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Abstract 

Here, we investigated the role ofwomen as managers of natural resources, farmers, water and 

energy suppliers and health providers. The objectives underscored women‘s unique relationship 

with environment and their pivotal roles in sustainable development are still very much evolving 

and lacking in Nigeria. Various environmental and developmental issues concerned women 

directly or indirectly. Education and awareness creation are important, as most women are not 

aware of the problems that surround them; neither do they know how much they contribute to the 

environmental development or its deterioration and vice versa. This study used both primary and 

secondary data collection methodology (qualitative and quantitative), field reports from forest 

rangers, evaluation staff, farmers/communities interviews on women prone actions  to climatic 

change and other survey of major literatures to fill the research gaps. The findings indicates that 

women are always at the centre of their immediate environment, thus bringing them closer to 

nature than men in activities like; tilling the land, fetching of domestic water, collection of fuel 

wood, street-to-street hawking, solid mineral explorations, reproduction and sanitation amongst 

others. Results showed that, 85% of women in Nigeria are known for exploiting and devastation 

of the environment through agriculture, fishing, fetching of water and wood for fuel, which aids 

the degradation of the ecology. Given this development, whenever the environment is degraded, 

women and their children are the worst hit by different catastrophes. It recommended that 

various degrees of injuries inflicted on the environment from anthropogenic activities be 

curtailed, and reduced.Alternatives and supports options by governments and related 

stakeholders should be granted to women to deter them from solely depending on environmental 

resources for survival.The need to improve the environment and quality of lives of the vulnerable 

women and children in Nigeria are strongly recommended. 
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Introduction 

The linkages between women, development 

and the environment have to be clearly 

understood, so that in the implementation of 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

would not repeat the past mistakes of 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

due to some gender blindness and bias of the 

implementers of the programs. This can be 

done by examining women‘s role in the  

 

much broader concept of ―gender‖ as a 

socio-economic variable, in order to analyse 

the different gender roles and 

responsibilities (i.e. the roles of men, 

women and children). In such analysis, a 

clearer understanding of the different, but 

significant roles played by women 

(especially in many productive aspects of 

the economy like agriculture, forestry will 
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be attained. Women‘s roles as managers of 

natural resources, as farmers, water and 

energy suppliers and health providers in 

many communities can then be fully 

understood. The understanding of women‘s 

unique relationship with the environment 

and their pivotal role in sustainable 

development is still very much evolving in 

this millennium (Ujih, 2016). The activities 

of women indicates that they are always 

centred on their immediate environment and 

thus bringing them nearer to nature than 

men. Such women based activities includes; 

tilling the land, fetching of water for 

domestic uses, fetching of wood for fuel, 

hawking, solid mineral exploration, 

reproduction and sanitation among others. 

Given this development, whenever the 

environment is degraded, women and their 

children are the worst hit by different 

catastrophes. Thus, degraded environment 

means hardships to women and shortage of 

natural resources such as, clean water, fertile 

soil, good sanitation, fresh air free of 

diseases, reduction in agricultural 

productivity and abject poverty. 

The Nigerian environment faces 

many challenges and the outlook is poor. 

The rate at which renewable resources are 

being exploited is increasing beyond their 

carryingcapacity to regenerate and certain 

women activities are putting stresses on the 

ecosystem. Literatures are unanimous that 

women perform functions in their 

surroundings, which put them in close 

proximity and constant link with both its 

destruction and protection. Women have 

always relied on the environment for the 

provision of most of the environmental 

resources for their socio-economic options. 

However, an overexploited environment 

would always spell doom to women, thereby 

undermining their socioeconomic growths, 

which in the end could lead to diseases, 

reduction in agricultural productivity, loss of 

amenity and poverty.  

The exploitation of the environment 

by women can lead to either environmental 

degradation (soil degradation, 

desertification, deforestation, flooding, 

water supply depletion and atmospheric 

depletion) or economic development 

through the provision of natural resources. 

