Climate Change and Girls’ Education 
Educating girls unlocks women’s leadership for climate action and powers a just green transition – where communities are more resilient and better equipped to tackle the effects of climate change.

The world is experiencing a triple planetary crisis: climate change, pollution, and biodiversity loss. The climate crisis is causing more frequent and intense extreme weather events. In 2023 alone, millions of people were displaced or died due to droughts, heatwaves, floods, cyclones, hurricanes, wildfires, and other extreme weather events. Zambia experienced its most intense flooding in over 50 years, leaving over 400,000 people in need of humanitarian assistance. In Mozambique and Madagascar, Tropical Storm Freddy internally displaced 123,000 people, and destroyed 132,000 homes. In Bangladesh, Cyclone Mocha severely affected 780,000 people, including 536,000 Rohingya refugees, and exacerbated the already dire conditions present in refugee camps[footnoteRef:2]. In 2020, the Horn of Africa experienced the worst drought in forty years[footnoteRef:3], bringing communities to the brink of famine. Severe floods affected 19 countries across West Africa[footnoteRef:4] and plunged one-third of Pakistan underwater.  [2:  https://www.wfpusa.org/articles/worst-climate-disasters-of-2023-and-their-effects-on-global-hunger/#:~:text=Tropical%20Cyclone%20Freddy%20Batters%20Mozambique&text=Communities%20in%20Malawi%20and%20Madagascar,people%2C%20and%20destroyed%20132%2C000%20homes. ]  [3:  https://reliefweb.int/report/world/state-global-climate-2022-enarruzh]  [4:  https://reliefweb.int/report/nigeria/west-and-central-africa-flooding-situation-8-november-2022#:~:text=As%20of%209%20September%202022,vulnerable%20families%20deep%20into%20crisis.] 

UNICEF's 2022 heatwave report[footnoteRef:5] shows that 559 million children are exposed to high heatwave frequency, and by 2050, virtually every child on earth – over 2 billion children – will face more frequent heatwaves.  [5:  https://www.unicef.org/reports/coldest-year-rest-of-their-lives-children-heatwaves] 

Women and girls in climate hotspots disproportionally suffer the effects of extreme and unpredictable weather, pushing more girls out of school and threatening their mental health, food security and livelihoods – and placing them at greater risk of child marriage, violence and exploitation. This climate crisis is further disrupting learning opportunities available to girls when they were already significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, which exacerbated gender inequality. 
Girls, particularly marginalized girls with difficult access to education and livelihoods, are being left behind in developing the foundational skills and green skills they need to adapt to the new realities of climate change and that would enable them to benefit from and contribute to the green transition. The green transition offers an opportunity to transform education systems and disrupt gendered and biased norms that prevent girls from leadership and economic opportunity – this gender and green transformation of education systems is essential to accelerate climate action. Urgent action is needed NOW to make education systems climate resilient, gender transformative, and to engage children and youth in meaningful climate action.

UNICEF is already taking action at global and country levels, mobilizing governments, civil society, and young people as co-creators in finding solutions to the challenges they face.  

The challenges
Girls and women are the most severely impacted as the effects of the climate crisis exacerbate existing gender inequalities – including time spent collecting water, increased rates of gender-based violence, and unequal access to nutritious food.  Girls and women are simultaneously affected by under investments in their protection, health and education. 

1. The Learning crisis is exacerbated by climate disruptions – further leaving marginalized girls behind
Seventy per cent of 10-Year-Olds globally experience learning poverty, lacking the basic skills to read and understand a Simple text.[footnoteRef:6] Moreover, climate-induced disasters already disrupt the education of nearly 40 million children annually and this number is growing each year[footnoteRef:7]. The climate crisis compounds learning poverty, with devastating effects on girls’ education.  These disruptions can have significant lifelong impacts: just three months of disruption can lead to long-term learning loss and up to 15 per cent loss of lifetime earnings. Estimates show that, without urgent action, climate change will contribute to at least 12.5 million girls failing to complete their education annually, by 2025[footnoteRef:8]. [6:  https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/e52f55322528903b27f1b7e61238e416-0200022022/original/Learning-poverty-report-2022-06-21-final-V7-0-conferenceEdition.pdf]  [7:  United Nations Children's Fund, The climate-changed child: A children's climate risk index supplement, UNICEF, New York, November 2023.]  [8:  Malala Fund (2021). A greener,  fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education] 


