arrangements: households, commu-
nities, markets and the public sector. It denotes the 
fact that care work, whether paid or unpaid, produ-
ces ‘value’; therefore, all forms of care activities are 
considered productive even though most of them 
are invisible to conventional measures of production 
and of the economy.

Several countries have made some strides in allo-
cating public resources and investing in care ser-
vices, thereby alleviating some of the unpaid care 
work load of women and help reduce the tensions 
between employment (paid work) and unpaid care 
work in terms of demand for labour time (Carras-
co and Dominguez 2011; Galvez-Muñoz et al. 2011; 
Tronto 2012; Hirway 2017; Esquivel and Kaufmann 
2017; Connelly and Kongar 2017; Peng and Yeandle 
2017, Gruber et al. 2023). These range from direct 
provision of care services to social protection poli-
cies such as payments and subsidies to caregivers 
or to people who need care, labour policies such as 
maternity benefits, paternity leaves and regulation 
of paid working times to complementary service pro-
visions such as water and sanitation.2

2    See Esquivel and Kaufmann 2017 for a review of care policies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean region, and the ILO Global Care Policy portal which 
provides data and resources on non-discrimination and care-related policies and services in more than 180 countries (ILO n.d.)

Welfare states such as Sweden, Norway, Denmark 
and Finland introduced socialised care services and 
benefits for most of the population. Global South 
countries such as Costa Rica, South Africa and Chi-
le have developed social protection schemes that 
address childcare needs (Niño‐Zarazúa et al. 2012, 
Patel 2012, Esquivel and Kaufmann 2017, Gromada 
and Richardson 2021). Child support grants are be-
ing used to help pay for childcare of all low-income 
people, regardless of their employment status. New 
initiatives are also emerging in some countries in 
Latin America in terms of the creation of child-care 
policies and the establishment of publicly provided 
or subsidised day care services such as Sistema de 
Cuidados in Uruguay, Estancias Infantiles in Mexico 
and Bogota’s care blocks program in Colombia (Go-
vernment of Mexico n.d.; ILO 2018; Rodriguez-Fran-
co 2022).

That said, only thirty-two countries in the world 
have public childcare services available after the 
birth of their children, and only 30 countries have 
statutory Early Childhood Education Division (ECED) 
programmes for at least 40 hours a week (Adda-
ti, Cattaneo and Pozzan 2022). As of 2022, only 26 
other countries have set up a statutory universal 
and free long-term care service scheme (Addati, Ca-
ttaneo and Pozzan 2022).
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However, the rapid growth of private investments in both childcare and 
long-term care sectors and cuts in public services since the 1990s have 
gradually eroded public care services even in the Nordic countries (Vaitti-
nen, Hoppania & Karsio 2018). For example, Finland, Norway and Sweden’s 
local governments, have increasingly outsourced eldercare to private or 
semi-private care providers (Connelly and Kongar 2017; Peng and Yeand-
le 2017). In Italy and the United Kingdom, care allowances and personal 
budgets have allowed some families and elderly people to purchase care 
through the market. In Austria and Germany, the existence of a cash be-
nefit option allows people to purchase private care. Other countries, such 
as the Netherlands and France offer family allowances and paid parental 
leaves as well as publicly supported childcare and education. The mar-
ketisation of care services is evident in East Asia as well. Both Japan and 
Korea, for example, have public long-term care insurance (LTCI) but the 
private sector care providers play an important role in eldercare delivery 
(Peng and Yeandle 2017; Michel and Peng 2017). In Japan, strict govern-
ment regulation has led to a quasi-market situation whereby eldercare is 
delivered through both public and private for- and not-for-profit sectors, 
while in Korea, weaker regulation has resulted in private market providers 
playing a more prominent role. 

When States do not adequately value, provide and support care provisio-
ning, women inevitably take on a significant share of the care workload, to 
the detriment of their enjoyment of human rights. Moreover, how States 
provide support and design social policies have different implications for 
affordability and access to care (Folbre 2006; Floro and Meurs 2009). They 
also have implications on the household division of care responsibilities. 
Cash benefits for childcare schemes tend to encourage gender-differen-
tiated family roles. State-supported childcare services, on the other hand, 
facilitate the dual-earner model while parental (as opposed to maternity) 
leave legislation encourages dual-earning and care-sharing parenthood.

Nevertheless, even in countries with the most generous care policies, 
domestic responsibilities continue to fall more heavily on women than 
men. This is because care benefits cover only a portion of parental ex-
penditures and total time spent on caregiving (OECD 2020; ILO 2018, 
Gromada and Richardson 2021). For example, the cost of non-parental 
childcare remains high in many OECD countries; it is equivalent to half 
of women’s median full-time earnings for a two-earner family with two 
children in care in Japan and the United Kingdom. Although support 
programs, depending on the coverage and level of public investment, 
reduce the costs for low-income families and single mothers, out-of-
pocket costs can still add up to a large share of family earnings, as in 
the case of Ireland, the Slovak Republic, and the United Kingdom (OECD 
2020). In the Americas, there are still limitations to access despite na-
tional childcare systems for children aged 0–2 years in 12 countries 
(Gromada and Richardson 2021). For example, in Costa Rica, public 
provision is mainly in urban areas, and in Uruguay, parents still have to 
pay the largest share of childcare fees.
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The fact that most of care work is unpaid has made it statistically invisi-
ble to policymakers. Provisioning of affordable care services has been 
given low political priority, except in welfare States and  in countries 
with very low fertility rates and rapidly ageing populations, including 
Korea, Taiwan, Japan, and Singapore. This is mainly because caregiving 
is assumed to be primarily the responsibility of the family in many coun-
tries and to have little impact on economic development. Moreover, 
conventional development models and mainstream economic theories 
that provide the framework for policymaking fail to integrate the care 
economy (Blecker and Braunstein 2022; Reksten and Floro 2020). In so 
doing, they have promoted public policies and development strategies 
that are blind to their impact on social reproduction and the natural 
environment that supports human life. When the centrality of care pro-
visioning in the functioning of economies and reproduction of societies 
is not recognised, and the crucial interconnection between human eco-
nomic activities and the state of our ecosystem is ignored, then growth 
in material output and consumption can lead to widening inequalities, 
the systemic denial of human rights for many, and the erosion of the 
fundamental natural foundations of life on earth. 

The promotion of privatisation by market liberalisation policies helps 
reinforce the notion that workers and their families can find their own 
solutions to deal with family care responsibilities and their need for 
external care support can be addressed through the promotion of 
private investments in the care industry. From a rights perspective, 
the privatisation of care raises severe concerns about the availability, 
accessibility, affordability and quality of care services. It also raises 
concerns about potential abuses when private providers are not ade-
quately regulated. 