This connection indicates that an 

environment that is well managed and 

protected would continue to provide the 

necessary natural resources for women, 

children and for economic development in 

general, but when the environment is 

degraded the welfare of women is reduced 

by ill health and premature mortality, and an 

impaired health may lower the productivity 

of women.Thus reducing the productivity of 

many resources used directly or indirectly 

by women. Given this relationship, the 

environment is so important to women that 

it provides all the natural resources needed 

for their survival and that of their entire 

family.  

Increasing female productivity 

through sustainable environment will also 

increase the opportunity cost of child 

bearing and thereby strengthening the 

incentives for families to invest in women's 

health and education. Given the natural 

resource base of Nigeria the level of 

environmental concern generally, women 

stand out as the invisible managers of this 

abundant resource base because of the 

crucial role they play in the environment as 

a whole.  

Pollution is of major concern in 

water supply especially in the industrial 

centres of Abba, Enugu, Lagos, Ibadan, 

Kano, Onitsha and the oil producing states 

of Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross Rivers, Delta 

and Rivers. Women need to be aware of the 

insensitivities of the oil companies who 

cause environmental damages, through 

leakages, corrosion and blow out of oil wells 

and pipelines leading to destruction of crops/ 

farmlands, aquatic lives and water sources. 
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Women organisations need to form their 

opinions about these issues and raise the 

consciousness of Nigerian women; they 

should initiate debates and act as agents of 

change in environmental sustenance. 

The general objectives of the study is 

to identify and address the major challenges 

faced by Nigerian women in relation to 

political powerlessness and marginalisation 

has made them uninformed of basic 

economic and political issues affecting the 

state of our environments. The women must 

therefore be empowered through better 

education and decision-making. The 

introduction concludes and buttressed the 

fact that, societies, governments, donor 

agencies and all concerned to invest more in 

women to save our environment and the 

future of the nation. To guide against the 

present and future environmental 

degradation, calls for environmental 

sustainable policies which seeks to improve 

environmental stewardship and those that 

seek to stop environmental damaging and 

behaviour of women in land use destruction 

(Ujih, 2016).Sustainable environmental 

management demands that opportunities be 

created for women to translate their positive 

knowledge and energies of preserving their 

surrounding into action while those of 

destructions are discouraged. For us achieve 

the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 

by 2030 in Nigeria, these harmful 

environmental practices should be curtailed 

like cutting of trees for domestic cooking, 

industrial timber, clear felling for 

agricultural productions, overgrazing of 

herbs, shrubs and distortion of watershed 

areas. 

 

 

Methodology

Study area 
The study area is centered on Nigeria but 

covers a rectangular area including southern 

part of Niger Republic, as well as Cameroon 

and Republic of Benin. The whole area is 

bounded within Latitude 4.15° to 14.11°N 

and Longitude 02.6° to 14.71°. 
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Figure 1: Map of Nigeria showing the location of the study area 

 

Methods 
This study used both primary and secondary 

data collection methodologies (qualitative 

and quantitative data), field reports from 

forest rangers, evaluation staff, farmers and 

communities interviews on women actions 

that are prone to climate change and survey 

of major literatures to fill the research gaps. 

 

Results and discussion 

The nexus of women, environment and 

sustainable development options are those 

roles women impact positively or negatively 

upon the environment include amongst 

others: food production, food preparation, 

deforestation, mineral extraction to measure 

but a few. 

 

Women and food production 

The input of women at various stages of 

agriculture (subsistence farming) compared 

to men's inputs, indicates that women 

contribute more to labour input at all stages 

of food production, and women's work 

increases as men leave the rural areas for 

paid employment (Tanko, 1995 and Gallen, 

1993). Nigeria is no exception to the above 

trend, where Tanko (1995) and Adewale 

(1994) observe that the women's traditional 

role of planting, weeding, processing, 

storage and marketing produce, has 

increased to include the traditional activities 

of men, because of the withdrawal of men's 

labour from agriculture to wage sector and 
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movement into cash crop production. In 

addition, there is the problem of inadequate 

agricultural extension services that is 

supposed to educate the women on 

innovative agricultural practices and 

environmental management.  

 

Gallen (1993) and Blumberg (1994) stressed 

that only 7% of extension time and 

resources are devoted to African women 

farmers, compared to 13% worldwide. 

