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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) are persistent organic pollutants (POPs). Recognizing that women, 
men and children can be affected differently following exposure to PCBs and other POPs, this report 
emphasizes the importance of engaging women and men alike as part of the solutions that the Glob-
al Environment Facility (GEF) project “Disposal of PCB Oils Contained in Transformers and Disposal 
of Capacitors Containing PCBs in Southern Africa” is intended to implement.

This document consists of two parts, a gender mainstreaming which aims to enable  women, men, 
youth, the elderly, other vulnerable social groups, and other population categories to achieve gender 
equality. The second part is a Gender Action Plan (GAP) developed for this project is to enable wom-
en, and those belonging to other population categories, to benefit from the project equally at project 
intervention sites in the 12 targeted countries: Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. A gender lens has 
been used to examine the underlying gender dynamics according to which people may be dispropor-
tionately affected by the interplay of sex, gender, and exposure to POPs, with a special focus on PCBs. 

The GEF project is supporting the target countries in fulfilling their obligations as parties to the Stock-
holm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants. PCBs are among the original 12 POPs covered by 
the Convention. Owing to properties such as longevity and heat absorbance, PCBs have been used 
widely as electrical insulating fluids in capacitors and transformers, as well as hydraulic, heat trans-
fer, and lubricating fluids. Under the Stockholm Convention the production and new uses of PCBs are 
banned. Parties to the Convention are required to eliminate the use of PCBs in equipment by 2025 
and to ensure environmentally sound waste management of liquids containing PCBs and equipment 
contaminated with PCBs by 2028. 

Following the introductory Section 1, Section 2 explores some gender considerations in the context 
of chemicals and waste management. It focuses, to the extent possible, on the specific gender nar-
rative applicable to PCBs and Africa.

Section 3 looks at potential strategies for gender mainstreaming under the headings of enabling 
environment; stakeholder engagement; inventories and monitoring; alternatives to PCBs; knowledge 
management; the human health impact and cost burden of exposure to PCBs; mitigating the so-
cio-economic impact of exposure to PCBs; and financing the phase-out of PCBs and adoption of 
safer alternatives.

Section 4 consists of a gender-responsive logframe and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) framework 
(Table 4.1) and a risk matrix for gender-related considerations during project implementation (Table 4.2).

Conclusions are presented in Section 5.



Spotlight
In this report gender mainstreaming refers 
to the overall strategy of enabling women, 
men, youth, the elderly, other vulnerable social 
groups, and other population categories within 
the project’s targeted areas to benefit equally 
from the project’s interventions. This strategy 
aims to achieve gender equality, including by 
not exacerbating the underlying drivers of gen-
der inequality. 

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) are persis-
tent organic pollutants (POPs). Recognizing 
that women and men, as well as children, can 
be affected differently following exposure to 
PCBs and other POPs,1 this report emphasizes 

1 See, for example, Women Engage for a Common Future [WECF] (2015); 
United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP] (2016); Schoon (2017) 
(includes online video based on a scoping study in Nigeria on the gender di-
mensions of implementation of the Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm Con-
ventions); WECF (2017a, b); Wahlang (2018); Sly et al. (2021); International 
Pollutants Elimination Network [IPEN] (n.d.).

the importance of engaging women and men 
alike as part of the solutions that the Global 
Environment Facility (GEF) project “Disposal of 
PCB Oils Contained in Transformers and Dis-
posal of Capacitors Containing PCBs in South-
ern Africa” is intended to implement.

The objective of the Gender Action Plan (GAP) 
developed for this project is to enable women 
and members of the other population catego-
ries mentioned above to benefit from the pro-
ject equally at project intervention sites in the 
12 targeted countries (see Figure 1). A gender 
lens has been used to examine the underlying 
gender dynamics according to which people 
may be disproportionately affected by the inter-
play of sex, gender, and exposure to POPs, with 
a special focus on PCBs. The development of 
the GAP is described below.
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Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) policy on gender equality
The Global Environment Facility policy on gen-
der equality was adopted in 2017 (Global Envi-
ronment Facility [GEF] 2017). It highlights an 
enhanced ambition to invest in gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in order to deliver 
the results expected from GEF-funded projects 
and achieve global environmental benefits. This 
policy has paved the way for GEF projects to 
go beyond a gender-sensitive “do-no-harm” ap-
proach towards a gender-responsive “do-good” 
approach, which could ultimately create the en-
abling environment for gender-transformative 
change and achieve impacts on a larger scale 
by identifying both women and men as part of 
GEF-funded solutions. 

An assessment by the GEF’s Independent 
Evaluation Office (IEO) showed that, out of 57 
GEF-funded projects in the focal area of chem-
icals and waste, 29 projects were rated as gen-
der-sensitive, 27 as gender-aware, and only one 
as gender mainstreamed; no projects were rat-
ed gender blind or gender-transformative (Glob-
al Environment Facility Independent Evaluation 
Office [GEFIEO] 2018). Overall, multi-focal area 
projects tend to outperform single-focal ones 
in terms of gender responsiveness, confirming 
that better gender mainstreaming results can be 
achieved using integrated approaches within the 
gender-environment nexus.

In general terms, the above overview of the per-
formance of GEF-funded projects under its Sixth 
Replenishment cycle shows that while gender 
aspects may be sufficiently mainstreamed into 
project design and interventions, the gender per-
formance of chemicals and waste management 
projects tends to be “trapped in the middle”. While 
there is an incentive up front to mainstream gen-
der into project design, that incentive is not nec-
essarily translated into sound gender equality re-
sults. This finding highlights the need to translate 
good project design into transformative gender 
outcomes, a need which can be explained in part 
by prevailing gender norms that can only be chal-
lenged one step at a time (GEFIEO 2018). 

Against this background, gender mainstream-
ing strategies and action plans should be us-
er-friendly. They should not overwhelm end users 
or discourage them from walking the talk of gen-
der mainstreaming in the focal area of chemicals 
and waste, using a step-by-step approach. 

Project context
The GEF project entitled “Disposal of PCB oils 
contained in transformers and disposal of 
capacitors containing PCBs in Southern Afri-
ca” aims to reduce environmental and human 
health risks from PCB releases in 12 countries: 
Botswana, Eswatini (formerly Swaziland), Le-
sotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozam-
bique, Namibia, Seychelles, Tanzania, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe (Figure 1). This is to be carried 
out through demonstrating a regional approach 
to the introduction of cost‐effective and social-
ly acceptable Environmentally Sound Manage-
ment (ESM) of PCB oils, equipment, and wastes 
held by electrical utilities and others in partici-
pating countries. 