The expansion of the childcare and long-term care market is often ad-
vanced through a programme of incentives, including implicit and explicit 
subsidies as well as legislative and policy reforms that restructure the la-
bour market in favour of ‘flexible’ and contingent employment contracts. 
(Longhurst, Ponder and McGregor 2020). However, recent studies of pri-
vate equity-based care services show severe frictions and misalignment 
of for-profit incentives and the social goal of affordable quality care. A 
study of nursing homes in the United States, for example, shows that pri-
vate equity ownership increases the short-term mortality of patients by 
10 per cent due in part to declines in nursing staff and weak compliance 
with standards (Gupta et al. 2021). This is paired with declines in other 
measures of patient well-being, such as lower mobility. The marketisation 
approach to care provisioning also underscores the socio-economic in-
equalities in societies as well as gender inequalities in the household divi-
sion of care. Domestic workers, typically women, are a common solution 



A CARE-LED TRANSITION TO A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE Pag 15

for middle- and upper-class families in middle and low-income countries. 
In the Arab states, for example, domestic work represents the largest sha-
re of employees (14.8 per cent), while in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
it is 8.4 per cent; in Africa, it is 7.3 per cent; and in Asia and the Pacific, it is 
4.6 per cent (ILO 2020). Women continue to make up the majority of the 
domestic service sector (76.2 per cent), which accounts for 4.5 per cent of 
female employment worldwide. 

For the working, poor and low-income households, using paid childcare 
services, going to a private clinic or hiring a home-based aide or domestic 
worker are simply unaffordable. They are often compelled to engage their 
children, particularly daughters, to spend long hours to enable the family 
to meet its care needs. In many cases, it is the primary caregiver in the 
household who migrates to the cities or to another country to work as a 
domestic worker, nanny or nursing home aide (Parreñas 2015; Michel and 
Peng 2017; Gammage and Stevanovic 2018). In the global South, growing 
numbers of women are compelled to migrate to provide for the future of 
their families because of  shortages of well-remunerated jobs at home. 
Often migrant women take on jobs abroad as domestic workers in what 
has been called the ‘global care chain’. Migrant workers therefore, fill the 
unmet need for care services in wealthier destinations. At the same time, 
family members that remain at home must devise new strategies for re-
organising tasks and care responsibilities in their absence. Overall, this 
intensifies the care deficit in the countries of origin. Income inequality has 
therefore generated a solution for the increased care need by generating 
a supply of female care workers to those who have the private means to 
hire them to the detriment of less wealthy countries and families. 

Widening inequality also creates gaps in various aspects of human survi-
val and maintenance. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 2023 
report estimated that about 29.6 per cent of the global population – 2.4 
billion people – were moderately or severely food insecure in 2022. Food 
insecurity disproportionately affects women in every region of the world 
(FAO 2023). To date, more than 10 per cent of people (close to 800 million) 
do not have access to drinking water, and more than 70 per cent (close 
to 5.5 billion) do not have access to a safe drinking water services, ac-
cording to the United Nations University Institute for Water, Environment 
and Health (UNU-INWEH 2023). More than 22 per cent (1.71 billion) do not 
have access to even basic sanitation. Furthermore, about 675 million peo-
ple are still without electricity in 2021 and 2.3 billion lack access to clean 
cooking fuel in 2021, according to the International Energy Agency 2023 
Report. Currently, more than 40 per cent of the world’s population relies 
on biomass fuels for heating and cooking. They are found to be not only 
highly inefficient but also cause indoor air pollution, which is responsible 
for close to 4 million premature deaths annually (Jodoin et al. 2021).
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Underlying structural inequalities in society, including between men and 
women, shape the ways in which climate-related shocks and stressors are 
distributed and impact people, as well as the capacities and options men 
and women have at their disposal to respond to them (Njuki et al. 2022; 
Bryan, Ringler and Meinzen-Dick 2023). Members of the same household 
do not necessarily face the same set of risks or have the same capacities, 
vulnerabilities and decision-making power (Kabeer 1999; Doss et al. 2018; 
Bryan, Ringler, and Meinzen-Dick 2023). Gender disparities in access to 
and control over productive assets like land and livestock reduce women’s 
ability to undertake mitigation and adaptation strategies that involve ex-
penses. In some cases, women’s assets, such as jewellery, may be drawn 
down in response to shocks if the owner has weaker bargaining power wi-
thin the household, or the asset is easier to sell (Quisumbing et al. 2017). 
Similarly, men and women in rural communities face different challenges 
and have different resilience capacities and response options than in ur-
ban areas, as they are situated in different settings. These differences can 
result in differential well-being outcomes, e.g., food security, health, and 
nutrition, as women and men deal with the effects of climate change, the-
reby exacerbating existing gender gaps in the exercise and fulfilment of 
economic and social rights.
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Climate Change Impacts on Care 
Systems and Care Provisioning

Climate change is bringing steady, gradual, and long-lasting changes 
in temperature and rainfall as well as more intense and frequent ex-
treme weather events such as hurricanes, super-typhoons, heat do-
mes, and severe flooding (IPCC 2023), all of which have compounding 
effects on families and communities to meet their care needs. First, 
it heightens the need for care in terms of sudden illnesses and unex-
pected disabilities due to climate-related disasters. Second, it can 
bring about new challenges that undermine the availability of fami-
ly caregivers to provide care as well as access care support services 
due to damages in physical and social care infrastructures. Third, it 
reduces access to important inputs for care, such as water, food and 
safe shelter. Moreover, it can lead to breakdowns or re-composition 
of traditional units of caregiving (e.g., households and communities), 
while it creates new situations in which meeting care needs are parti-
cularly difficult, such as the increase in displaced person settlements. 
The heightened inability of societies to meet care needs due to the 
interplay of climate change and various factors, including government 
neglect and bad policies, have immediate and long-lasting effects on 
well-being in terms of depletion of capabilities and loss of life.

The above effects of climate change are experienced unequally by 
people around the world. The worst effects of these adverse climate 
changes are being felt by those who have least contributed to climate 
change: poor households and disadvantaged segments of the popu-
lation living in vulnerable regions of the world (Kreft et al. 2014; Ro-
manello et al. 2023). Severe and prolonged drought has affected parts 
of Australia, Latin America and the United States as with the Sahel 
and East Africa, while many parts of Western Africa and Asia are ex-
periencing record floods, where tens of thousands have perished and 
production of food crops and source of livelihood for many have been 
severely impacted. Rising seas and typhoons have already displaced 
several million people in South Asia, with India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka and Indonesia experiencing the worst effects (Romanello et 
al. 2023). 

