
Fall/Winter 2018

55

Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations

56                                                             DIPLOMACY: THE FUTURE IS FEMALE

GENDER EQUALITY IN CLIMATE FINANCE: PROG-
RESS AND ASPIRATIONS

Catherine Tinker and Renata Koch Alvarenga

Introduction

Gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls are recog-
nized as a necessary part of action to combat global climate change. The 

2015 Paris Agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) calls for reduction of greenhouse gas emissions to limit 
global warming and states in the Preamble:1 

Acknowledging that climate change is a common concern of 
humankind, Parties should, when taking action to address 
climate change, respect, promote and consider their respec-
tive obligations on human rights…as well as gender equali-
ty, empowerment of women and inter-generational equity.…2

The Paris Agreement also refers to the term “climate justice,” a hu-
man-centered approach to the unequal impact of the effects of climate 
change, seeking equality for those states and communities most vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change who are also the least responsible for cli-
mate change.3 They include small island developing states likely to disap-
pear as sea levels rise; least developed countries that contributed few GHG 
emissions compared to industrialized countries; and populations including 
women, children, the elderly, people with disabilities, and the poor, who 
most directly suffer from climate-induced drought, heat, flooding and the 
like. An important element of climate justice is the concept of gender justice, 
addressing the disparate impact on women and girls of the extreme effects 
of climate change and achieving gender equality in climate finance. This ar-
ticle explores the development of specific policies and action plans to bring 
gender considerations into financing for climate change plans and projects 
under three specific public climate change funds established under the UN-
FCCC: the Global Environment Facility of the World Bank; the Adaptation 
Fund under the Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC; and the Green Climate 
Fund with its Gender Action Plan.4

Gender justice is “an important element of change in a world where deg-
radation of resources…. drive[s] and exacerbate[s] gender inequalities,” ac-
cording to Mary Robinson, former Special Envoy of the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral on Climate Change and former President of Ireland.5  She is the founder 



and head of the Mary Robinson Foundation – Climate Justice, a non-prof-
it organization addressing climate justice issues worldwide, whose work is 
based on “the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change… using the principles of human 
rights and combining issues of sustainable development with responsibility 
for climate change.”6 Other non-governmental organizations and activist 
groups making the link between climate justice and gender justice include 
the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO); the 
UNFCCC Women and Gender Constituency of civil society organizations; 
the Global Alliance for Green and Gender Action (GAGGA) with Both 
Ends; and GenderCC, all working to build capacity and knowledge to track, 
monitor and influence projects and financial flows of the climate funds.7 
These and many other NGOs and local community groups worldwide, pri-
vate sector groups or companies, philanthropies, and regional organizations 
together with states and international organizations are working for the im-
plementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including 
SDG 5 on gender equality and SDG 13 on climate change.8

In The Age of Sustainable Development, Jeffrey Sachs defines sustain-
able development as a “normative” or ethical outlook on what a “good so-
ciety” should be, one concerned about extreme poverty, inequality, social 
mobility, discrimination, and social cohesion.9 Finding a balance among 
three systems ‒ “the world economy, global society, and the Earth’s physical 
environment” ‒ is the challenge of sustainable development. In the case of 
climate change, action involves both mitigation10 and adaptation.11

We will need not only to prevent future climate changes by 
decarbonizing the energy system…but also learn to live with 
at least some climate change as well.… A 2-degree Celsius 
rise [in global average temperature] will imply massive 
changes to the climate system, including more droughts, 
floods, heat waves, and extreme storms….12    

Climate disasters such as droughts and floods have worse impacts on 
women than on men due to ingrained stereotypical roles and discrimination 
towards females in society. This inequality limits women’s decision-mak-
ing power politically, restricts their access to water and land in parts of the 
world, and provides fewer opportunities for an adequate standard of living 
for women and their families.13 The narrative of women as victims of climate 
change, however, has begun to shift. Women’s voices, ideas, and lived expe-
riences of how to manage resources effectively and how to respond to the 
global rise in temperatures are essential to changing human behavior and 
reaching long-term sustainability. Both as a practical necessity and from a 
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human rights perspective, achieving gender equality is now recognized as 
an inherent part of achieving sustainable development. According to a UN 
report in 2019, “There is simply no way that the world can achieve the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals without also achieving gender equality and 
the empowerment of women and girls.”14

Since 1945, beginning with the UN Charter itself, the UN has affirmed 
the equal rights of women and men and prohibited discrimination as a mat-
ter of international law. Today this means supporting the use of strong gen-
der criteria for climate-related project financing. However, there is still not 
enough policy space for women to sufficiently influence climate decisions 
or address the impacts of climate change on the livelihoods, daily activities, 
and security of women and girls of all ages, including the youngest and old-
est in society. 