The project is intended to support these coun-
tries in fulfilling their requirements as parties 
to the Stockholm Convention. PCBs are among 
the original 12 POPs covered by the Conven-
tion. Owing to properties such as longevity and 
heat absorbance, PCBs have been used widely 
as electrical insulating fluids in capacitors and 
transformers, as well as hydraulic, heat trans-
fer, and lubricating fluids. Under the Stockholm 
Convention the production and new uses of 
PCBs are banned.2 Parties to the Convention are 

2 In the United States, where PCBs had been commercially manufactured 
since 1929, their production was banned in 1979 by the Toxic Substances 
Control Act (TSCA). The regulations implementing TSCA for PCBs allow 
some inadvertent generation of PCBs at defined concentrations, under 
certain conditions, and with requirements to report to the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA) and maintain certain records. 
Under the 1987 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) Decision-Recommendation on Further Measures for the Protection 
of the Environment by Control of Polychlorinated Biphenyls, all adherent 
countries, which included European Union (EU) Member States, were to 
ensure the cessation (except in a few cases) of the manufacture, import, 
export and sale of PCBs, products, articles or equipment containing PCBs, 
and equipment which specifically requires the use of PCBs. For existing 
uses of PCBs these countries were to ensure that appropriate controls were 
applied to such uses, as well as to any associated storage and transport, to 
prevent releases of PCBs into the environment or fires involving PCBs. The 
OECD Decision-Recommendation also addresses existing products, arti-
cles or equipment contaminated by PCBs, along with the disposal of PCBs 
and other wastes containing PCBs (Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development [OECD] 2022). 
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required to eliminate the use of PCBs in equip-
ment by 2025 and to ensure environmentally 
sound waste management of liquids containing 
PCBs and equipment contaminated with PCBs 
by 2028 (Stockholm Convention 2019a). 

PCBs have been used in hundreds of other 
applications since they began to be manufac-
tured commercially (e.g. as plasticizers and fire 
retardants) (Erickson and Kaley 2011; Stock-
holm Convention 2019a; United States Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency [US EPA] 2023). 
Although their production is no longer allowed 
in most countries, PCBs are found virtually 
everywhere on the planet (United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme [UNEP] 2017; UNEP n.d.a; 
UNEP and United Nations Institute for Training 
and Research n.d.). Almost two decades after 
the Stockholm Convention entered into force, 
over 10 million metric tons of materials that 
contain PCBs are estimated to remain, mostly 
in countries lacking the capacity or regulatory 
structures to achieve environmentally sound 
management (ESM) of the final disposal of 
these materials by 2028 as prescribed by the 
Stockholm Convention (Melymuk et al. 2022). 

Once PCBs are released into the environment, 
these toxic organic chemicals can remain in-
tact for long periods and be widely distributed 
through air, water and migratory species. A key 
characteristic of PCBs and other POPs is their 
capacity to bioaccumulate in the fatty tissues 
of living organisms and biomagnify higher up 
the food chain, where they can be harmful to 
top predators (Windsor et al. 2019; Megson et 
al. 2022). Prolonged exposure of humans and 
other species to PCBs can have a wide range of 
acute and chronic toxic effects.3 

Human exposure to PCBs can occur through 
multiple routes and sources, including dietary 
intake, inhalation, dermal contact, and inges-
tion of dust and soils (Weitekamp et al. 2021; 

3 See, for example, World Health Organization [WHO] (1993, 2003); Interna-
tional Agency for Research on Cancer [IARC] (2015); Casey (2021); Kofoed 
et al. (2021); Iqbal et al. (2022); Montano et al. (2022); Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry (2023b). The International Agency for Re-
search on Cancer has classified PCBs as Group 1 “carcinogenic to humans” 
(IARC 2015).

Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Reg-
istry 2023a). Dietary exposure to PCBs is often 
considered the primary exposure route for the 
general population, mainly through ingestion of 
high-fat foods including dairy products, eggs, 
animal fats and some fish and wildlife. Howev-
er, the potential adverse effects of indoor expo-
sure also need be taken into account, including 
prolonged exposure even to comparatively low 
PCB concentrations in workplaces and other 
indoor environments (Kofoed et al. 2021; Kraft 
et al. 2021; Montano et al. 2022; Otham et al. 
2022; Wang et al. 2022; Hammel et al. 2023). 

It is crucial to bring gender to the forefront in 
any strategy or action plan for the sound man-
agement of chemicals and waste (Strategic 
Approach to International Chemicals Manage-
ment [SAICM] 2018). The first specific decision 
on gender mainstreaming with respect to the 
Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm (BRS) was 
adopted in 2017 at the triple of Conference of 
the Parties (COP) of the Conventions (Basel, 
Rotterdam, and Stockholm Conventions [BRS 
Conventions] n.d.). A dedicated Gender Action 
Plan is being implemented by the Secretariat 
of the BRS Conventions to ensure that wom-
en and men are equally involved and empow-
ered to enable effective and gender-responsive 
management of chemicals and waste (BRS 
Conventions 2023).4

4 The latest, simplified version of the BRS Gender Action Plan is the 2023 
version (Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm Conventions 2023) 
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The Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants 
(POPs)
The Stockholm Convention is a legally bind-
ing global treaty whose purpose is to protect 
human health and the environment from the 
harmful effects of chemicals that remain intact 
in the environment for long periods, become 
widely distributed geographically, accumulate 
in the fatty tissue of humans and wildlife. Adopt-
ed by the Conference of Plenipotentiaries on 
22 May 2001 in Stockholm, Sweden, it entered 
into force on 17 May 2004. The Conference of 
the Parties (COP), the Convention’s governing 
body, reviews and assesses its implementation 
(Stockholm Convention 2019a). 

Parties to the Convention are required to elim-
inate or reduce their releases of POPs into the 

environment. They are also required to devel-
op National Implementation Plans (NIPs) ex-
plaining how they will implement their obliga-
tions under the Convention and make efforts 
to put these plans into operation (Stockholm 
Convention 2019b).5 

5 Debela et al. (2022) reviewed the NIPs of 34 African countries “to assess 
the size of PCBs stockpiles, their storage conditions, and the management 
of PCBs contaminated sites”. The countries whose NIPs were reviewed in-
cluded all the GEF project’s target countries. The authors found that “the in-
ventories on PCBs in use and stockpiles [were] fraught with limitations and 
inconsistency. The inventory on the number of PCBs containing equipment 
and dielectric fluid was based on assumption in most countries, [a] simple 
rapid PBCs test which is often inaccurate in some countries, and labora-
tories analysis in a few countries”. In most of the countries transformers, 
capacitors and oil that contained PCBs were reported to be disposed of 
in open fields without protective equipment. “Thus, strict implementation 
of the Stockholm Convention and the NIPs to reduce the PCBs stockpiles 
size, and appropriate management of PCBs are required in Africa.” In 2018, 
the International Pollutants Elimination Network (IPEN) published a POPs 
Country Situation Report on Tanzania. The objective of this report was to 
provide information on the NIP implementation gap, with a focus on the 
level of awareness of local actors and their participation in implementing 
the NIP. The information obtained (including on PCBs in transformers and 
capacitors) was to be used to recommend improvements, including an 
action plan for better engagement of stakeholders in NIP implementation 
(IPEN 2018). 

Figure 1.1: Countries targeted by the project “Disposal of PCB Oils Contained in Transformers and Disposal of 
Capacitors Containing PCBs in Southern Africa”
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Any party can propose that new chemicals be 
listed under the Convention. These proposals 
may be brought forward by the POPs Review 
Committee. Following decisions made by the 
COP, new chemicals will potentially be listed un-
der Annex A (chemicals to be eliminated), Annex 
B (chemicals to be restricted) or Annex C (chem-
icals whose unintentional production and releas-
es are to be minimized). Starting with the initial 
list of 12 POPs, including PCBs, recognized as 
having adverse effects on humans and the en-
vironment, 19 additional chemicals have been 
listed as of 2022 (Stockholm Convention 2019c). 