The heightened inability of societies to meet care needs due to the 
interplay of climate change and various factors, including government 
neglect and bad policies, have immediate and long-lasting effects on 

well-being in terms of depletion of capabilities and loss of life.
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The 2023 Lancet Countdown report reveals the dire 
health situation that the world is facing due to cli-
mate change: ’Adults older than 65 years and infants 
younger than 1 year, for whom extreme heat can 
be particularly life-threatening, are now exposed to 
twice as many heatwave days as they would have 
experienced in 1986–2005’ (Romanello et al. 2023). 
These conditions are also putting more populations 
at risk of life-threatening infectious diseases, such 
as dengue, malaria, vibriosis, and West Nile virus 
(Carleton and Hsiang 2016).

Climate change interacts with human health in com-
plex ways. Its impact is highly uneven across po-
pulations, depending not only on the geographical 
region but also on the income, education, social 
norms, migration, level of economic development, 
and the institutional capacity and accessibility of 
health systems.  Africa experienced the biggest in-
crease in a heat-related mortality rate since 2000–
05, with more frequent health-threatening tempe-
ratures and a growing population of people older 
than 65 (Romanello et al. 2023). Africa was also the 
region most affected by droughts, with 64 per cent 
of its land affected by at least one month of extreme 
drought per year on average in 2013–22, followed by 
Oceania (55 per cent of its land) and South and Cen-
tral America (53 per cent) (Romanello et al. 2023). 

Scientific evidence also points to increases in health 
inequalities caused by climate change. It has dispro-
portionately aggravated the health of marginalised 
and disadvantaged groups and those with pre-exis-
ting health conditions. Vulnerability to heat stress is 
linked to person-specific, physiological characteris-
tics of women and men as well as socio-economic, 
location’s specific factors. For example, old age and 
young age are the most important intrinsic risk fac-
tors for heat-related mortality (Maccini and Yang 
2009; WHO 2021). Women of lower socio-economic 
status and lower education levels are relatively more 
vulnerable to heat stress compared to women from 
upper socio-economic status, such as wealthy wo-
men or those belonging to a higher caste and with 
higher education (Merzel 2000; Stanke et al. 2013; 
Pega et al. 2023; Benevolenza and DeRigne 2018; 

Simmonds et al. 2021; Deivanayagam et al. 2023). 
This is partly due to their exposure to pollution in 
the absence of clean cooking fuel and to extreme 
heat, as they walk longer distances to gather water 
and fuel and/or engage in brickmaking, street ven-
ding, and other outdoor informal employment.

Elderly women and men, as well as those of lower 
socioeconomic status, are also more vulnerable to 
the health effects of droughts, floods, typhoons, and 
hurricanes than the rest of the population (Stanke 
et al. 2013; Novales 2014; Benevolenza and DeRigne 
2018). For example, sewage in impoverished urban 
areas has increased the incidence of waterborne di-
seases (UN 2018; WHO 2023). Increases in inciden-
ces of diarrhoea are also connected to elevated sali-
nity levels of groundwater in coastal regions, which 
can increase maternal mortality and morbidity (Ne-
elormi et al. 2009; WHO 2021). Importantly, lack of 
access to healthcare facilities and the means to pay 
for medicines make it difficult for women and men 
in poor and low-income households to recover from 
illnesses (Merzel 2000; Floro and Poyatzis 2019; Dei-
vanayagam et al. 2023).

Mental health issues are being attributed to clima-
te change as well (Romanello et al. 2023; Salick and 
Byg 2007). Studies show that the degradation of or 
forced displacement from familiar or culturally va-
lued environments can bring about direct emotional 
impacts, ranging from extreme anxiety and appre-
hension to depression. 

Impact on the Demand for Care
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Women who provide most of the direct caregiving in their families are 
constantly challenged by these climate related effects on the health 
of the population. The care demands of the illnesses and health is-
sues faced by family members add further strain on women’s time. 
The unequal sharing of care work and attempts by women to meet 
the time demands of both care work and paid work impose signifi-
cant costs on their wellbeing, especially in asset-poor and low-income 
households with no access to care support services.  Women’s health 
is also more vulnerable in terms of exposure to infections and viru-
ses compared to men, because in many societies caring for persons 
suffering from sickness falls principally to women and girls (Deivana-
yagam et al. 2023; Budlender and Moussie 2013). Moreover, adverse 
rainfall in the year of birth lowers adult female health outcomes and 
educational attainment, and droughts experienced by toddlers lowers 
childhood growth and education (Carleton and Hsiang 2016). These ra-
infall-related impacts likely operate through agricultural income loss, 
social norms regarding intra-household food allocation, and lower nu-
trition. The increased time spent on care obligations is likely to further 
constrain women’s labour force participation and the type of jobs they 
can undertake, as evidenced by the gender-differentiated employment 
effects of Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, the most powerful tropi-
cal cyclones in history (Novales 2014; Floro and Poyatzis 2019). It also 
impacts women’s right to health. There are limits to how much care a 
person can give without negative impacts on their own health. It also 
significantly reduces their time for rest and self-care. 
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Impact on Physical and Social Care 
Infrastructures 

Climate change is simultaneously damaging other parts of the care sys-
tem on which people rely for good health and outside care support. Ex-
treme weather events such as severe flooding and hurricanes, cyclones 
or typhoons and other climatic conditions that can lead to increases in 
infectious diseases have brought extensive damage to care facilities (e.g., 
hospitals, clinics, daycare centres, nursing homes, and schools) that stop 
or disrupt their operations (Floro and Poyatzis 2019).

Climate change-induced resource scarcities can weaken social cohesion 
and local safety nets such as informal care support mechanisms opera-
ting in communities (Mpanje et al. 2018; Khalil et al. 2021). This can occur 
in two ways. First, social reciprocity can decline and stress on social ne-
tworks tends to occur following droughts and floods that lead to impove-
rishment of households. Women are reported to be more affected than 
men since they are responsible for maintaining the networks through gift 
and labour exchange and more dependent on mutual aid arrangements 
(Theis, Bryan and Ringler 2019).  Second, the devastation of livelihoods, 
factories, housing, and communities in general brought about by climatic 
conditions can lead to migration as a coping mechanism, which can affect 
the extended kinship or neighbourhood care support that women rely 
upon. Land degradation due to drought and desertification, for example 
has resulted in mass migrations as well (UNEP 2016, Myers et al. 2024).
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Impact on Care-Related Inputs: Food, 
Water, Sanitation, and Energy