Similarly, only 7% of extension agents are 

female and many of these are even home 

economists. Blumberg (1994) however 

notices that innovative programmes are 

beginning to reach women. Another 

dimension of food production is what 

Adewale (1994) referred to as the picking of 

fruits, leaves, roots, nuts and vegetables 

from the forest, but sometimes only directed 

by the community or season to avoid over 

exploitation. These activities of women in 

agriculture have serious implications for the 

environment. First, women employ smoking 

trees, slash, and burnt methods in clearing 

for agriculture, leading to loss of 

biodiversity/ecology and soil erosion. The 

more farmlands are cleared using these 

unsustainable techniques, the more the 

derived savanna and desertification creep 

southwards. Conversely, women adopt some 

sustainable agricultural practices like 

ecological farming and agro forestry, 

thereby embracing biodiversity.  

Mitchell (1995) argues that many 

women in developing countries have found 

creativity and resourcefully conserve soil 

resources by using traditional fallow 

techniques, allowing the land to rest 

between plantings, rotating crops, 

intercropping and mulching. They form 

cooperatives or organized traditional 

meetings to deliver and sustain agricultural 

extension information and resources, leading 

to increased number of famers reached and a 

reduction in the time and expense incurred 

in traveling to meet individual farmers. 

Secondly, in the process of excessive tilling 

and weeding, women loosen the soil, 

making it exposed and vulnerable to erosion, 

which is common phenomenon in North 

central states of Nigeria. In contrast, 

sustainable practices like contouring, 

terracing and bullock ploughing preserve 

soil structures and the environment. In 

checking erosion, women often pile stones, 

gravels, sand and rubbish in sacks in the 

affected area to reduce the velocity of the 

runoff, rainstorms and floods. 

 

Women and food preparation 

The role of women in nutrition is very vital 

to the environment. Women's failure 

therefore to prepare balanced diet may cause 

health problems in families, with very 

negative implications for the population. In 

preparing food, women spend time 

processing items including grinding of 

maize, millet and sorghum into flour for 

household meals that exhaust them 

physically. They also conserve subsistence 

food items traditionally, sometimes leading 

to spoilage, spillage, contamination, and 

rodent between the time of harvest and 

consumption. Because of poverty, most 

women in Nigeria use firewood stove for 

cooking. This often creates dangers of 

getting children burnt and in some cases 

burning the whole house. Akinyele (1994) 

opines that there are links between cooking 

and indoor air pollution brought about by 

smoke from coal or firewood, Stoves may 

cause respiratory infections and many 

children in Nigeria that are exposed to 

smoke from fuel wood often develop 

bronchitis (due to mother carrying children 

on their laps or backs while cooking and 

tending fire).  

Akinyele (1994) also reveals that 

children exposed to open fires have higher 

rate of impaired lung infection and chronic 
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respiratory systems, compared to children 

not exposed to such pollutants. Furthermore, 

cooking with children crouched close to fire; 

often make children to sustain heat damage 

to eyes. In rural Nigeria, the pollutants affect 

women themselves especially pregnant ones. 

In addition, in performing such activities- 

like grinding of pepper, corn or beans, 

women use contaminated water, which have 

negative implications for health via 

communicability of deadly diseases. 

Besides, Akinyele (1994) emphasizes that 

sometimes food contamination can occur 

during the food preparation, especially when 

food handling and transportation practices 

are unsanitary. The situation is worsened by 

the fact that women take care of mucus, 

faeces and urine of children and the 

preparation of food within the same 

environment. These all can cause outbreaks 

of communicable diseases leading to high 

morbidity and mortality rate in the 

population, which is a major component of 

the environment as the ecosystem web. 

 

Women and deforestation 

Poverty has a significant linkage with 

woodlands and forest depletion in Nigeria as 

majority of the people, particularly poor 

(mostly women), depend on wood as source 

of energy for boiling water for bathing and 

cooking. Poverty has led to an almost total 

dependence of majority of rural women on 

the forest for livelihood and economic 

survival. The search for firewood is one of 

the major causes for deforestation in 

developing countries and is threatening 

agricultural sustainability with serious 

consequences for the rural poor, and is a 

female job. World Bank (1993) reports that 

15-20 million hectares of forest are being 

consumed annually in developing countries 

especially in arid and semi- arid regions of 

the world and that some 3 billion people rely 

on firewood for almost all their household 

energy (World Resources Institute, 1996). 