POPs are found virtually everywhere, but not 
everyone is affected by exposure to them in 
the same way. There is a critical need to iden-
tify the differentiated impacts of these harmful 
chemicals based on the roles assigned to wom-
en, men, children and others in their daily lives. 

Whether human exposure to POPs is occupa-
tional, household (indoor) or ambient (outdoor), 
the bottom line is that there is a need to increase 
awareness about how acute and chronic expo-
sures to POPs occur and the health impact of 
these exposures including cancer and damage 
to reproductive and neurological functions.6

Table 1.1: Alignment with key Multilateral Environmental Agreement frameworks for gender action

Workstreams Frameworks for  
gender action Contribution

Chemicals 
management

Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm 
(BRS) Conventions + Minamata 
Convention + Strategic Approach 
to International Chemicals Man-
agement (SAICM)

Through implementation of this GAP the project will be in line with the BRS Gender Action Plan (BRS Conventions 2023), 
the beyond 2020 SAICM process, and the gender strategy of the Minamata Convention. It will generate sex- and gen-
der-disaggregated data, and contribute to outreach interventions benefiting vulnerable populations, by raising awareness 
about the interplay between sex, gender, and the health/environmental impacts associated with exposure to PCBs. It will 
also document gender-sensitive success stories and generate gender-sensitive knowledge from project interventions to 
address the disproportionate burden affecting women and children exposed to PCB oils, equipment and wastes. 

Biodiversity
Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) Post-2020 Biodiversity 
Framework

Through implementation of this GAP the project will be in line with the 2050 vision of a world “living in harmony with 
nature”. The GAP builds on the lessons learned in the implementation of the CBD’s 2015-2020 Gender Plan of Action 
and will contribute to the proposed action areas for the CBD’s post-2020 Gender Plan of Action. It will contribute to the 
enabling conditions for the CBD’s post-2020 framework through socio-economic empowerment of women and girls. The 
project will also contribute to building capacities for gender mainstreaming, generate sex- and gender-disaggregated data, 
and disseminate gender-sensitive knowledge to better understand the interplay between sex, gender and chemicals from a 
biodiversity and ecosystem perspective.

Climate change
United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)

Through implementation of this GAP the project will be in line with the Enhanced Lima Work Programme on Gender and 
its five-year Gender Action Plan. The project will contribute to priority areas related to building the capacities of national 
and state governments and key stakeholders to promote gender-smart innovations for mitigation and adaptation through 
the phase-out of harmful chemicals and the use of more climate-friendly alternatives and disseminate gender-inclusive 
knowledge.

Land degradation United Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification (UNCCD)

Through implementation of this GAP the project will be in line with the Gender Action Plan for a gender-transformative 
implementation of the UNCCD 2018-2030 Strategic Framework. The GAP builds on the findings from the UNCCD Gender 
Caucus’s 2019 summary report. The project will contribute to the generation and sharing of gender-informative knowledge 
to fill the gender knowledge gap.

Green recovery 
and sustainable 
development

Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)

This project is expected to contribute to meeting several SDGs, including SDG 5 on gender equality. More specifically, it 
will contribute to the following targets:

- SDG target 1.5, by building the resilience of women in vulnerable situations and reducing their exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and 
disasters;

- SDG target 8.8, by making women and men more aware and better equipped to soundly manage chemicals and 
use chemical-free alternatives.

6 
6 See, for example, Gascon et al. (2013); Vested et al. (2014); Alharbi et al. (2018); Bruce-Vanderpuije et al. (2019); Guo et al. (2019); Institut national de la santé et 
de la recherche médicale (INSERM) (2019); Kofoed et al. (2021); Guillotin and Delcourt (2022); Montano et al. (2022); UNEP (2023a).

How the Gender Action Plan 
(GAP) would align with key 
Multilateral Environmental 
Agreement (MEA) frameworks
Table 1 indicates how the Gender Action Plan 
(GAP) developed for the project “Disposal of 
PCB Oils Contained in Transformers and Dis-
posal of Capacitors Containing PCBs in South-
ern Africa” would align with key Multilateral En-
vironmental Agreement (MEA) frameworks for 
gender action.
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Advancing gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in the 
aftermath of the COVID-19 
crisis in Africa
The COVID-19 pandemic served as a profound 
reminder to humanity about the significance 
of health and the delicate equilibrium between 
humans and the environment. From this expe-
rience, it is crucial to acknowledge the impor-
tance of effectively managing toxic chemicals, 
such as PCBs, which can adversely affect hu-
man health including the immune system. Addi-
tionally, the pandemic’s impact highlighted the 
significance of considering gender dimensions 
in addressing toxic chemicals, offering valua-
ble lessons for guiding future efforts to ensure 
equal protection from their detrimental effects 
for all genders. As the project strives to deliver 
sound results towards elimination of PCBs, it is 
crucial to understand the gender challenges in 
the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

From the early days of the COVID-19 crisis 
women and girls throughout the world were dis-
proportionately affected by the pandemic (Unit-
ed Nations [UN] 2020). This was especially true 
for those who were most vulnerable or living in 
crises and conflict affected countries (Africa 
Union n.d.). The gendered impact of COVID-19 
can be linked to the triple burden imposed on 
women to perform their productive, reproduc-
tive and community roles in exceptional times 
while also facing greater risks of gender-based 
violence, which UN Women has called the 
“shadow pandemic” (UN Women n.d.).

While available data indicate an increase in un-
paid work for both women and men in 38 coun-
tries as a result of the pandemic, women con-
tinued to perform the lion’s share of that unpaid 
work; women and girls also took on a “greater 
intensity of care-related tasks” than men and 
boys (UN Women 2020). In view of the tempo-
rary closing of schools and day care facilities, 
along with responsibilities for ill and elderly 
family members, women were more likely to 
face additional burdens in terms of unpaid care. 

More women than men left the workforce dur-
ing the pandemic, perhaps as a result of these 
increased workloads (UN Women 2020). Ac-
cording to a study by McKinsey & Company 
(2021), one in four women globally compared 
with one in five men was considering leaving 
the workforce or downshifting careers; the dis-
parity with male counterparts was even greater, 
reaching 10 percentage points, in the case of 
women who were parents of children under ten. 

More specifically, in Africa school closures and 
stay-at-home curfews increased the domestic 
workload, including the burden of unpaid care 
usually assigned to women based on prevail-
ing social and cultural norms, particularly in 
vulnerable social groups such as women-head-
ed households, those who were internally dis-
placed, and those living in refugee and displace-
ment camps. Women throughout sub-Saharan 
Africa suffered disproportionate economic 
harm because of COVID-19 lockdowns and 
restrictions on their movements, with the like-
lihood of such harm “cascading onto their chil-
dren” (Aoyagi 2021). 