Compounding these direct impacts on the care systems and the well-be-
ing of female caregivers are the threatening effects of environmental de-
gradation and climatic events on the necessary inputs for human survival. 
The climate-land-water-food-energy nexus demonstrates the enormity of 
the interdependence of human systems and the ecosystem so that the 
threats to the ecosystem—even in remote parts of the planet -erode the 
capacity for care, and hence societies’ ability to survive. The adverse cli-
matic conditions are leading to increased soil erosion, biodiversity loss, 
dry spells and water shortages, pest infestations, deforestations, wildfires, 
and the destruction of crops, among others, making it harder to grow food 
(Arora-Jonsson 2011; Nico and Azzari 2022; Béné and Devereux 2023; FAO 
2017; FAO 2023). Climate change not only affects food production but also 
has ripple effects throughout the value chains and food distribution sys-
tems and on its quality and access. Higher temperatures and prolonged 
exposure to high levels of CO2 concentration could lead to losses in nu-
trient content of key food crops and increase the incidence of foodborne 
pathogens and mycotoxins (Moretti et al. 2010; Myers et al. 2014). Storage, 
marketing, and retail systems are also affected as the climate becomes 
hotter. Food transport is challenged more frequently by flooded roads 
and damaged port infrastructure (Nicholls and Cazenave 2010). Increasing 
threats to food security brought about by climatic conditions create a vi-
cious cycle of hunger, poverty, and diseases. Given women’s lower access 
to resources, including land, credit and training in adaptation and mitiga-
tion strategies, compared to men, time and mobility constraints due to 
care responsibilities and lack of voice in key agricultural policy decisions, 
women and girls in low-income and vulnerable households are more li-
kely to suffer from food insecurity and malnutrition compared to men and 
boys (Tirado et al. 2015; Botreau and Cohen 2020).

Climate variability and extreme weather shocks have differential effects 
on women and men’s participation in agriculture (FAO 2017; Jordan 2018; 
Bryan, Ringler and Meinzen-Dick 2023; Tantoh et al. 2021). In West and 
Central Africa, as well as East and Southern Africa, where weather varia-
bility is high and dependence on rainfed agriculture is significant, women 
are more likely than men to engage in agriculture in drought-prone areas 
or areas affected by heat waves (Doss et al. 2018; Nico and Azzarri 2022). 
Women are also more likely to work longer hours under such conditions 
compared to men, even though the low productivity of these lands tend 
to lower an individual’s effort in agriculture and reduce the number of 
working hours (Nico and Azzari 2022). In addition, the increase in women’s 
work in agriculture compensates for men’s absence as the latter tend to 
move to other areas as they seek employment outside agriculture. 
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Climate change, combined with water management de-
cisions and a lack of infrastructures, such as reservoirs, 
treatment plans, and water distribution systems, make 
the water situation even more critical. Drier areas are 
now more prone to drought, and humid/wetter areas 
are more prone to flooding (FAO 2023; Romanello et al. 
2023). Globally, water scarcity already affects between 
1 and 2 billion people, most of whom live in drylands, 
where the gap between the demand for and supply 
of water is highest (MacAlister et al. 2023). One of its 
worst effects is the rapid decline in water availability 
for domestic use. By 2017, one in ten people in the 
world lacked basic services for safe water, forcing at 
least 144 million people to drink untreated surface wa-
ter (UNICEF and WHO 2019). Projected climate chan-
ges indicate that, in a matter of a few decades, many 
millions more people will be living under conditions of 
high-water stress (MacAlister et al. 2023).

Climate impact on water security is highly gendered in 
many countries, where domestic responsibility, including 
fetching and managing household water supplies, falls pri-
marily to women and girls (Tandon et al. 2022). Growing 
water scarcity, for example, has increased the time spent 
by women and girls who are traditionally responsible for 
collecting water and fuelwood by travelling longer distan-
ces thereby increasing their care work burden (Sugden et 
al. 2014; Tantoh et al. 2021). In some cases, women travel 
through dangerous terrain to find water or would fetch 
water at odd hours of the day, which increases the risk 
of women experiencing domestic, sexual, and physical 
violence (Carney et al. 2020; Gambe 2019; Shrestha et al. 
2019; Sugden et al. 2014). The lack of access to adequate 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WaSH) has specific gen-
der implications as well (UNICEF and WHO 2019; Geere & 
Hunter 2020; Torondel et al. 2022). Adaptive behaviour in 
response to the loss of latrines due to flooding places wo-
men and girls at greater risk of experiencing gender-ba-
sed violence as well as leading them to adopt unsanitary 
behaviours that increase the likelihood of source water 
contamination (UN 2018).

The impacts of climate change on water security go be-
yond access to safe water. These are intertwined with 
other dimensions of sustainable development and 
the fulfilment of human rights, including an adequate 

standard of living. For example, more intense droughts 
and frequent flooding increase the likelihood of drin-
king water contamination and increase the prevalence 
of respiratory diseases and diarrhoea (Signorelli et al. 
2016; Stringer et al. 2021). Climate change also affects 
the structure and functioning of the ecosystem that 
supports agriculture, forestry, and other livelihoods. 
As access to food, water and resources becomes more 
strained, the number of displaced people from fierce 
competition over scarce resources has risen, as well as 
the potential for more conflicts and civil wars.

Access to energy is fundamental to the functioning 
of care systems and the provisioning of care, and 
the fulfilment of economic, social, and cultural rights. 
However, the current global energy system, which is 
also the single largest source of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions and thus the main driver of climate chan-
ge, has done little to improve the lives of marginalised 
populations. About 790 million people remain without 
access to electricity, and about 2.6 billion still depend 
on polluting fuels such as coal and biomass for cooking 
(Bouckaert et al. 2021). The use of ‘dirty’ energy fuels 
in domestic work increases the exposure of household 
members to air pollutants that can lead to respiratory 
illnesses. With women and girls often performing this 
domestic work, the burden of disease falls dispropor-
tionately on them (Parikh 2011; Kumar and Mehta 
2016). They are also usually tasked with searching for 
biomass, which exposes them to violence and inju-
ries and, due to the time allocated to these activities, 
limits their ability to pursue education and engage in 
personal growth activities (WHO 2016; Romanello et al. 
2023). Lack of access to clean energy, therefore, accen-
tuates gender health inequities and injustices.
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Differential access to energy is both a driver and consequence of 
growing inequality between and within countries. Energy-related GHG 
emissions are the biggest single contributor to climate change. Still, 
these emissions vary across regions, with countries that contribute the 
least tending to experience the brunt of climate effects. At the global le-
vel, access to clean energy remains highly unequal, with the poorest 40 
per cent of the world’s population disposing of some 10 per cent of final 
energy use and the richest third of two-thirds (Bouckaert et al. 2021). In-
equalities in the distribution of clean forms of energy also persist, with a 
much higher dependence on solid biomass fuels in the least developed 
countries. For example, the lack of access to electricity has significantly 
contributed to the continued marginalisation of people in rural areas 
and poor communities. They are caught in a cycle of deprivations: lack 
of access to clean energy affects health, productivity, care workload, 
opportunities for income generation, and the overall ability to have an 
adequate standard of living. 