Climate finance mechanisms of various types and funds created un-
der the UNFCCC and implemented by international organizations like the 
World Bank or UN specialized agencies have long screened projects for en-
vironmental impact prior to project approval or funding. Similar screens for 
gender impact under criteria adopted by the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) and other climate funds under the UNFCCC, like the Adaptation 
Fund and the Green Climate Fund (GCF) and its Gender Policy and Gen-
der Action Plan of 2017, are beginning to ensure that climate change proj-
ects involve women in project selection, implementation, and assessment, 
as well as addressing gender concerns. These programs and action plans are 
reviewed in this article. 

The article concludes that all proposals for funding climate action 
through entities created under the UNFCCC should be screened according 
to the gender policies and plans of the climate funds, including the GEF and 
the GCF, and the results should be available publicly to provide transparen-
cy and build trust and accountability. Broader inclusion of women in deci-
sion-making and the requirement of evidence of a gender perspective pri-
or to approving financing for climate change projects will contribute to the 
normative element of sustainable development and its implementation. The 
intersection of gender justice and climate justice in reducing the dangerous 
effects of climate change means allocating adequate financial resources to 
women leaders and projects generated and administered by women at inter-
national, regional, national and local levels, for large and small projects and 
programs alike.15 

Gender Justice in Climate Finance



The momentum for gender equality and climate justice has become in-
tegrated into existing climate funds through the United Nations. Globally, 
research and literature shows that gender-responsiveness in climate finance 
results in better efficiency and effectiveness in projects for adaptation and 
mitigation.16 Therefore, women must be acknowledged as a key stakeholder 
group in order to ensure the best result from climate finance mechanisms.17

The global climate finance architecture is quite complex. The financial 
interaction between developed countries and developing countries in terms 
of mitigating and adapting to climate change was first outlined at the UN-
FCCC in 1992, specifically in Article 4.3, which discusses compliance with 
the treaty. The treaty requires that “Developed country Parties … shall pro-
vide new and additional financial resources to meet the agreed full costs 
incurred by developing country Parties.”18

When discussing climate finance, the UNFCCC focuses its actions on 
fund mobilization, fund administration and governance, and fund disburse-
ment and implementation, which are tied to key principles that must be fol-
lowed by the States Parties to the climate treaty. According to the Heinrich 
Böll Stiftung (hereinafter “the Foundation”), these principles include “trans-
parency and accountability,” referring to the public disclosure of financial 
contributions, and “respective capability,” tying financial contributions for 
climate action to the existing national wealth of countries.19

A diagram (Figure 1) created by the Foundation illustrates the global 
financing system for climate action with three multilateral channels for cli-
mate finance created under the UNFCCC: the Global Environment Facility 
(which also administers the Least Developed Countries Fund and Special 
Climate Change Fund); the Adaptation Fund (established under the Kyoto 
Protocol to the UNFCCC); and the Green Climate Fund (created under the 
Paris Agreement with specific language on gender and a Gender Action Plan 
in 2017).20 The three climate finance mechanisms discussed in this article are 
identified in Figure 1 under the heading “UNFCCC Financial Mechanisms.”

60                                         GENDER EQUALITY IN CLIMATE FINANCE

Spring/Summer 2019 Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations

59                                                                     TINKER & KOCH ALVARENGA

Figure 121

1.	 Global Environment Facility (GEF)

The Global Environment Facility (GEF) is an active global climate fund, 
established in 1992 at the Rio Earth Summit (UNCED) as the financing 
mechanism for the Convention on Biological Diversity and the Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. Since 1992, the GEF has given USD 18.1 
billion in grants and has mobilized through co-financing another USD 94.2 
billion for thousands of projects in 170 countries in six focal areas: climate 
change, biodiversity, international waters, chemicals and waste, forests, and 
land degradation.22 Since the inclusion of gender equality as a factor in the 
policies of GEF began only in 2011, it is quite recent, considering that the 
Fund was created nearly 30 years ago.