Lockdowns and curfews may force women to 
be confined in cramped living conditions, some-
times with family members who abuse them in 
a context of great financial, social and health 
strain that provides conditions for domestic 
violence to spike (Haider et al. 2020; UN News 
2020; Usta, Murr and El-Jarah 2021; UN Women 
n.d.). Throughout the world during the COVID-19 
crisis a significant increase in calls for help to 
domestic violence helplines and demands for 
emergency shelter was reported (UN Women 
n.d.; World Health Organization [WHO 2020).

In six Sahelian countries domestic violence in-
creased by 12 per cent during the pandemic (by 
30 per cent in Chad, 14 per cent in Senegal, 10 
per cent in Mali and less than 10 per cent in Bur-
kina Faso, Mauritania and Niger) (African Union 
Commission – Women, Gender and Develop-
ment Directorate, United Nations Entity for Gen-
der Equality and the Empowerment of Women, 
Office of the United Nations High Commission-
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er for Human Rights and United Nations Popu-
lation Fund 2020). Already limited capacities to 
help women overcome gender-based violence 
have been overwhelmed, as support services 
were greatly disrupted during the pandemic 
(World Health Organization 2020). Owing to the 
great disturbance to many programmes aimed 
at helping women and girls, it has been esti-
mated that in the next decade there could be 2 
million female genital mutilation cases global-
ly and an additional 13 million child marriages 
due as a result of the COVID-19 crisis (United 
Nations Population Fund 2020).

More than 70 per cent of workers in the health 
and social workforce on the frontlines in the 
fight against the pandemic globally were wom-
en, although women make up less than 25 
per cent of leaders in the global health sector 
(Harper et al. 2020). In sub-Saharan Africa com-
munity health workers, mostly unpaid and the 
majority of whom are women, contributed to 
fill the health care gap, thus putting themselves 
at greater risk of infection due to the informal 
nature of their work (International Labour Or-
ganization [ILO] 2020). Lockdowns and border 
closures have increased the already existing 
financial challenges faced by women, particu-
larly in developing countries (Foley and Piper 
2020; United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development 2021). 

Some of the sectors particularly affected by 
the COVID-19 economic downturn had a high 
percentage of female employees. In accommo-
dation and food services, real estate, business 
and administrative activities, manufacturing, 
and the wholesale/retail trade women therefore 
risked job losses or a decline in working hours 
(Georgieva et al. 2020; ILO 2020). In 2020 these 
four sectors represented 41 per cent of total fe-
male employment globally, compared with 35 
per cent of total male employment (ILO 2020). 

From an economic perceptive, as reported 
by McKinsey & Company (2020), jobs held by 
women globally were 1.8 times more vulnerable 
than those held by men, with a potential loss of 

US$ 1 trillion in global gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth under a gender-regressive sce-
nario. The COVID-19 crisis cost women around 
the world at least US$ 800 billion in lost income 
in 2020 alone, the equivalent of the combined 
wealth of 98 countries (AllAfrica 2021).

An increasing number of studies suggest that 
the negative impacts of COVID-19 could poten-
tially lead to delays in the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Shulla 
et al. 2021; Elavarasan et al. 2022; Hannan et 
al. 2022; Martín-Blanco et al. 2022; UN 2022). 
Such setbacks could hinder achievement of the 
road maps, identified in national SDG reports, 
for meeting targets related to women’s empow-
erment, employment and economic inclusion, 
education, maternal and child health, early mar-
riage, and gender-based violence.

Recovery efforts in the aftermath of the COV-
ID-19 crisis should not be allowed to increase 
the gender divide in areas ranging from the 
economy to education, food security, health 
care, peace and security, participation in de-
cision-making, and access to information. To 
ensure that women benefit equally from a re-
covery that is not only greener, but also gen-
der-smart and more inclusive of women, girls 
and other population categories most at risk, 
decision-makers need to factor gender consid-
erations into the way economic stimulus and re-
covery packages are designed and distributed.

By mainstreaming gender responsiveness into 
these packages, African countries can seize a 
once-in-a-generation opportunity to build more 
gender-equal societies and lay a solid founda-
tion for better gender-inclusive productive sys-
tems as part of the transition towards decar-
bonized, circular and green economies and a 
PCB-free future.
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Methodology
Experience shows that when generic gender 
mainstreaming frameworks are applied to in-
creasingly specialized areas of development 
practices, such as chemicals and waste man-
agement, these frameworks are usually not fit 
for purpose. They may not capture, for instance, 
the unique gender dynamics specific to POPs. 
The Gender Mainstreaming Strategy and Action 
Plan is meant to serve as a practical tool to en-
sure that gender considerations are adequately 
mainstreamed into project implementation. 

A literature review of available resources was 
first conducted. Relevant data, approaches, 

lessons learned, and good practices were ex-
amined and used to develop a first draft of 
the Gender Mainstreaming Strategy and Ac-
tion Plan. Feedback and inputs received from 
resource persons at national and regional lev-
els were triangulated and reflected in the final 
version. A knowledge, attitude and practices 
(KAP) survey and a basic training workshop 
session were organized to establish a baseline, 
raise awareness about the GAP, and facilitate 
its adoption. These activities also laid the nec-
essary foundation for potential future capaci-
ty-building efforts in the target countries.

Box 1.1: Government Responses to COVID-19: Lessons on Gender Equality for a World in Turmoil and the 
UNDP-UN Women COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker

Government Responses to COVID-19: Lessons on Gender Equality for a World in Turmoil 
(UN Woman and United Nations Development Programme [UNDP] 2022) analyses the 
overlapping impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, accelerating climate disasters and 
geopolitical conflict as they present a threat to gender equality and women’s rights 
globally. This report discusses what governments can do to prevent further rollbacks 
and recover lost ground, while enhancing resilience and preparedness for future shocks. 
Examining nearly 5,000 measures adopted by 226 countries and territories from 
the  UNDP-UN Women  COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker (UNDP 2023),  the 
report finds that government responses overall paid insufficient attention to gender 
dynamics. At the same time, instances of innovation and learning provide important 
lessons for gender-responsive policymaking in times of crisis.



This section explores gender considerations 
in the general context of chemicals and waste 
management. It focuses, to the extent possible, 
on the specific gender narrative applicable to 
PCBs and Africa.

Section 3 looks at potential entry points for 
gender mainstreaming under the headings of 
enabling environment; stakeholder engage-
ment; inventories and monitoring; alternatives 
to PCBs; knowledge management; the human 
health impact and cost burden of exposure to 
PCBs; mitigating the socio-economic impact of 
exposure to PCBs; and financing the phase-out 
of PCBs and adoption of safer alternatives.

Section 4 consists of a gender-responsive log-
frame and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
framework (Table 4.1) and a risk matrix for 
gender-related considerations during project 
implementation (Table 4.2).

Conclusions are presented in Section 5.