The relationship between climate and energy is unique as fossil fuels are 
the largest contributor to climate change, and energy systems are directly 
at risk of being affected by climate-related extreme weather events. For 
example, global warming and heat waves lead to demand surges whi-
le straining supply and transmission. Without any significant reductions 
in fossil fuel extraction and use, climate change projections indicate that 
net energy demand will grow with further increases in high-temperature 
days, increasing the use of cooling appliances, despite fewer cold days 
requiring energy for heating. 

Renewable energy generation, such as wind power and solar panels, is 
increasing in all regions of the world, but it has not substantially repla-
ced fossil fuels. Moreover, their access and use are unequally distribu-
ted across the world regions. Only 1 per cent of renewable energy in-
vestments in 2022 were in Africa (IRENA 2023). Despite having abundant 
renewable energy resources, clean renewables accounted for just 1 per 
cent and 0.4 per cent of the energy supply in Africa and small island States 
in 2020, respectively, compared with 2.4 per cent in North America, 2.7 
per cent in Asia and South and Central America, 3.0 per cent in Europe, 
and 6.0 per cent in Oceania. This situation perpetuates reliance on po-
lluting fuels, particularly in countries with scarce access to energy (Ro-
manello et al. 2023). That said, there are cautionary tales regarding the 
potential effects of renewable energy production, as they can have both 
positive and adverse consequences on local and indigenous communities 
and can either uphold or undermine women’s rights (Carley and Konisky 
2020; Mang-Benza 2021). 
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The preceding discussion demonstrates how the evol-
ving care crisis and climate crisis are deeply intertwi-
ned. There are reasons to believe that solutions to 
effectively address the unmet care needs also can 
help mitigate the effects of climate change. Similarly, 
actions to meet carbon-zero goals, mitigate biodiver-
sity loss, and promote regeneration of our ecosystem 
can significantly reduce the care work burden that falls 
heavily on families and women. Any effort to address 
these grave problems must be comprehensive in sco-
pe and based on principles of equality and non-discri-
mination, universality, and responsibility sharing (Lo-
zano 2022; Just Transition Collaborative 2018; Jodoin 
et al. 2021). It must uphold the right to the highest 
attainable standard of health; the right to an adequa-
te standard of living, including food, and clothing; the 

right to housing; and the right to security during sic-
kness, disability, old age and unemployment. (United 
Nations 1948, Article 25; United Nations (General As-
sembly) 1966a, Articles 12, 11; United Nations (General 
Assembly) 1966b, Article 9).

People need care throughout their lives to survive and 
thrive. Yet care is considered to be the ‘natural’ respon-
sibility of women, so they provide most of the unpaid 
care in households and communities and are the ma-
jority of paid care workers. The difficulties, intensity 
and gendered distribution of unpaid care work create 
gender inequality and obstruct the enjoyment of seve-
ral human rights – including economic, social, cultural, 
civil, and political rights – on an equal basis with men, 
including the rights to work, health, and participation.  
This is evident if one considers that providing unpaid 
care includes long working hours, chronic stress, and 
foregone opportunities in education, employment, 
and earnings, as well as civic and political participation. 
Hence, getting care onto the gender-just transition 
agenda is vital to ensure gender equality and the enjo-
yment of women’s rights.

However, the default approach undertaken by many 
governments on the heavy care work burden that 
women face is to enable the expansion of the private 
care market. Households can alleviate some of their 
care work by outsourcing, e.g., employing a domestic 
worker, nanny, or a home-based aide; purchasing pre-
cooked meals; and paying for institutional care servi-
ces, such as childcare centres and nursing home faci-
lities. One major problem with relying on the growth 
of marketised care services is that it exacerbates in-
equalities. Given the large costs, households with little 
means to afford them are excluded from the care mar-
ket. In the United States, childcare consumes a signi-
ficant percentage of median family income across all 
care types, age groups, and county population sizes, 
which price out even middle-income families (Landivar 
et al. 2023). Globally, the estimated average annual 
cost of full-time childcare is USD 12,771. Therefore, it 
is unsurprising that over 40 per cent of all children be-
low primary school age (nearly 350 million) worldwide 
need childcare but do not have access (Devercelli and 
Beaton-Day 2020). Similar problems beset the provi-
sion of long-term care when populations worldwide 
are ageing rapidly (Gruber et al. 2023). In the United 

Building a Resilient Care System in a Gender-Just Transition 
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States, the median private nursing home costs over USD 100,000 per year, 
which is greater than the income of over 90 per cent of the elderly (Gruber 
et al. 2023). Only a minority of the elderly needing care rely on institutio-
nal or paid home care; the majority receive them from family and other 
unpaid female caregivers.

Given the market mechanism of supply and demand and the profit maxi-
misation incentive among for-profit service providers, it is not surprising 
that childcare, long-term care, and even healthcare systems are patchy 
and often fragmented in many countries. There is considerable eviden-
ce that the quality of care offered by private care service providers can 
be low, especially when there are weak or non-existent regulatory fra-
meworks and oversight mechanisms in place (Gupta et al. 2021; Lan-
divar et al. 2023; Barber et al. 2021). About 1 in 6 persons aged 60 or 
older globally have experienced some form of elder abuse in community 
settings (Yon et al. 2017; Yon et al. 2018; WHO 2022). Two-thirds of long-
term care staff around the world reportedly committed elder abuse (Yon 
et al. 2017). 

The market for care services can also evolve in a manner that heigh-
tens the care inequalities between North and South countries as well 
as the differentiation among women in different socio-economic posi-
tions. As mentioned earlier, the crisis of care in high and upper-midd-
le-income countries has been partially met with migrant labour by hiring 
women from South and Southeast Asia, North Africa, former transition 
economies, and Latin America and the Caribbean. European countries 
in particular, have been meeting the deficiencies in public care services 
provision with female foreign labour (Beneria 2023). For migrant wor-
ker-sending countries, exporting women’s labour generates a “depletion 
of care resources”, affecting their ability to provide care for the family 
left behind (Parreñas 2015; Gammage and Stevanovic 2018; Floro and 
King 2023). Female migrant households must negotiate who will be res-
ponsible for domestic chores and  the children and other family mem-
bers left behind. Middle and upper-class families in the South also rely 
on cheap domestic female labour provided by impoverished women and 
girls, immigrants, indigenous or women of colour. 

Given the market mechanism of supply and demand and the profit 
maximisation incentive among for-profit service providers, it is not 

surprising that childcare, long-term care, and even healthcare systems 
are patchy and often fragmented in many countries. 