In 2011, the GEF’s Policy on Gender Mainstreaming was adopted to en-
hance the promotion of gender equality throughout GEF operations, main-
streaming gender by establishing policies, strategies, and action plans inclu-
sive of gender as a condition of receiving financing for GEF projects.23 There 
was a significant improvement in the inclusion of gender equality policies in 
climate finance mechanisms in 2014, when the Gender Equality Action Plan 
(GEAP) of the GEF was approved. That plan served as a review and update 
of the Policy on Gender Mainstreaming of 2011, supporting its implemen-
tation. 

In October 2017, the GEF replaced the 2011 Policy on Gender Main-
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streaming with the “Policy on Gender Equality” in response to increasing 
global advocacy and the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
The 2017 Policy on Gender Equality represents a shift by the GEF from a 
“gender-aware approach,” that focuses on ‘doing no harm’ to a “gender-re-
sponsive approach” that adopts a more proactive approach to achieving the 
goals of women’s equality and empowerment.24 

Furthermore, the GEF established its own Gender Focal Point position 
in the Fund’s Secretariat in order to screen gender-sensitive approaches in 
submitted proposals and encourage women’s empowerment through its net-
work of partners.25  When a proposal for a project is received, GEF staff an-
alyze several factors to ensure that a project has succeeded in gender main-
streaming. Four factors, called “Gender Markers,” are examined: whether 
the entity has conducted a gender analysis, developed gender actions, spec-
ified budget allocations for those actions, and included gender indicators. A 
project can achieve a maximum rating of two by meeting all four criteria.26  
If a project does not meet any of the criteria established by the GEF, it gets 
a rating of zero, meaning the GEF will not fund the project. If it partially 
meets the criteria established in the Gender Markers, it receives a rating of 
one.27 

By 2017-2018, GEF reported that 92% of funding proposals considered 
by the GEF Board contain gender assessments, and 83% contain project-lev-
el gender action plans.28  The numbers are not broken down into proposals 
in the focal area of climate change alone, but indicate a high level of imple-
mentation of requirements for proposals to include both gender assessments 
and gender action plans when submitting requests for funding.

The GEF also works with the UN Development Programme (UNDP) 
as the implementing agency to fund a “Small Grants Programme” which fi-
nances community-led initiatives to address global environmental and sus-
tainable development issues, including climate change. Since 1992, grants 
under this program total USD 600 million for 22,000 projects in 125 coun-
tries.29  As of 2017-2018, 93% of completed projects in the Small Grants Pro-
gramme were counted as gender-responsive, and 34% of the projects were 
led by women; of these, 259 projects were for decarbonization and low-car-
bon energy transformation at community level.30 The focal area distribution 
of financing under the GEF Small Grants Programme is 40% on biodiversity 
and 26% on climate change mitigation and adaptation.31 Climate financing 
is overwhelmingly for mitigation rather than adaptation. The effect is priori-
ty for large infrastructure projects like dams and roads and energy efficiency 
programs rather than the community-level efforts to protect land and struc-
tures against devastation from the effects of climate change, such as extreme 
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weather events and increasing numbers of natural disasters.

2.	 Adaptation Fund (AF)

The Adaptation Fund (AF) is the climate finance mechanism established 
under the Kyoto Protocol of the UNFCCC, proposed in 2001 and adopted in 
2009.32 It was created to finance adaptation projects in developing countries, 
mainly those particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. The AF 
is functional to this date, having been included in the text of the Paris Agree-
ment in 2015. Since 2010, it has committed USD 564 million in funding for 
84 adaptation projects.33

In 2013, the Adaptation Fund adopted the Environmental and Social 
Policy (revised in 2016) with the goal of ensuring that the projects support-
ed by the Fund do not result in any environmental and/or social harm to 
society.34 Amid its environmental and social principles, the text mentions 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. It states that both men and 
women need to be included equally in opportunities to participate in the 
projects implemented, including the receipt of comparable social and eco-
nomic benefits.

