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Written input from the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime for the High Commissioner’s Report to the Human Rights Council on equal enjoyment of the right to education by every girl, pursuant to HRC resolution 54/19

The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC) is an independent civil-society organization, headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, with a globally dispersed Secretariat and a high-level advisory board. The Global Initiative seeks to provide a platform to promote greater debate and innovative approaches as the building blocks to an inclusive global strategy against organized crime, as well as to provide consistent, multidimensional, and high-quality reports and policy-oriented documentation of the impact of organized crime in areas of conflict, development and human rights.

This written input is based on GI-TOC’s Resilience Fund1 programme which examined community resilience against environmental crimes, bio-diversity loss and environmental degradation of indigenous and rural women that live around forest ecosystems. Although part of a broader conversation on environmental justice and biodiversity loss, the gendered impact of environmental crime is still underexplored and at nascent stages of implementation. The Fund, therefore, produced a research which unpacks how environmental degradation and biodiversity loss caused by the illegal exploitation of forests and their surroundings have had a gendered impact especially on women from indigenous and rural communities. 2

Transnational organized crime is a major driver of deforestation, soil and water contamination, violence, biodiversity loss and overall environmental degradation around the world. While local indigenous communities rally to defend their territories against extractive operations and perceived environmental crimes, gender roles and relations reflected in overarching patriarchal structures limit women’s agency, access to formal education and political participation.

Traditional gender roles require women to work closely with the natural environment from a young age. Their main expectation is to nurture family members and manage household needs which includes subsistence farming including animal care, kitchen gardens, water and firewood collection and medicinal plants. While men have been required to hunt or source their livelihoods outside the household. However, gender relations determined by patriarchal structures position women as dependent on men, reflected in land distribution systems and access to economic opportunities and political platforms. Women are rarely consulted on matters of environmental management despite their close interaction with natural resources, instead overlooked when it comes to the impact of climate change and crimes against the environment.

Intersectionality is integral to understanding and responding to the disproportionate impact of environmental degradation, environmental crimes and climate change on women and girls. The indigenous communities who were engaged for this study revealed that in certain parts of the world, women have led environmental movements with the help of civil society especially against large-scale extractive studies motivated largely by the disruption of their care-

1 A grant making mechanism that nurture and assist local initiatives in their responses to organized crime.
2 The research presents case studies from four forest ecosystems: the Arajuno forests of the Ecuadorian Amazon, the Sierra Tarahumara forests in Mexico, the Yabassi forests in Cameroon and the rainforests of North Sumatra in Indonesia

giving roles. Failing health of family members either as a result of living in toxic environments and/or because of violent repercussions to resistance efforts in land and environmental conflicts increase the burden on women to treat sickness and injuries. Even maternal health is severely affected from toxic environmental damage, whether air, soil or water contamination. Hospitals and healthcare facilities are few and far away just like schools. Formal education becomes less of a priority with growing challenges to fulfil their gendered expectations. Moreover, the presence of ‘non-native’ men working at mining or logging areas increase the risk of physical and sexual assault against women and girls who would need to travel to school. Frequently, women are forced to work as wildlife traders and transporters, artisanal miners, domestic workers and even sex work around extraction areas.

Based on the above-mentioned research, the GI-TOC would like to highlight the following issues that showcase the gendered impact of environmental crimes and degradation that can systematically challenge the enjoyment of girl’s access to the right to education:

· Masculinization of the territory: The presence of illegal extractive activities, whether mining or logging, attracts ‘non-native’ or non-local men, which effectively ‘masculine’ these territories. This not only threatens the safety of girls and women who often travel on foot to schools and/or healthcare centers but also disrupts domestic roles where women need to access forests to collect firewood, water or medicinal plants. They sometimes need to go deeper into the forest which proportionately increases their risk of physical violence. The impact varies from community to community and is linked to gender roles and patriarchy.

· Increase in domestic and care giving roles: Environmental degradation incurs a plethora of sicknesses on local populations which increases care giving expectations of women and girls in the families. In addition, if male members (who are traditional bread-earners and get jobs at factories) succumb to their sickness or become disabled, women and girls are forced to earn the household’s livelihoods dealing with minimum agency by taking up available work instead of getting a formalised education.

· Food Insecurity and malnourishment: Malnourishment occurs at epidemic levels among indigenous communities as traditional sources of protein, agricultural produce and medicinal plants disappear. Children often fall sick and do not attend schools, which as mentioned tend to be in far off places from where they live. School drop-outs are high among both girls and boys from indigenous communities as formal education itself may seem out of context with limited or different aspirations.

· Lack of economic opportunities and agency: Prevailing economic structures provide men jobs at logging and mining sites. As land and water are already contaminated, women become completely dependent on men for sustenance without being able to fulfil their domestic roles. Often this leads to domestic violence pushing women into the throes of logging and mining sites that have a demand for sex and domestic work. Even child marriage has been reported as families lose their land and income. Older women may solicit and traffic younger girls into these logging and mining camps to engage in sex work. Most barriers to girls’ education are underpinned by a lack of agency and the perceived dependance on men, which becomes pronounced among indigenous communities when faced with environmental degradation combined with the advent of modernization and resource extraction.

Considering the above, there is a pressing need to understand how environmental crimes, environmental degradation and climate change disproportionately affect women and girls. This can be achieved by consciously collecting gender disaggregated data to answer some basic questions such as the differences in perceptions of environmental crime between the two genders, analysing multiple factors to understand the exact vulnerabilities of women and men in contexts of crimes against the environment, climate change and degradation.

Additionally, youth and children must be made aware of women’s roles and rights alongside environmental awareness
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within and outside indigenous and rural communities. Children and young people need to take the message of the empowering role of women in maintaining their households back to their communities. This may be done through curriculum changes in formal educational institutions and through multimedia campaigns using social media, television and radio. In addition, children and young people need to understand how human activity affects the environment.
Finally civil society organizations should come together and form coalitions to converge issues such as women’s rights, indigenous people’s rights, environmental rights and right to education to facilitate cohesive actions and interventions from grassroots and gather data that can inform policymakers.

The GI-TOC appreciates the opportunity of addressing the call and remains at disposal of the OHCHR to clarify any points raised in this contribution.
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