A CARE-LED TRANSITION TO A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE Pag 26

However, the seemingly abundant supply of domestic workers, childcare 
workers, and nursing home aides is rapidly changing. Households and 
formal care service providers in emerging and high-income economies 
are struggling to find care workers, given the increased demand for care 
and high turnover. Low wages, job insecurity, and long working hours 
with few or no benefits characterise the working conditions faced by 
many care workers in various settings (Bonnet et al. 2022). Care workers 
are among the vulnerable and feminised segments of the labour force.

The significant social benefits of care work and the fact that it produces 
public goods and sustains human life bring attention to the question of 
how responsibility for the care of particular groups of dependents should 
be distributed between families, communities, the State, and the mar-
ket, referred as the ‘care diamond’ (Razavi 2007).Without comprehensive 
and adequate public support, the unmet care needs will only grow, and 
gender, economic and social inequalities will widen. The economic and 
welfare costs of care would be beyond the means of households and the 
capacities of women to shoulder them, leading to major human rights 
concerns. The lack of recognition and support they receive for this work is 
one of the main obstacles to gender equality, the enjoyment of women’s 
rights, and economic empowerment.

Concerning climate effects on care-related inputs, countries’ efforts to ad-
dress growing food insecurity, water scarcity, and demand for energy in 
a sustainable manner involve a wide range of mitigation and adaptation 
strategies and interventions. In some cases, they contribute to long-term 
adaptation and help reduce gender inequalities. One such measure is the 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Policy for Gender 
Mainstreaming in Energy Access for West Africa (McKernan 2020). Other 
strategies and interventions, however, are being implemented without as-
sessing the longer-term impacts nor taking the underlying inequalities and 
power relations into account. For example, in Mumbai, installing rainwa-
ter-harvesting technologies has increased the resilience of middle-class 
communities to water supply shortages. However, this has resulted in 
normalising State water rationing, which disadvantage those in informal 
settlements that depend on State provided water resources, as well as 
those responsible for collecting water (Button 2017). Studies on India, Ne-
pal, Mexico, Bangladesh, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, and China have found that 
implementation of initiatives can have moderate to severe maladaptive 
consequences for women (Tandon et al. 2022). Despite the prevalence of 
gender strategies in various funding initiatives such as the Green Climate 
Fund, the Adaptation Fund, and Global Environment Facility mechanisms, 
gender sensitivity often takes the form of disaggregating data by gender, 
but the designs of interventions do not necessarily account for how the 
intersectionality of gender and socio-economic status shape the exercise 
of power (Persson & Remling 2014; UN 2023b). 
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Despite intentions towards meeting the needs of the disadvantaged and 
those vulnerable to climatic shocks and stresses, powerful interests can 
shape adaptation interventions for their objectives. For example, in Zam-
bia, Conservation Agriculture is promoted as an environmentally and 
socially sustainable agricultural development strategy. A study demons-
trates, however, that environmental and participation concerns are side-li-
ned in practice. A new green revolution, or in other words, an increase in 
production through technology is promoted instead focusing on private 
sector-led agricultural development (Westengen et al. 2017). In Vietnam, 
agricultural practices, such as sediment depositions and the building of 
high dyke rings can disproportionately benefit those with land, while pe-
nalising those without land.  In São Tomé and Principe adaptation mea-
sures, such as the introduction of agricultural green technology and the 
construction of greenhouses to increase productivity and crop diversifi-
cation, are found to exclude women in decision-making, exacerbate in-
equitable labour relations, and pushed small-scale farmers into becoming 
casual labourers to larger landowners (Mikulewicz 2020).

Climate strategies can also lead to ‘elite capture’ when all stages in the de-
cision-making processes do not   include the affected communities, such as 
workers and marginalised groups (Hallegatte et al. 2019; Mehta et al. 2019; Eri-
ksen et al. 2021; Newell et al. 2021). There is considerable evidence on how lar-
ge corporations, the relatively wealthy and influential community members, 
monopolise benefits and manipulate policy-making processes and agree-
ments towards their interests (Yates 2012; Nightingale 2017). Maladaptive and 
inequitable outcomes can occur as a result. For instance, several countries 
have passed laws granting control over the rights to access mineral resources 
to national governments instead of local communities. This gives the gover-
nment considerable power to negotiate contracts with resource extraction 
companies and control the revenues generated by resource extraction. Re-
source-dependent countries typically rely on foreign companies to extract 
energy resources. As a result, host governments would promote foreign inves-
tors, negotiate terms of engagement with them, and receive resource rents 
from extraction (Mahdavi 2020; Sandbakken 2006). The vast government sub-
sidies to fossil fuel industries, which amount to $7 trillion (Black et al. 2023), are 
helping push the climate crisis towards cataclysmic proportions and bringing 
about the disproportionately negative impact of events such as heatwaves, 
droughts, and water shortages among vulnerable groups. 

Climate strategies can also lead to ‘elite capture’ when all stages in the 
decision-making processes do not   include the affected communities, 

such as workers and marginalised groups. 
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A large body of literature documents how the extraction of iron ores, fos-
sil fuels such as oil, iron and minerals for renewable energy production 
such as lithium, cobalt, nickel and graphite, as well as infrastructure cons-
truction for energy generation, including nuclear reactors and the com-
mercial distribution of energy for domestic uses adversely impact local 
and indigenous communities and undermine efforts to protect women’s 
rights (Sterner 2015; Del Bene et al. 2018 Mang-Benza 2021; Carley and 
Konisky 2020; Martínez-Alier 2023). Studies show how large-scale renewa-
ble energy projects can repeat the abuses and rights violations committed 
by the extractive industries, such as invading lands, failing to obtain the 
prior and informed consent of local communities and failing to adequate-
ly compensate or resettle those displaced (Del Bene et al. 2018; Roy and 
Schaffartzik 2021; Hallegatte et al. 2019; McKernan 2020; Lozano 2021). 
A growing movement for environmental justice has emerged from these 
ecological conflicts. They range from famous court cases, such as Che-
vron-Texaco in Ecuador and Shell in the Niger Delta to the development of 
resistance movements, such as Rios Vivos in Colombia to Justiça Ambien-
tal in Mozambique (Martínez-Alier 2023).

IMPUESTOS VERDES Y PROGRESIVOS PARA LA TRANSICIÓN 
SOCIOECOLÓGICA: PERSPECTIVA DE LATINOAMÉRICA Y EL CARIBE
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Moving Forward with Key Policy Recommendations 

Calls for a just transition, or in other words, shifting from extractive 
fossil-fuel-based societies to societies with renewable energy systems 
and sustainable production and consumption patterns have increased 
with the extensive evidence of social, gender, economic and environ-
mental injustices aggravated by climate change. 