Although there had been some progress toward addressing gender in the 
AF, it was not until 2015 that the Board of the Fund seriously considered a 
review of gender in the projects and programs of the AF. This resulted in the 
Adaptation Fund Gender Policy, which expands the key principles already 
outlined in the Adaptation Fund Environmental and Social Policy. The prin-
ciple of gender equity and women’s empowerment, “which is process-orient-
ed and often subjectively contextualized,” was changed to gender equality, 
which is easier to measure and thus to manage.35 

This shift in the terminology of the AF Gender Policy is important be-
cause, according to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(“OHCHR”), the term “gender equity” could be interpreted in a way that 
perpetuates existent stereotypes about women and their role in society. In-
stead, the OHCHR recommends the use of “gender equality,” as it is the le-
gal terminology used under international human rights instruments.36 UN 
Women, an inter-agency coordinating group within the UN System, also 
uses the term “gender equality” in addressing financing and budgeting for 
sustainable development that empowers women and girls and ensures their 
equal participation in decision-making.37

According to the AF Gender Policy itself, while gender equity is the pro-
cess of being fair to men and women, gender equality is about ensuring equal 
rights between men and women, which leads to the achievement of human 
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rights. This strengthens the relevance of the Fund’s Gender Policy, which is 
human rights-based and refers to various international instruments, such as 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

The Gender Policy of the Adaptation Fund is based on the following set 
of principles: commitment, comprehensiveness in scope and coverage, ac-
countability, competencies, resource allocation, knowledge generation and 
communication, and review and revisions. One of its objectives is to “pro-
vide women and men with an equal opportunity to build resilience, address 
their differentiated vulnerability, and increase their capability to adapt to 
climate change impacts.”38

In 2017, the AF approved a Medium-Term Strategy to guide its work in 
the next five years (2018-2022). The Strategy stated that activities performed 
by the Fund are designed to empower vulnerable communities and advance 
gender equality, with the goal of supporting vulnerable developing countries 
in adaptation.39

3.	 Green Climate Fund (GCF)

The Green Climate Fund (GCF) was created in 2010 at the UNFCCC 
COP16 in Cancun, with the goal of supporting developing countries finan-
cially in their efforts to combat climate change.40 GCF projects are intended 
to help in reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and adaptation 
to climate change impacts, with the aim of providing equal amounts of fi-
nancing to mitigation and adaptation. The GCF is an operating entity of the 
Financial Mechanism of the UNFCCC (along with the GEF), a role recog-
nized in the Paris Agreement. The Fund is specifically concerned about the 
nations that are most vulnerable to climate change, such as the Small Island 
Developing States (SIDS), African States, and LDCs.41

The GCF started mobilizing resources in 2014 with pledges from more 
than 40 countries, mostly developed ones, and funded its first projects in 
2015. It has collected USD 10.3 billion as of May 2018.42 The Paris Agree-
ment urges developed countries who are party to the agreement to collec-
tively provide USD 100 billion per year, starting in 2020, in order to fund 
mitigation and adaptation projects. Hence, many more contributions to the 
GCF are required to achieve this goal by 2020 and each year thereafter.  

The GCF was the first global climate finance mechanism to include gen-
der in its founding principles in 2010. Thus, the GCF is distinct from oth-
er environmental funds available for climate change projects like the GEF, 
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which has added policies and criteria to address the gender perspective in 
climate finance. The concrete Gender Policy and Action Plan of the GCF 
was adopted in March of 2015 by GCF/B.08/19 after extensive lobbying by 
civil society organizations (CSOs).43 The Gender Policy and Action Plan has 
six main elements: “commitment; comprehensiveness in scope and cover-
age; accountability; country ownership; competencies; and resource alloca-
tion. The principle of resource allocation raises an important point about 
possible targeted funding for women’s activities, which ensures that funds 
are properly allocated to projects that really do emphasize gender equality 
and women’s empowerment. 

This gender policy on climate finance in the GCF is different from other 
climate funds because gender assessments and the application of the gender 
perspective are actual requirements for GCF-funded projects. Furthermore, 
the Fund commits resources for adaptation and mitigation projects that spe-
cifically contribute to women’s empowerment and ensures that GCF pro-
grams successfully benefit women and men equally in financial measures.