“All people, irrespective of gender identity, 
must have the same rights, responsibilities 
and opportunities in order to achieve the 
sound management of chemicals and 
wastes, and both are vital to achieve 
the majority of the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals. In order to identify 
and address inequalities, data that enable 
identification of impacts based on gender, 
i.e. the social attributes and opportunities 
associated with being male or female, and 
the biological sex is needed. Women are 
generally more disproportionally impacted 
by exposure to chemicals and wastes 
and have less access to participation in 
decision making. Women are also key 
agents of change. Women and chemicals 
is an underexplored topic that deserves 
more attention” (International Pollutants 
Elimination Network n.d.)

THE GENDER CONTEXT OF PCBS MANAGEMENT 

©
 U

N
A

M
ID

/O
liv

ie
r C

ha
ss

ot



Gender Mainstreaming Strategy and Action Plan: UNEP/GEF SADC PCB Project 10

Context analysis
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) have 209 
congeners (IARC 2015). These synthetic chem-
icals have properties such as low electrical 
conductivity, high resistance to thermal degra-
dation, and high thermal conductivity. Owing to 
such properties, PCBs have been widely used 
as dielectric isolators in electrical equipment 
such as capacitors and transformers, as well 
as in hydraulic fluids (Erickson and Kaley 2011; 
Dorman and Reiner 2021; US EPA 2023; Stock-
holm Convention n.d.a). 

An overview of the existing literature accessi-
ble at the time this research was carried out 
shows that while there has been encouraging 
progress (noticeable in efforts made during 
the past two decades), gender dynamics in the 
context of POPs management in general and 
management of PCBs in particular remain un-
derstudied and under-recognized overall. Con-
sequently, such gender aspects are yet to be 
fully addressed in line with the guidance provid-
ed in the BRS Gender Action Plan (BSR Conven-
tions 2013) or with national priorities to achieve 
the relevant SDGs.

In designing strategies and action plans to 
phase out PCBs, it is crucial that the deci-
sion-makers and other key stakeholders in-
volved go the extra mile to investigate the inter-
play between gender inequalities and the wide 
array of health, environmental and socio-eco-
nomic risks arising from exposure to these 
harmful chemicals. Thus countries can address 
the multi-layered flows of gender norms, stereo-
types, perceptions and social roles assigned to 
women and men in a given social context. Light 
can also be shed on how the interplay between 
such flows may shift the tide of exposure to 
affect specific social categories disproportion-
ately, making them more vulnerable; hence the 
need for greater attention and support through 
gender-transformative interventions.

Trends and figures 
Even in countries where applications of PCBs 
have been restricted, including their use in 
transformers and capacitors and as hydraulic 
oils, PCBs can be found in the environment, 
including air, ground and surface water, soils, 
dust and sediments.7 

The 33 member countries of the European En-
vironment Agency (EEA) reported an overall de-
crease in POPs emission levels between 1990 
and 2017, including an 83 per cent decrease in 
emissions of PCBs. Decreased PCB emissions 
were mainly due to reductions in “industrial pro-
cesses and product use”, which accounted for 
87 per cent of the total decrease in this period 
(European Environment Agency [EEA] 2021).8

Many studies have reported on environmental 
and occupational exposure to PCBs derived 
from electrical equipment and building mate-
rials (e.g. plasticizers, flame retardants, paints, 
caulking compounds, sealants, fluorescent 
light ballasts). In several countries the highest 
concentrations of PCB contamination have 
been detected at e-waste recycling sites. There 
is a need for the remediation of these areas to 
help protect the health of workers and local 
populations (Montano et al. 2022).

A recent study on long-term temporal trends 
of 20 POPs in nine African countries (including 
Mali and Mauritius) showed that concentra-

7 See, for example, Barakat, Khairy and Aukail (2013) (Egypt); Bogdal et al. 
(2013); Wu et al. (2015) (China); Sun, J. et al. 2016 (China); Arinaitwe et al. 
2018 (Lake Victoria, East Africa); Jing, Fusi and Kjellerup (2018); Cui et al. 
(2020) (China); Chukwujindu et al. (2022); Ngoubeyou et al. (2022); Othman 
et al. (2022); Shi et al. (2022) (China). In samples collected in a heavy pol-
luted rural area of the North China Plain, Sun, H. et al. (2020) found that 
waste incineration and industrial activities were the main sources of PCBs 
in PM2.5 (particles less than 2.5 microns in diameter), contributing 76.8 per 
cent and 12.7 per cent, respectively. In the same area Jiang et al. (2023) 
estimated that biomass burning contributed 9.3 per cent to the total PCB 
and organochlorine pesticide (OCP) mass.

8 Under Council Directive 96/59/EC of 16 September 1996 on the disposal 
of polychlorinated biphenyls and polychlorinated terphenyls, EU Member 
States were to carry out inventories of big equipment containing PCBs 
or polychlorinated terphenyls (PCTs); adopt plans for the disposal of this 
equipment, and safely dispose of it (the deadline for disposal was the end 
of 2010); and prepare outlines for collecting and disposing of non-invento-
ried equipment containing PCBs and PCTs (e.g. most household appliances 
manufactured prior to the ban on these chemicals). Under the recast 1996 
POPs regulation, all remaining PCBs within dielectric equipment in concen-
trations above 0.005 per cent and in volumes greater than 50 milliletres (ml) 
must be destroyed or irreversibly transformed by the end of 2025 at the 
latest (European Commission 2023).
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tion levels of many POPs, including PCBs, had 
declined significantly during the previous ten 
years while the levels of others had remained 
stable or were increasing in some locations, 
which was attributable to the prevalence of 
open burning of waste (particularly e-waste) 
across Africa (White et al. 2020). 

E-waste contains numerous chemicals, includ-
ing PCBs and other POPs, that are harmful to 
human health and the environment (Parvez et al. 
2021; Lin and Achal 2021; Lin, C. et al. 2022; Lin, 
S. et al. 2022). A large percentage of the world’s 
e-waste remains undocumented at its end of 
life (Maes and Preston-Whyte 2022). According 
to The Global E-waste Monitor 2020 (Forti et al. 
2020), less than 18 per cent of the e-waste gen-
erated globally in 2019 (about 53.6 million metric 
tons) was properly documented and recycled.9 Li 
and Achal (2020) reported that in Guiyu, China, 
where approximately 70 per cent of the world’s 
total e-waste was ending up, as little as 25 per 
cent was recycled in formal recycling centres 
with adequate protection for workers. 

Much of total global e-waste is accumulating 
in open dumpsites in several African coun-
tries. Based on available data, Maes and Pres-
ton-Whyte (2022) concluded that the main Afri-
can recipients of e-waste were Nigeria, Ghana 
and Tanzania (one of the 12 target countries), 
while Kenya, Senegal and Egypt were countries 
of concern. The authors estimated that the to-
tal volume of e-waste in Africa in 2019 (locally 
produced plus imported e-waste) was between 
5.8 and 3.4 metric tons, but considered this 
figure to be an underestimate since large data 
gaps exist. South Africa also faces a growing 
e-waste problem (Borthakur 2020; Moyen Mas-
sa and Archodoulaki 2023). 