Given that the value of unpaid household care services can range from 
12 per cent to over 40 per cent of GDP, depending on the country and 
method of valuation, its exclusion from just transition discourses is 
difficult to justify (Benería et al. 2015). Feminist and ecological econo-
mists have called for assessing climate, economic and social policies 
from a gender perspective, as one can no longer assume them to be 
gender-neutral (Nelson 2008; Nelson 2009; Nelson 2013; Reksten and 
Floro 2020). 

The following is a set of key policy recommendations to move forward 
with a gender-just transition to ecological societies: 

1. Tackling uneven power relations in climate mitigation and 
adaptation policies 

Mitigation and adaptation policies towards carbon-zero goals and sustai-
nable societies require shifting unequal power relations and re-thinking 
frameworks, paradigms and decision-making processes. The influences 
of patriarchy should be considered by States when identifying causal 
relationships and developing solutions to tackle climate change. Moreo-
ver, given the uneven capacities across countries and populations within 
countries, adaptation and mitigation measures must respond to diverse 
contexts and ensure equal rights for all. A right-based framework places 
analysis of power in its various forms at the centre of the transition pro-
cess. Thus, any adaptation and mitigation policy must deal with the inter-
secting set of inequalities that profoundly shape responses to the care 
crisis and climate change. 

2. Ensuring quality care services for all 

Ensuring that everyone, regardless of economic status, race, and eth-
nicity, has access to quality care requires co-responsibility of the State 
and society and comprehensive and effective policy measures (ECLAC 
2010; ECLAC 2022; Esquivel 2011). States have a prominent role to 
play. When States do not adequately value, provide, fund and regulate 
care, women inevitably take on a greater share of its provision, to the 
detriment of their enjoyment of human rights. States must invest in 
care and adopt all necessary policy measures, including social pro-
tection, labour, health, and macroeconomic policies. Public policies 
should position care as a social and collective responsibility rather 
than an individual problem and treat unpaid caregivers and those they 
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care for as rights holders. Policies should also be transformative. This 
means that they should promote decent work for care workers, su-
pport family caregivers and reduce care burdens while challenging the 
notion that care work is intrinsically “female’” and of lesser importance 
than paid market work. 

States must also adopt robust regulations of private and public care ser-
vice provisioning to prevent abuses.  ensure quality care. and protect the 
rights of care workers. In this regard, they should consider ratifying and 
implementing international conventions and decent work standards in the 
care sector, such as ILO Convention No. 189 on domestic workers. States 
also have a fundamental coordinating role to reduce fragmentation of ser-
vices and to ensure the rights of care workers. 

3. Mobilising resources to finance universal care services and 
effective climate action 

Public provisioning of care should be based on a sustainable and reliable 
source that reduces any inequities in the availability of care services. Thus, 
the development of gender-aware, care-embedded macroeconomic poli-
cies is vital in addressing the socio-economic disparities in accessing care 
services and in providing the adequate fiscal space to meet these needs 
(Blecker and Braunstein 2022; Cicowiez et al. 2023).

In many countries, fiscal priorities hamper the transition to clean, renewa-
ble energies. This occurs for example, when States provide subsidies for 
fossil fuels. In 2023, the subsidies for oil, coal and natural gas reached $7 
trillion dollars, the equivalent of 7.1 per cent of the global gross domes-
tic product, according to an IMF study (Black et al. 2023). This amount is 
higher than governments’ annual spending on education (4.3 per cent of 
global income) and about two-thirds of governments’ spending on health-
care (10.9 per cent). 

The expansion of oil and gas extractive activities has also been supported 
through private financial flows. During 2017–21, 40 banks that lend most 
to the fossil fuel sector collectively invested $489 billion annually in fos-
sil fuels (annual average), with 52 per cent increasing their lending from 
2010–16 (Black et al. 2023). 

The elimination of fossil fuel subsidies and implementation of progressive 
environmental tax policies, such as carbon taxes levied on fossil fuel and 
other polluting industries, are critical to achieving the 2050 carbon-zero 
goal. This is primarily through the form of tax-induced price increases in 
carbon-based energy. These climate policies can also help address climate 
injustices, reduce inequalities, and alleviate poverty by generating reve-
nue that can then be invested in the energy transition, social protection, 
health, education, climate reparations, and other climate measures (Ster-
ner 2015; Budolfson et al. 2021). 
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However, studies that examined the distributional effects of carbon taxa-
tion show mixed results (Chalifour 2010; Metcalf 2021; Cronin et al. 2019; 
Röhr 2021). The distributional impact on consumer prices, factor prices, 
and household incomes heavily depend on the carbon price level, which 
households are affected, and the way the revenues are spent to mitigate 
the adverse distributional effects and to address the growing care and 
climate crises. For this reason, the implementation of environmental tax 
policies and its resulting distributional effects as well as the accompan-
ying ‘revenue recycling’ measures need to be critically monitored and exa-
mined, and when necessary, implemented in tandem with compensatory 
measures that can offset any adverse social consequences. 

To mobilise sufficient resources to address the dual crises of care of peo-
ple and the environment also requires international cooperation. It is es-
sential in this regard that developed countries comply with their interna-
tional commitment to provide US$100 billions of climate finance annually 
for developing countries to implement mitigation and adaptation actions.  
(UNFCCC 2023; OECD 2023). However, at this point, it is evident that that 
amount would not be sufficient even if it is attained.

4. Developing sustainable, climate-resilient and innovative 
quality care systems 

Achieving a gender-just transition requires the development of a public 
care sector and innovative and climate-resilient care arrangements that 
rely on clean energy and the expansion of decent care jobs.  They should 
have the ability to adapt to challenges and to rapidly changing contexts. 
To achieve these goals, the care agenda should be broad enough in scope 
and compliant with the different social and cultural settings (Neuman et 
al. 2014; Bernal et al. 2019). Specifically, a gender-just care agenda requi-
res an understanding that women, indigenous populations, migrants, and 
ethnic groups are not homogeneous: their interests, constraints, sources 
of vulnerability and capacities for adaptation differ (ILO 2022).

The issues of hours, form and location of care service that accommodate the 
needs of working parents, geographical setting and cultural norms are also 
critical. For example, providing quality childcare after childbirth improves 
women’s labour market opportunities. In most countries, self-employed and 
part-time parents do not have parental leave that full-time formal sector em-
ployees can access. A review of the childcare and long-term care policies de-
monstrates how the alignment of care services to the specific work schedules 
of family caregivers is a hallmark of good quality care services (ILO 2022).

Public investment in care services and a regulatory framework are also 
necessary to develop sustainable care systems. To this end, they should 
rely on decent-paid workers.  Childcare and long-term care services that 
are run based on voluntary or low-paid workers tend to be unsustainable 
in the long run.
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In addition, public provisioning of care services should be accompanied 
by policies that encourage co-responsibilities of women and men and 
promote a renegotiation of household responsibilities, leading to a more 
equitable division of care labour. With men taking on more share in do-
mestic chores and caregiving, the demand for non-household care servi-
ces is reduced. Policies should also support and incentives local commu-
nities and employers to provide affordable, good-quality care services for 
their members and workers, respectively. 