In addition to the effect of the Gender Policy and Action Plan of the 
GCF in applying gender criteria to proposed projects, gender has been inte-
grated throughout the operational policies of the Fund in recent years. One 
example is the accreditation process for all public and private applicants to 
the GCF to qualify for this status, enabling them to apply for financing from 
GCF. The Fund expects gender competency to be shown by all entities wish-
ing to be accredited, which is evaluated by checking the record of the entity 
on efforts to achieve gender equality internally or externally, and whether 
there is a gender action plan in place for the proposed project.44 In addition, 
to aid sub-national groups, civil society organizations and others to become 
accredited and apply for projects, the GCF has adopted a simplified applica-
tion process (SAP), which include gender requirements.

Furthermore, efforts toward gender equality by the GCF can be seen 
through the six investment criteria indicators outlined by the Fund in 2018, 
which must be present in any new proposal submitted to the GCF going 
forward. They are: “impact potential, paradigm shift potential, sustainable 
development potential, needs of the recipient, country ownership, and ef-
ficiency and effectiveness.” The Fund’s sustainable development potential 
is the most important investment criterion for gender equality, because it 
requires proposals to identify at least one positive co-benefit related to any 
of the 17 SDGs, whether primarily environmental, social, or economic, in 
addition to “gender empowerment co-benefits outlining how the project will 
reduce gender inequality.”45 Co-benefits may be aligned with achievement of 
the UN 17 Sustainable Development Goals, which include gender equality 
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and the empowerment of women and girls throughout and in the stand-
alone SDG 5. 

Green Climate Fund’s Gender Action Plan 

The Parties to the UNFCCC adopted the Gender Action Plan (GAP) at 
the UNFCCC COP23 in Bonn, 2017.46 The GAP was created to assist in the 
implementation of decisions related to gender under the Climate Change 
Convention. The Plan acknowledges that women have to be represented in 
all UNFCCC processes as a condition to making activities of the Conven-
tion more effective. The Gender Action Plan assists in the development of 
gender-sensitive policies for all areas of climate policy, such as finance, tech-
nology, development and transfer of technology and capacity-building, in 
addition to climate finance.47

Among its priorities, two are related to climate finance. First, the GAP 
invites the Standing Committee on Finance to initiate a dialogue with rel-
evant stakeholders on including gender in its work as a way to integrate 
gender-responsive policies in finance and climate action; this dialogue is to 
be conducted by 2019. Second, the GAP also calls on the Parties, United Na-
tions entities, the Financial Mechanism and other stakeholders to strengthen 
the capacity-building of gender mechanisms for a gender-focused approach 
of budgeting into climate finance by 2018, for future implementation.48

    The first GCF projects were funded only in 2015 and results have not yet 
been reported on achievement of gender equality and the empowerment 
of women through GCF financing. “Mainstreaming Gender in GCF Activ-
ities,” a 2017 publication by GCF with UN Women, provides chapters on a 
Performance Measurement Framework and a checklist for Project Apprais-
al, as well as two annexes to the report with examples of gender assessments 
Gender Action Plans, and indicators.49  Therefore future grants will apply 
these standards in the approval and evaluation phases.
     Financing in the amount of USD 267 million was approved for climate 
action at the July 9, 2019 meeting of the GCF Board.50  Total GCF financing 
committed to date is USD 5.26 billion, of which nearly 50% is under imple-
mentation, according to the GCF. This represents financing for 111 projects 
resulting in 1.5 tons of CO2 equivalents avoided and 310.3 million people 
with increased resilience.51 These figures do not count explicit progress in 
gender equality and empowerment of women and girls in climate action but 
may demonstrate co-benefits which affect women worldwide. More needs to 
be done to disaggregate the data for accountability on gender equality in cli-
mate action and specifically in climate financing. Continuing progress will, 
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of course, depend on the replenishment of the GCF as states pledged in the 
Paris Agreement, beginning with the full contribution of USD 100 billion by 
2020, a sum to be renewed annually. One open issue is the question of who 
exactly is responsible for making the contributions, since the total of USD 
100 billion is to be reached each year “collectively” – whether all or only 
some states party to the UNFCCC, private sector stakeholders, philanthro-
pies, or some combination of donors.
       Updating the GCF Gender Action Plan is being discussed. The GCF 
Board in its Decision GCF/B.23/23 of July 2019 requested the GCF Secre-
tariat to present an assessment of implementation considerations, including 
cost-benefit analysis, and of capacity to implement the GAP.52 The matter 
is scheduled to be revisited at the November 2019 Board meeting, in line 
with consultations that have taken place and will continue on updating the 
Gender Policy and Gender Action Plan. This process is a positive sign. How-
ever, data from within the GCF’s Independent Evaluation Unit in a report on 
GCF “environmental and social safeguards” is still “forthcoming.”53