2. Gender gap in green jobs and digital skills 
More than 80% of the new jobs brought about by green industries will be in sectors that are currently men-dominated and heavily digitized[footnoteRef:9]. Improving access to green and digital skilling for girls is essential to achieve a just green transition. [9:  https://blogs.iadb.org/igualdad/en/green-and-digital-female-employement/ ] 


3. Girls and women under-represented amongst climate leaders and in climate negotiations
Research suggests that girls and young women are the hardest hit by climate change. Yet, their voices are not adequately represented in climate discussions, resulting in policies that do not address their specific needs[footnoteRef:10]. Evidence also shows that women leaders are effective in conservation and community resilience efforts. However, women representation in climate fora and national and international environmental sectors is below 25%[footnoteRef:11]. Girls’ education is critical for building a pipeline of empowered women with the skills to accelerate the climate agenda. While women and girls are most impacted by climate change, they are the least represented in decision making and leadership related to climate and sustainability. When we sideline girls and women, we starve societies of ideas, innovations and solutions they have to offer – which we desperately need to tackle climate change.  [10:  World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts, Bring In the Girls!: Girls’ and young women’s views on climate change, WAGGGS, London, 2022.]  [11:  https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2017/09/27/3-ways-to-link-girls-education-actors-to-climate-action/] 


4. Climate impacts in communities place girls at greater risk of child marriage and other harmful practices, excluding them from learning opportunities
 Climate change and other environmental crises exacerbate existing inequalities in access to resources and education. In Bangladesh alone a recent assessment by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) revealed a staggering 39% surge in child marriage after climate-induced disasters.[footnoteRef:12]  Evidence shows that climate change affects child marriage through climate vulnerability, through the mechanism of income reduction, gender discrimination and extreme poverty. Evidence suggests a link between environmental crises and child marriage, noting the worsening of child marriage drivers by climate shocks and impacts. Most notably, environmental crises pushes families to marry their daughters early through loss of assets and opportunities for income generation, displacement of people from their homes, educational disruption, and the creation of settings in which sexual violence and the fear of sexual violence increase[footnoteRef:13].. [12:  https://www.rescue.org/press-release/bangladesh-irc-study-reveals-staggering-39-surge-child-marriage-due-climate-change]  [13:  https://esaro.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/child_marriage_and_environmental_crises_an_evidence_brief_final.pdf] 


Despite education's transformative potential, investments in the sector are primarily absent from the climate financing mechanisms. At most, 0.03% of all climate finance is spent on education and there is little to no tracking on the gender-responsiveness of these investments. Moreover, only 2 per cent of the national climate change strategies worldwide specifically mention girls.[footnoteRef:14] UNICEF continues to provide technical support for governments in low and middle-income countries committed to delivering against the Paris Agreement and actively seeking financing and grant support for including education strategies in their green transition plans and actions. [14:  https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/climate-change-impact-adolescent-girls] 


Empowering all girls through education to contribute to addressing climate change
The education sector has transformative potential for Climate Change Adaptation and Resilience. UNICEF is doubling down efforts to strengthen local capacities for gender responsive and climate-resilient education systems; community-based resilience and adaptation through engaging teachers, children and youth in climate action; and advocacy at local and global levels for better investments, capacity, and innovation towards climate-smart education systems and effective climate action. However, more significant investments are needed to scale and sustain these actions. 

Solutions exist that can dramatically improve the lives of children and address the challenges girls specifically face. They require urgent action and they require that we put the needs of the most vulnerable children at the centre of our collective response. We know there is a clear appetite from Parties to do more, as evidenced by the 40 States that have signed the Declaration on Children, Youth and Climate Action. 