Major users of firewood are women. Thus, 

the wide spread deforestation and the 

extension of agricultural lands into forest 

areas have increased the burdens especially 

of female population. They now spent more 

time and trek longer distances collecting 

firewood (World Resources Institute, 1996).  

This development has forced women 

to resort to the use of inferior fuel power 

[more smoke] that is cheaper and easily 

available such as, cow dung is used in India, 

millet and stalks in Burkina Faso, sawdust in 

some parts of Nigeria. This fuel alternate 

produces indoor air pollution. Women and 

children in developing countries who spend 

hours in unventilated structures are exposed 

to smoke from cooking stoves and open 

daily wood fires. Smoky household fire 

exposes people to significant health risk and 

facilitates the spread of acute respiratory 

infections like bronchitis and pneumonia in 

children and chronic pulmonary diseases in 

adults, especially women. Also crop 

residues and even cow dung is burnt instead 

of being returned to the soil, thus, reducing 

soil fertility and water holding capacity. The 

magnitude of fuel wood collection is 

aggravated by the fact that kerosene, gas and 

electricity are not easily available and 

affordable. This situation has continuously 

resulted in the depletion of forest reserves 

for fuelwood. Wrong value or pricing of fuel 

increases the demand for fuel wood because 

it is collected freely. Forest depletion has 

increased in areas that fuel wood cost has 

increased. Yet, fuelwood remains the most 

affordable option. High fuelwood prices 

appear also to be responsible for an increase 

in the illegal extraction and sale of firewood 

by the rural poor, which increases income in 

the short run but with reduced agricultural 

productivity and fuel resources.  

When the surface is stripped bare, it 

becomes highly vulnerable to erosion by 

wind and water, it renders soil bare thus 

increasing the surface albedo and making 
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the atmosphere warmer, the condition which 

favours cloud dispersal hence low annual 

rainfall as witnessed in Nigerian arid and 

semi-arid zones. Deforestation accelerates 

wind speed, which have often resulted in 

hazards related to settlement and agriculture. 

Houses and other properties have been lost 

through such environmental mishaps 

(Gbadegesin and Oyelaran, 1995). When 

forest is removed, the surface is exposed to 

direct heat from sun, destroying shade-

loving soil micro and macro organisms. 

Droughts can become longer while rainfall 

becomes heavier over short period, 

consequently storming, floods become more 

severe, and eventually famine might set in 

leading to death. To conserve forests, 

women are known lo resort (collecting 

deadwood and involve in tree planting for 

economic purposes or to either minimize 

desertification and over exploitation and to 

prevent soil erosion.  

 

Women and artisanal mining 

Mining whose activities sometimes produce 

undesirable effects on the environment is 

one of the activities performed by women. 

Women engage in sculpture work, which 

involves the use of different types of soils. 

Earthen ware vessels such as pots are 

produced locally using clay as raw material. 

Advancement in technology has improved 

the quality, types of such vessels produced, 

For instance, ceramic plates, cups, pots, and 

ornamental vessels are manufactured by 

process of strong heating of clay 

(Olanrewaju. 2000). Women in rural areas 

mine sand for various constructional 

purposes. Erosion of greater magnitude and 

of geomorphic significance consequent of 

women activities has been observed in 

mining sites, which poses threat to man's 

physical environment. Mining by women 

and its associated activities are also sources 

of a considerable damage to surface water, 

ground water, land and the existence of 

mining wastelands.  

From the results and discussion it 

shows that 85% of  women in Nigeria are 

known to be the best exploiters of the 

environment through agriculture, fishing, 

fetching of water and wood for fuel, they are 

able to improve the little land available and 

conserve soil, improve on agricultural 

productivity, food security, provide drinking 

water and energy for daily cooking. Thus, it 

enables them to increase their income and 

welfare, thereby enabling them to invest 

more on the land, manages water resources 

effectively and distances them away from 

poverty menace. 