Conclusion and Recommendations

       Women’s perspective may improve the goals, construction, management 
and assessment of climate action projects, whether small scale adaptation 
efforts in local communities or large-scale infrastructure mitigation pro-
grams. The Global Environment Fund, the Adaptation Fund, and most ex-
plicitly, the Green Climate Fund have made efforts to be gender-responsive 
in climate finance decisions and programs, but there are still opportunities 
for improvement and greater transparency. 
       Reports addressing public climate finance flows from developed to devel-
oping countries have been issued by two organizations, the Biennial Assess-
ment of the GEF Standing Committee on Finance and the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).54 As pointed out by the 
Heinrich Böll Stiftung, figures from 2018 in the GEF Biennial Assessment 
showed “some reference to the intended gender impact of investments and 
how this correlates to tracing public climate finance. In contrast, the OECD 
report did not.”55 As long ago as 2008, the OECD included a section on wom-
en and climate change in its publication entitled Gender and Sustainable 
Development, Maximising the Economic, Social and Environmental Role of 
Women.56  More granular data on achievement of gender equality and em-
powerment in climate finance from the climate funds themselves and from 
the OECD is needed, with annual reporting widely accessible to the public. 

Overall, greater public accountability, analysis and publication of disag-
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gregated data and the direct involvement of women in all phases of climate 
project design, execution and evaluation are needed. Specific reporting on 
application of gender-responsive policies in climate finance in line with the 
GCF’s Gender Action Plan, and measurement of increases in the number 
of women on boards of public climate funds and staff in policy- and de-
cision-making positions, are needed on a regular basis. Furthermore, it is 
important to ensure that the boards of various climate funds – especially 
the newest one, the Green Climate Fund – are constantly reviewing their 
policies on gender equality to ensure that gender responsiveness is prop-
erly addressed in the strategic plans the funds implement over subsequent 
years and in the budgets they adopt. Measuring the effectiveness of policies, 
identifying best practices and analyzing compliance failures will contribute 
to more success in achieving gender justice in climate projects and more 
effective action to fight against climate change. 

Accountability and transparency are principles that need to inform the 
practice of the boards of climate funds like GCF, AF and GEF to ensure that 
any projects currently receiving funding are required to submit an adequate 
gender assessment and a gender action plan as part of their interim reports 
and final project evaluation. GCF requirements that all proposals for new 
financing include an adequate gender assessment and gender action plan 
before being awarded financial assistance need to be enforced, and similar 
practices adopted, enforced and updated in the GEF and AF. Reporting on 
the number of projects in compliance or denied financing for failure to meet 
the gender assessment and gender action plan standards should be made 
publicly available on an annual basis, ideally disaggregated by type, size and 
location of project, with reasons for denial of financing or positive examples 
of compliance provided as models. 

In the United Nations, a strong coalition of Member States, private sec-
tor representatives, NGOs, civil society organizations, UN Secretariat staff, 
and other organizations and agencies must press harder to achieve equality 
of women and men and the empowerment of women and girls in climate 
action everywhere. Annual UN meetings of the Commission on the Status 
of Women, the High-Level Political Forum, and special events like the SDG 
Summit and Climate Action Summit in September 2019 with heads of state 
offer an opportunity to focus on gender justice in climate change.57  The 
Summit on Climate Action under the auspices of the UN General Assembly 
and convened by UN Secretary-General António Guterres and his Special 
Envoy Luis Alfonso de Alba has been planned to “focus on the sectors that 
create the greatest emissions and the areas where building resilience could 
make the biggest difference.”58 The Conference of the Parties to the UNFC-

CC regularly meets as well (next in Chile in December 2019 at COP25), and 
the treaty Secretariat, headed by Patricia Espinosa, works closely with UN 
agencies and intergovernmental organizations like the International Renew-
able Energy Agency (IRENA).59 Meetings such as these need to explicitly 
articulate the need for gender policies, assessments and action plans like the 
GCF’s throughout climate action plans and turn a spotlight on implementa-
tion of gender-responsive climate financing.