9 The Global E-Waste Monitor (Forti et al. 2020, Annex 3) provides esti-
mates of e-waste generated per country, and per person, in 2019 in most 
countries including each of the target countries. Figures for e-waste to 
be documented for collection and recycling are presented for Mauritius, 
Namibia and Zimbabwe. In addition, Tanzania’s first National E-Waste 
Statistics Report (Tanzania National Bureau of Statistics and United Na-
tions University, ViE – SCYCLE 2019a) presents, inter alia, volumes of 
e-waste generated in Mainland Tanzania, in the years 1998-2017. At the 
same time, this report cautions that data on e-waste remain limited. See 
also Tanzania National Bureau of Statistics and United Nations University, 
ViE – SCYCLE (2019b).

Lack of adequate data and differing definitions 
of e-waste are two of the reasons it is impossi-
ble to provide a global figure for employment in 
the e-waste sub-sector (ILO 2019a; Forti et al. 
2020). Obtaining reliable data related to e-waste 
is complicated by differences in labelling, as well 
as in reporting between formal and intermittent 
informal importers (Maes and Preston-Whyte 
2022). It is estimated that approximately 80 per 
cent of the world’s 24 million waste workers are 
informal. They are involved at all levels of waste 
management, from direct collection to recycling 
and waste treatment (Süss 2023). 

Informal waste economies are dominated by 
women, who tend to perform the lowest pay-
ing tasks upstream in the value chain (Gunsil-
ius, Chaturvedi and Scheinberg 2011; ILO 2014; 
UNEP 2022a, b). In developing countries the per-
centage of women workers who are informally 
employed (92 per cent) is substantially higher 
than the percentage of men workers (87 per 
cent). Moreover, in a majority of countries (56 per 
cent) the percentage of women workers in infor-
mal employment is greater than the percentage 
of men workers (Bonnet, Vanek and Chen 2019). 

ILO (2019b) reported that “While there is a lack 
of hard statistics, there are reports that in some 
countries a higher proportion of women than 
men work in particularly vulnerable situations, 
and that the work is sometimes carried out 
by children in contravention of the ILO’s Worst 
Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999.” WHO 
(2021) estimated that as many as 18 million 
children and adolescents and 12.9 million wom-
en, including an unknown number of women of 
childbearing age, could be at risk from adverse 
health outcomes linked to e-waste recycling.  

Since China announced in 2018 that it would 
no longer accept other countries’ plastic waste 
there has been an increase in plastic waste 
exports to Africa, much of which is difficult to 
recycle and ends up in rivers and the ocean. 
Countries including Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, 
Senegal, Tanzania and Uganda are being flood-
ed with plastic waste, with adverse effects on 
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people who are poor and socially marginalized, 
particularly women (Lerner 2020; Wakunuma 
2021; IPEN 2022; WHO 2023b).

In Africa pollutants found in e-waste, including 
PCBs, have been identified at elevated levels in 
air, water, soil, dust, fish, agricultural products, 
and human matrices such as blood, urine and 
breast milk. This points to the fact that risks from 
exposure to e-waste in Africa can go beyond oc-
cupational workers and nearby communities to 
encompass the general population as well as fu-
ture generations (Orisakwe et al. 2019).

In a study on POPs contamination in ambient air in 
Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean and the Pacif-
ic Islands, Bogdal et al. (2013) found that ambient 
air concentrations of PCBs in Africa were relatively 
high when compared to other regions. They sug-
gested that waste (particularly e-waste exported 
to Africa from industrialized countries) could be 
a possible source of PCBs in Africa, as PCBs had 
never been extensively used or produced there.

In Nigeria, which has a large stock of PCB-con-
taining oil and equipment (Ahmad and Olu-
waguby 2021), environmental media contam-
inated by PCBs are found near installations 
where they are used and elsewhere (Aganbi, 
Iwegbu and Martincigh 2019; Iniaghe and 
Kpomah 2022). Discarded transformer oil 
has been used by people,  unaware of PCBs’ 
adverse health effects, for purposes includ-
ing cooking, lice and skin treatment, killing 
weeds, roasting animal hides, and open agri-
cultural burning (Abutu and Adibe 2014; WECF 
2017; Okoh 2015; Chime 2022). Nigeria is also 
the leading importer of electrical and electronic 
equipment on the African continent, with over 
half a million metric tons of electronic prod-
ucts being discarded every year. Approximately 
100,000 people work in the country’s e-waste 
recycling sector, providing an important source 
of livelihoods (UNEP 2023b).

A comparative study conducted between 2012 
and 2019 and reported by Krätschmer, Malisch 
and Vetter (2021) analysed 57 official nation-

wide pooled milk samples from 53 countries 
on five continents (Africa, Central/South Ameri-
ca, Asia, Europe, and Australia/Oceania). There 
were relatively high levels of PCBs in samples 
collected in Africa compared with those from 
other regions, with a few exceptions.

High levels of PCBs and other POPs observed in 
Ghana in breast milk samples, especially in larg-
er cities, raised concerns about PCBs in dirty oils 
and obsolete equipment as well as the unregu-
lated disposal and recycling of e-waste (Asante 
et al. 2011). Findings from an analysis of plastic 
resin pellets along Ghana’s coastline suggest-
ed that river pollution with PCBs was related to 
e-waste activities (Hosoda et al. 2014).10 

In the first study on organochlorines, includ-
ing chlorinated pesticides and PCBs, in breast 
milk in Tanzania (Müller et al. 2017) the esti-
mated daily intake of nondioxin-like PCBs was 
found to exceed the provisional tolerable daily 
intake in 48 out of 95 nursing infants. A study 
by Müller et al. (2019) assessed prenatal POPs 
exposure to Tanzanian infants and evaluated 
the distribution of POPs between breast milk, 
maternal blood, placenta and cord blood. 
Tanzanian infants were found to be exposed to 
a wide range of POPs, including PCBs, during 
faetal life, raising concerns for potential health 
effects. The authors also found that maternal 
blood concentrations could lead to underesti-
mation of prenatal exposure, while breast milk 
collected close to delivery might be a more 
suitable indicator of prenatal exposure.

A study of POPs levels and trends in Guinea-Bis-
sau showed that serum levels of PCBs signifi-
cantly decreased between 1990 and 2007. The 
authors suggested that national and interna-
tional POPs management could be responsible 
for an observed decrease in  organohalogen 
compound concentrations in humans in that 
country, as in the case of decreases in developed 
countrie (Linderholm et al. 2010). 

10 For PCB levels in breast milk in Ghana and Uganda, respectively, also see 
Asamoah et al. (2018) and Matavu et al. (2021).
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POPs, including PCBs, are among the most 
important and hazardous soil pollutants. Food 
producing animals such as chickens, cattle, 
sheep and goats can take up PCBs-contami-
nated soils. Contamination of soils and feed 
with PCBs can lead to high levels being found in 
animal food products (Weber et al. 2018, 2019).

Petrlik et al. (2019) investigated POPs contam-
ination at what was then the world’s largest 
e-waste scrap yard in Agbogbloshie (Ghana), 
medical waste incinerators in Accra (Ghana) and 
Kumasi (Ghana), and two open-burning waste 
dump sites in Yaoundé (Cameroon). POPs in 
eggs were measured because free-range chick-
ens are “active samplers” of materials on the 
ground. Eggs also represent an important hu-
man exposure pathway through consumption. 
Some of the highest levels of POPs ever meas-
ured in eggs were found in samples collected at 
Agbogbloshie. Indicator PCBs these eggs were 
four times higher than the European Food Safe-
ty Authority (EFSA) standard. Although PCBs 
near the medical waste incinerators did not ex-
ceed limits, significant levels were found. 