 

Women and waste generation 

There are varieties of wastes emanating 

from women activities. Their contribution to 

solid waste generation in the form of yam 

peeling, maize husks, leaves, cans and 

polythene bags, some of which are dumped 

in the gutter and contribute to urban floods. 

Of significance is the chemicalized waste 

water found all around hair salon (Segnola, 

1998). The women handling children excreta 

throw the children's faeces into the nearby 

garbage heap and baby diapers may be 

washed in basins at stand - pipe in the urban 

areas. These materials often enter the 

garbage heaps in the neighbourhoods neatly 

packed in nylon bags. The indiscriminate 

disposal of such wastes causes damage to 

the environment and health of the 

communities.  

Thus, environmental damage may 

occur in the form of ecological disturbance 

such as pollution and eutrophication of 

water bodies and deaths of flora and fauna 

of aquatic or terrestrial systems. It can lead 

to biodiversity and morbidity or mortality of 

population. Market purchases by women 

(corncobs, vegetable wastes, and packaged 

materials) bring in a variety of wastes along 

especially the non-biodegradable polythene 
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bags, instead of leaves and paper bags. 

These wastes however contain a lot of 

valuable resources in the form of nitrogen, 

phosphorus and potassium. Thus, in actual 

sense it is the management of wastes that is 

a problem. For instance, when children are 

asked to carry out cleaning exercise 

especially by women, proper supervision is 

not given to where and how it should be 

disposed of by the children. Also, 

indiscriminate dumping of refuse, inefficient 

collection and disposal of garbage, may 

contribute to the outbreak of diseases like 

typhoid, cholera and malaria (Olaore, 1983). 

 

Conclusion and recommendations 
Based on the  analysis of this survey, the 

following conclusions and recommendations 

need to be given priority attention in Nigeria 

in the area of women, children and 

environment toward a sustainable 

development as thus; 

 a) There is need to involve women in 

environmental management such as 

environmental education and awareness. It is 

imperative for women at all levels as 

individuals, groups and associations be 

involved and incorporated in ramification of 

land management programs in communities.   

 b) There is the need to formulate and 

enforce comprehensive national policy on 

environmental related challenges. The focus 

should be to promote, integrated ecosystem 

and environmentally sound management for 

agricultural activities, soil, water 

conservation and rural development. 

Reforestation of existing erosion sites needs 

urgent stabilization to stem the rate of land 

degradation and loss of land resources in 

Nigerian ecology. 

c) Policy reforms that alleviate women 

capital and labour constraints in order to 

utilize land for increased food production 

sustainability is advocated. 

d) Researches intensified on how to involve 

women in environment management and 

farming that help promote development, 

especially towards improving the quality of 

environment and monitoring of 

environmental. 

 

Sustainable development will be 

meaningful if it does not increase a country's 

vulnerability to environmental impacts. 

Such development should give due attention 

to social, economic and technological 

progress and yet does not sacrifice natural 

resource productivity to the gallery. The 

obvious path to make development 

sustainable in Nigeria is to fully integrate 

women and girls in environmental agenda 

and concerns in socio-economic 

development and ensure that relevant 

environmental policies are not only put in 

place but effectively and efficiently 

implemented (Ujih, 2016).The relationship 

between the environment and women is in 

two ways. The quality of the environment is 

itself part of the improvement in welfare and 

productivity of women. Environmental 

damage can always undermine both the 

present and future productivity of women.  

To guide against the present and future 

environmental degradation, calls for 

environmental sustainable policies which 

seeks to improve environmental stewardship 

and those that seek to stop environmental 

damaging and behaviour of women in land 

use destruction. The study examined the 

important repercussions which some 

activities of women brought on the 

environment and highlighted the problems 

confronting women and environmental 

sustainability due to environmental 

degradation and the poverty it exacerbates. 

Various scenarios of injuries inflicted on the 

environment from anthropogenic activities 

(especially rural women),these harmful 

environmental practices should be curtailed 

like cutting of trees for domestic cooking, 

industrial timber, clear felling for 

agricultural productions, overgrazing of 
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herbs, shrubs and distortion of watershed 

areas by 2030 in Nigeria, suggests core 

policy measures to improve the 

environment, quality of life of vulnerable 

women and children in Nigeria. 
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