All stakeholders need to contribute to the realization of the 2030 Agen-
da and the SDGs as UN member states have agreed to do in their national 
programs, policies and regulations. Member states need to see how inclu-
sion of gender responsive budgeting and climate finance at the national level 
contributes to their ability to meet the targets for the SDGs overall, and in 
particular SDG 5 and SDG 13, and their pledges (NDCs) under the Paris 
Agreement. Gender-just criteria need to be applied throughout UN agen-
cies, programs, agendas, treaties and funds, as well as in the private sector, 
governments, and civil society organizations. Meaningful measurement and 
reporting on climate projects must include adequate and verifiable gender 
assessments and gender action plans, using models now available from the 
GCF, and the quality of these documents in each proposal or project needs 
to be reviewed and improved. Gender specialists need to be hired in climate 
funds, with adequate budgets and organizational authority to carry out the 
work. Gender focal points in the climate funds are needed for communica-
tions with non-state groups like cities or NGOs interested in applying for 
financing, whether in the form of loans, grants or guarantees that might lead 
to additional funding from other sources for climate projects, especially in 
developing countries. In the process, climate funds need to balance support 
for adaptation strategies and mitigation strategies to reflect needs and prior-
ities of women and girls around the world and their capacity to contribute 
solutions.

In part, the effectiveness of gender-responsive criteria in climate financ-
ing in the GCF will depend on whether the Green Climate Fund is replen-
ished according to schedule by 2020 for the initial contributions and annual-
ly thereafter; pledges by states collectively in the amount of USD 100 billion 
to date have resulted in approximately USD 10 billion having been received 
by the GCF by mid-2019, well short of the target.60 This ambitious goal was 
calculated as necessary to achieve climate goals worldwide. How these funds 
will be applied, and whether they are received in full each year by the GCF, 
remain to be seen. 

The Gender Action Plan’s investment criteria on sustainable develop-
ment potential, requiring proposals to identify how the project will advance 
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gender equality, is a meaningful step toward a more equal allocation of re-
sources in climate finance. Nevertheless, the GAP, adopted in 2017, needs 
to be regularly reviewed by the GCF Board and updated as experience is 
gained, and conditions change. Screening of proposals or projects for sus-
tainability or environmental impact by the climate funds considered here 
needs to be matched by screening for gender responsiveness in climate fi-
nancing. The gender criteria need to be applied strictly to deny grants or 
loans from public funds if the criteria are not met. Efforts need to be made 
to increase access to information by women’s groups at different levels (lo-
cal, national, regional or international) about available climate financing. 
Training and capacity building for the application or accreditation processes 
in the various funds need to be offered by the funds themselves to achieve 
gender goals. 

The use of gender-responsive criteria to achieve gender equality in cli-
mate financing has advanced through the three public climate financing 
funds discussed in this article: the Global Environment Facility, the Adapta-
tion Fund and the Green Climate Fund with its Gender Action Plan, all un-
der the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Yet there remains 
much to do to implement the aspirations in the policies and programs of the 
funds to achieve gender equality in climate finance. The urgency of finding 
solutions to the global climate emergency in the short period of years before 
the damage to the planet becomes irreversible is a clear reason for support-
ing leadership and ideas from women as well as men. Climate finance is 
thus one of the key areas that requires a gender-responsive approach to de-
cision-making, participation and budgeting. 

In conclusion, when designing, implementing, monitoring and assess-
ing climate policies, it is manifestly unwise to exclude the skills and inno-
vations of half the planet.61 The challenges ahead include action needed to 
conserve non-renewable natural resources and ecosystems, make the tran-
sition to clean energy sources, mitigate the effects of climate change by re-
ducing emissions of greenhouse gases worldwide, restore forests, and build 
resilience in local communities to adapt to climate change. These challenges 
require the skills, insights, energy and commitment of the world’s women. 
Achieving gender equality in climate finance is crucial to ensure the well-be-
ing of future generations, and to safeguard a sustainable future for all of us 
everywhere.
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