There have been an increasing number of re-
ports on contamination of eggs from free-
range poultry with polychlorinated dibenzofu-
rans (PCDD/F) and PCBs during the last two 
decades (Petrlik et al. 2022). In an investigation 
of wild bird eggs in South Africa’s industrialized 
areas by Quinn et al. (2013) PCBs were detect-
ed in all eggs, while 30 congeners were found in 
more than 80 per cent of the samples covered 
by the study. 

An analysis of POPs in maternal plasma, in-
cluding 15 PCB congeners, carried out in South 
Africa showed low levels of PCBs, although 
there were differences across geographical 
regions (Röllin et al. 2009). A study on South 
Africa’s Tswana population suggested that reg-
ular exposure to the combustion of solid bio-
fuels used for cooking and heating in house-
holds was associated with higher serum levels 
of PCBs, including dioxin-like PCBs (DL-PCBs) 
(Pieters and Focant 2014). An investigation of 

POPs in South African estuaries, based on data 
from 1960 to 2020, found that PCBs exceeded 
recommended levels in drinking water (Olisah, 
Adams and Rubidge 2021).

Gender-based differentiation in 
the context of PCBs
There is an urgent need to mainstream the gen-
der aspects of PCBs and other POPs in order 
to address existing limitations in environmental 
health research and the wider narrative of PCBs’ 
health effects on everyone. Paeck and Bolte 
(2016) reported that out of 552 studies explor-
ing social inequalities in environmental health, 
concepts related to sex and gender were ana-
lysed in only 11 studies and were mentioned 
in another 45 abstracts. Beery (2018) found 
that In animal research models female sub-
jects were still under-represented. Many inves-
tigators remain resistant to the use of female 
subjects in research (Zucker and Prendergast 
2020; Zucker et al. 2021). 

There is also a need to break out of silos, and 
to bring scientists and other experts together 
to work in synergy in cross-functional teams as 
well as maintaining a permanent dialogue aimed 
at establishing gender-inclusive approaches to 
data collection and analysis (Bolte et al. 2018). 

Across different economic sectors where PCBs 
are used, the interplay between poverty, sex, 
gender norms, and exposure to these harmful 
chemicals is likely to shift the burden more to-
wards those population groups that are most 
vulnerable, thus disproportionately affecting 
women. It is critical to understand the working 
conditions of these poorest workers who end 
up bearing the triple burden of mortality, fertil-
ity, and intergenerational health complications 
(McAllister, Magee and Hale 2014). 

A study in Viet Nam showed that women work-
ing at e-waste recycling sites had increased ex-
posure to low-chlorinated PCBs and high-bro-
minated polybrominated diphenyl ethers 
(PBDEs), possibly as a result of inhalation and 
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ingestion of dust (Tue et al. 2010). Understand-
ing these realities is crucial in regard to policy 
interventions, such as working to shift the flow 
of solid waste into the formal economy. Rela-
tively higher incomes and increased workloads 
in the formal sector may drive greater compe-
tition from men and discourage women from 
assuming professional duties on top of the do-
mestic and caregiving responsibilities assigned 
to them based on underlying gender norms.

Women and children, who are typically respon-
sible for household chores such as cooking, 
bear the greatest health burden from the use of 
polluting fuels and technologies in homes glob-
ally (WECF 2016, 2017a; Wahlang 2018; WHO 
2022). Women can be disproportionately af-
fected by indoor air pollution from a wide range 
of sources, including unhealthy energy sources 
used for cooking. As of 2020, roughly 2.4 billion 
people globally lacked access to clean cooking. 

Reliance on polluting fuels is especially pro-
nounced in sub-Saharan Africa, where only 17 
per cent of the population currently uses clean 
solutions; in addition, between 2000 and 2020 
the number of people in this region without 
access to clean cooking increased by almost 
50 per cent as population growth outpaced 
the increase in access; use of polluting fuels 
is estimated to cause approximately 3.2 mil-
lion premature deaths annually while impeding 
progress on gender equality and environmental 
quality goals (Khavari et al. 2023). It has been 
reported that women more often than men dis-
pose of household waste by burning it in open 
fires in homes and yards, thus releasing and 
being exposed to furans and dioxins (uninten-
tional POPs) (WECF 2017a).

A number of studies examine ways in which 
air pollution can exacerbate gender inequali-
ties and increase the health burden on women 
(Stockholm Environment Institute (2020). One 
study has demonstrated that women tend to 
work less during high pollution weeks due to 
the social caregiving roles assigned to them, 
as their children are unable to attend schools 

(Montt 2018). Another suggests that the cog-
nitive functions of elderly women are more 
affected in comparison to their male counter-
parts as by exposure to outdoor air pollution 
(Kim et al. 2019). 

While various studies point to the health bur-
den and economic costs associated with air 
pollution, which may disproportionately affect 
women among other vulnerable social groups, 
further investigation is needed to improve the 
current understanding of the transport patterns 
PCBs and other POPs and resulting exposures 
(Hung et al. 2013). More research is also needed 
to better understand underlying gender norms, 
based on national and local circumstances, in 
order to prototype gender-informed responses 
to PCBs management that are context-specific 
and fit for purpose.

In the areas of capacity building and aware-
ness-raising a major blind spot that should be 
investigated – and prioritized by decision-mak-
ers and development practitioners working in 
the areas of PCBs management – is the de-
sign and implementation of gender-respon-
sive capacity building and awareness-raising 
interventions. Since women may not be seen 
on the PCBs frontlines as users or workers in 
maintenance or storage facilities, there could 
be a misleading risk perception bias towards 
men. This is an aggravating factor in circum-
stances where women may not be considered 
as priority targets to benefit from training, haz-
ard warnings and preventive measures, among 
other awareness-raising interventions. Wom-
en could thus be exposed to greater risks and 
become even more vulnerable to exposure to 
PCBs when the prevailing risk perception fails 
to capture the different ways they by them are 
affected directly or indirectly.

By removing PCBs from transformers and oth-
er electrical equipment and making room for 
PCB alternatives, the GEF project will contrib-
ute to breaking the cycle nurtured by the in-
terplay between sex, gender and exposure to 
PCBs. This means women will be less impact-
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ed in various ways (e.g. maternal and children’s 
health, indoor pollution, intake of contaminated 
foods such as fish from contaminated water-
bodies and agricultural products from contam-
inated soils). Given the complexity of the issue 
and the few data available, the project can use 
holistic thinking to provide practitioners work-
ing with PCB on the frontlines with the guid-
ance needed to identify entry points for gender 
mainstreaming.