Considering the serious impacts that climate change has on quality care 
provisioning, care arrangements should be implemented considering the 
principle of incremental learning and should create climate resilience at 
the local level. Care arrangements should also become climate-resilient 
and sustainable by including climate actions seeking safe water provision, 
shifts towards renewable energy, and sustainable foods systems.

5. Ensuring participatory and democratic decision-making 
processes 

A gender-just transition aims to open climate policy deliberations and de-
cisions to a wide range of parties, particularly those most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged. In other words, the operationalisation of a gender-just 
transition agenda needs to ensure that all stages of the design, implemen-
tation and evaluation of policies and interventions consistently include 
the participation and voices of different marginalised stakeholders, inclu-
ding women in lower socio-economic status, workers, small landholders, 
and indigenous peoples (Newell et al. 2021). This means making transpa-
rent and opening to public scrutiny the various decision-making stages in 
core areas such as energy, financing, fiscal, trade and industrial policies. 
Underpinning these approaches are principles of reciprocity and equali-
ty between the affected parties, practitioners, governments, civil society 
groups, and scientific and other experts.

Participation requires equality among participants, and this is not easy to 
achieve. The literature demonstrates that powerful actors, from govern-
ments to multinational corporations and other elite groups often initiate 
these processes, define the scope for participation and can better articu-
late their proposed solutions. These unequal power relations are often 
present from the outset and are even more pronounced when actions 
involve powerful business interests and negotiations between North and 
Global South stakeholders (Hallegatte et al. 2019).
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6. Ensuring access to justice 

Ensuring access to the justice system is also critical to counter the undue 
interference by powerful interests in decision-making. Access to justice is 
also essential to protecting the rights of disadvantaged and marginalised 
groups and environmental justice organisations (Rodríguez and Inturias 
2018; Adelman and Lewis 2018; Wewerinke-Singh 2019; Martínez-Alier 
2023, Sovacool 2021).

Today, there are good examples of judicial cases where powerful actors 
such as fossil-fuel companies are being held accountable for climate 
change and its consequences. Of note is Greenpeace Southeast Asia and 
Others vs. Chevron and Others case, in which environmental organisa-
tions and Filipino citizens petitioned the Philippines Commission on Hu-
man Rights to investigate the responsibility of 50 investor-owned fossil 
fuel companies for ‘the human rights implications of climate change and 
ocean acidification and the resulting rights violations in the Philippines 
(Ohdedar 2022; Wewerinke-Singh 2019; Martínez-Alier 2023; Newell et al. 
2021). While this case did not directly address human rights concerns ba-
sed on care, it was focused on the environmental degradation created by 
the climate crises which adversely impacts the resilience of care systems 
and contributes to exacerbating gender inequality.

Alliances and collective action among diverse actors and advocacy groups 
engaged in human rights, gender, environmental, and economic justice 
are key in holding power actors into account and bringing about transfor-
mative shifts in power dynamics underpinning uneven care systems and 
fossil-fuel based economies (Gonda 2019; Jordan 2018).
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Final Concluding Remarks 

A gender-just transition involves a profound structural change which can-
not be achieved through siloes steps. Climate action requires comprehen-
sive and wide range of mutually supporting policies, going from invest-
ments in public services and infrastructure, that reduce inequalities and 
promote adequate quality universal care, to adopting economic and fiscal 
tools, that provide States adequate fiscal space and resources to meet this 
ambitious agenda.  

In these efforts, human rights obligations must be at the centre. Using a ri-
ght-based framework enables to identify and address power asymmetries 
throughout the transition process.  This is essential to ensure fairness as 
adaptation and mitigation strategies are constantly confronting intersec-
ting sets of inequalities that profoundly shape responses to the care crisis 
and climate change. It provides a set of obligations, norms, and principles 
that can shape priorities responses to the needs of people and the planet. 
For example, the principles of participation and transparency require the 
opening to public scrutiny of all decision-making processes in areas es-
sential to a just transition, such as energy, financing, fiscal, trade, and in-
dustrial policies. A rights framework also requires putting gender equality 
as a priority. To this end, all just transition policies and interventions must 
consider care issues. Just transition cannot be achieved without a wide 
variety of policy measures that ensure sustainable quality care systems. 

The care agenda needs to be broad in scope and culturally appropriate 
(compliant with the different social and cultural settings). It may there-
fore involve different types of care arrangements, ranging from small, 
home-based care centres to large-scale, institutional facilities, to com-
munity-run care services. Care arrangements should be climate-resilient, 
rely on clean energy, and contribute to the expansion of decent care jobs. 
There is a need for coordinated efforts across all sectors of society: house-
holds, States, and businesses to collectively address the climate and care 
crises. This requires improving cooperation to effectively manage and re-
gulate the use of natural resources to meet the needs and realise the ri-
ghts of present and future generations.

It provides a set of obligations, norms, and principles that can shape 
priorities responses to the needs of people and the planet. 
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This policy brief has identified several recommendations to achieve a gen-
der-just transition. However, it must be considered that although there 
are, by now, comprehensive assessments of the threats and impacts of 
climate change, multiple gaps remain in understanding its effects on care 
systems. This is partly due to a lack of data and consistent failure to consi-
der the care economy and its distributional and ecological consequences 
when addressing climate change. The relative scarcity of data disaggrega-
ted by gender, ethnicity,race, migration status and other socio-economic 
characteristics limits the ability to monitor the climate emergency’s impact 
on those who receive and provide care. Therefore, developing a better un-
derstanding about the climate-care-gender nexus is essential to designing 
and implementing quality care arrangements. 

Finally, although this briefing paper focuses on human rights,  an important 
lesson from the climate crisis we face today is that an overly anthropocen-
tric perspective has reached the point of hubris. Concern for the protec-
tion of the ecosystem, although quite central for indigenous peoples, mul-
ti-disciplinary and ecological research communities and environmental 
justice groups, does not feature in development models, policy-making, 
production and consumption decisions. Mainstream economics fuelled 
this neglect by characterising the human person as a self-interested, indi-
vidualistic ‘homo-economicus’. It is not surprising that predominant deci-
sion-making processes exclude social costs, including harm done to other 
persons who are not a party to the decision as well as ecological costs and 
ignore the existence of planetary boundaries. A key challenge for a just 
transition is to move from a purely utilitarian and instrumental view of 
what nature does for us humans to one where the intrinsic value of nature 
is also recognised. Placing care at the centre of the just transition agenda 
is an important and necessary step towards redefining the relationship 
between humans and their environment.
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