UNICEF, as an organisation and with a mandate to protect future generations, is stepping up its climate ambitions and we are looking to global leaders to take decisive action to urgently adapt the critical social services children rely on— such as education — to our new climate reality and adopt climate resilient development policies. This will protect children from the immediate impacts of the worsening crisis and root climate policies in climate justice approaches. Climate justice is only possible through investments in quality girls’ education.  Girls’ education empowers girls for meaningful political, social and economic participation and contributes to economic growth, driving a more just green transition.

5 policies that can contribute to addressing climate change and girls’ education:

UNICEF is urging leaders to act NOW to make education systems climate resilient, gender transformative, and to engage children and youth in meaningful climate action through 5 policy actions:
· Bridging gender gaps in STEM education, green skills and digital learning, so that girls develop the necessary skills for future participation in the green economy
· Supporting girl leaders and girl ecopreneurs, especially girls with disabilities and from marginalized backgrounds, so that they can lead climate action initiatives, climate-smart solutions and climate advocacy in their communities and countries
· Supporting MoEs to strengthen system-level resilience by engaging in risk-informed & gender responsive sector planning, preventing learning disruptions caused by climate-related events
· Making sure that school infrastructure is not only greener, but that the green features such as solarization of schools, power digital learning and gender-responsive water, sanitation and hygiene in schools.
· Mobilize communities, using gender-transformative approaches, to adapt and prepare for the next climate event that may strike

Programme Examples
Box 1.  UNICEF’s Skills4Girls programme
UNICEF’s Skills4Girls programme is a girl-centered initiative promoting skills building for girls and young women to boost their earning potential, tackle discriminatory gender norms, and enable a transition to work. The programme includes skilling solutions for girls to have the tools to address the climate crisis in innovative ways, while developing their leadership and furthering the development of their skills. Girls are using their green skills in a variety of ways, from the development of nanosatellites to monitor air pollution (Kazakhstan), to websites that provide access tracking information for local government (Peru). Skills4Girls has reached close to 10 million girls in over 20 countries, providing them with context-specific programmes with a diverse set of approaches reaching girls in and out-of-school






Box 2. Uganda: Solar powered MHM in schools
UNICEF is working with partners to improve climate resilient infrastructure in schools by installing solar energy and water systems in schools, and continued education for girls with the installation of gender friendly Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) facilities for menstrual hygiene management.


Box 3. Kyrgyzstan: Inclusive approach to Disaster Risk Reduction in Schools
Nearly 1,000 young people have been trained in Disaster Risk Reduction to go to schools in their villages, running simulations in areas that are prone to earthquakes and hard for the government or any one organization to reach. The programme has reached close to 250,000 school students (60% girls) and 248 children with disabilities, as well as 14,362 school administration staff, benefited from emergency skills development through DRR training and simulation exercise. The young volunteers train students & teachers what to do in times of an earthquake, and verify that each school has the tools in place to respond in case of an extreme weather event. 






Box 4.  Malaysia: Youth-led climate action rooted in local & indigenous knowledge
Youth have engaged in climate/environmental action that is framed in localized narratives, sensitive to local needs, and ensuring that diverse groups are represented in terms of location, ability, gender, and ethnicity. Youth-led environmental groups are using local & indigenous knowledge on how to protect the environment and creating a national platform for knowledge exchange and collaboration to build projects that respond to local climate impacts. 230 young leaders, 70 local environmental organizations, 39 youth-led enterprises, 11 academic institutions and 16 government entities are now part of this youth-led network.










Box 5. Malawi: Green Girls Initiative
UNICEF’s Green Girls Initiative aims to ensure that girls and young women in Malawi have sustainable climate adaptation options that make them and their families more resilient to climate change. Through this programme, girls attend the Green Skills training and gain opportunities to take climate action and to learn about alternative sources of fuel and other practical solutions to reduce environmental impact.
 







Box 6. Burundi: Green Skills and STEM for girls
1,000 young people are building cleaner energy stoves for cooking and water purification, reducing the utilization of wood, reducing indoor pollution that affects mainly women and girls and generating earnings to finance their studies. Participating girls have developed green and STEM skills, and along with other young people, they are now inspired to get involved in other development projects – looking for additional actions and ways to protect their communities from 
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