Gender-responsive 
management of PCBs: 
challenges and opportunities
The current state of research suggests that the 
multiple ways in which women may be impact-
ed by exposure to PCBs (similarly to exposure 
to other POPs) tend to be understudied and 
under-recognized. This situation can largely be 
explained by socio-economic factors, but also 
by underlying cultural norms and drivers of gen-
der inequalities. For instance, some stereotypes 
prevail, certain social roles are specifically as-
signed to women, and there is an expectation 
that women will behave in certain ways or fulfil 
specific functions. 

As an example, it has been found that women 
are prone to consume higher intakes of tradi-
tional food such as fish as part of maternal 
diets which have been associated with higher 
exposure to PCBs among women than in men 
(Knudsen et al. 2015). Women also have lower 
household incomes and suffer greater food in-
security and economic hardship than men. Be-
cause of such conditions and pressures, wom-
en tend to take higher risks to provide for their 
families (Ivers and Cullen 2011; Oxfam Inter-
national 2019). While the same thinking could 
be applied to men facing high risks, the key 
necessity is to bring the different pieces of the 
gender equality puzzle together to see the big 
picture: this is essential in order to understand 
how gender in a specific social or geographical 
context may exacerbate existing vulnerabilities 
to PCBs and other POPs.

Over the last decades significant progress has 
been made towards gender-responsive man-
agement of POPs at national and global levels. 
Nevertheless, several challenges persist and 
are yet to be addressed. 

We now know more about how women and 
men are exposed to PCBs, similarly to exposure 
to other POPs, and how they are affected, giv-
en that aspects related to sex and biology have 
been studied to some extent. However, very 
little is known about the interactive processes 
according to which the cumulative impacts as-
sociated with exposure to these chemicals are 
a function of socio-economic factors. These 
processes include underlying gender dynamics 
that are often complex and largely under-recog-
nized. In other terms, understanding how expo-
sure is amplified and impacts are exacerbated 
is not a linear equation, but a multidimensional 
matrix.

To set the scene and understand the extent to 
which human health and the environment are 
affected by exposure to PCBs and other POPs, 
availability of and access to quality data re-
main a key challenge. Sex-disaggregated and 
gender-sensitive data are critical. They are also 
crucial for determining how the invisible gen-
der dynamics specific to a given development 
intervention could exacerbate the harmful ef-
fects associated with these silent chemicals. 

In cases where a growing body of research does 
exist with regard to specific POPs, silos need 
to be broken through cross-functional teams 
bringing together PCB specialists, health re-
searchers, and gender specialists. Knowledge 
management mechanisms such as the Strate-
gic Approach to International Chemicals Man-
agement (SAICM) knowledge platform (SAICM 
n.d.) are much needed in an overall context of 
data scarcity.

The data challenge is becoming even more 
crucial going forward. Significant progress has 
been made during the last decades in generat-
ing much needed sex-disaggregated and gen-
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der-sensitive data. An example of gender-sen-
sitive data can be found in the GAP (see Part 
4), which pays attention to similarities and 
differences between the experiences and opin-
ions of women and men while conducting in-
ventories and other types of research related 
to PCBs. However, much more data are needed 
as environmental health research works hard 
to keep up with the speed at which industries 
are incorporating new chemicals into complex 
formulations, including regrettable substitu-
tions (Maertens, Golden and Hartung 2021; 
Food Packaging Forum 2022). Further inves-
tigation will be needed to determine whether 
such substances have potentially harmful ef-
fects on human health and the environment, 
as well as the extent to which their use could 
worsen existing gender inequalities in specific 
contexts and geographies.

Awareness-raising is another key challenge in 
planning and implementing interventions in ar-
eas related to PCB management. It may not be 
possible to travel the last mile towards achiev-
ing a gender-transformative approach to the 
management of PCBs without explaining tech-
nicalities, acronyms, exposure scenarios, and 
potential health and environmental impacts in 
a simplified language understandable by every-
one – a language that leaves no one behind, 
especially those disproportionately affected in-
cluding women, children, occupational workers, 
refugees and migrants, those living in poverty, 
minorities, and other social groups such as 
people living in hardship conditions or facing 
discrimination.

However, there are promising opportunities to 
harness the potential of innovations and tech-
nologies to shift towards a PCBs-free world 
with healthy future generations. As a consen-
sus is building on the harmful effects of PCBs 
and other POPs, technological advances are 
bringing much-needed impetus to advancing 
gender-sensitive research. This means efficient 
pathways for effective and gender-transforma-
tive management can be identified for PCBs in 
particular and POPs in general. Such dynamics 

can be seen, for instance, in areas where safer 
alternatives to PCBs are being developed using 
the principles of green chemistry. 

Mainstreaming gender considerations into 
sound management of PCBs will not only im-
prove the lives of women and men living today, 
but also those of future generations. Aware-
ness-raising on how exposure to PCBs can 
become a health issue remains essential. It is 
also essential to shed light on how exposure to 
PCBs can transcend cross-generational space 
through maternal and children’s health. Data 
related to exposure history and dietary pat-
terns remain critical when it comes to women 
of reproductive age. The same can be said of 
those, across economic sectors, who are most 
exposed to higher risks in securing an income 
and providing for their families (Wahlang 2018). 

While prevailing social and cultural norms in a 
given development context could be the drivers 
of gender-differentiated exposure to PCBs and 
POPs, it may not be possible to challenge root 
causes overnight. Sheltering the most exposed 
and most vulnerable social groups from the 
far-reaching impacts of harmful chemicals has 
become increasingly specialized. Stereotypes 
and assumptions in the gender sphere could 
be challenged over time by identifying the right 
entry points for mainstreaming gender. 



Policy, regulatory and 
institutional frameworks 
Enabling environment 

Despite the huge efforts made to develop le-
gal frameworks for the sound management of 
PCBs, gaps and loopholes may persist in na-
tional legislation, regulations and policies giv-
en the evolving nature of the economic sectors 
and industries using these chemicals. Even in 
situations where extensive regulations are in 
place, the last mile of enforcement and effec-
tive operationalization remains a key challenge 
for many countries.

Approving and enforcing legal processes is 
not an easy task, hindering a country’s ability 
to come up with timely legal responses. Flex-
ible policies and dynamic regulatory respons-
es for the sound management of PCBs are 
crucial if countries are to keep up with the rap-

idly shifting use patterns and business mod-
els associated with the presence of PCBs and 
PCB-like chemicals in a continuously evolving 
industrial landscape.

Lawyers and economists should not work 
in silos, as better results could be achieved 
through the use of blended packages of le-
gal and economic measures such as taxes, 
fees, tradeable permits, extended producer 
responsibility, “pay as you throw” initiatives, 
and deposit-refund schemes (SAICM 2020). 
This approach is even more relevant as part 
of stimulus packages to support the rebound 
of national economies in the aftermath of 
the COVID-19 crisis. Such packages could be 
used as entry points, not only to catalyse the 
transition towards green and circular econo-
mies but also to mainstream gender consider-
ations and achieve economies of scale.

MAINSTREAMING GENDER CONSIDERATIONS INTO NATIONAL 
PCB POLICIES, REGULATIONS, PHASE-OUT PLANS AND 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESSES 
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An important trend to consider while develop-
ing legal frameworks is the use of information 
and communications technology (ICT) to pro-
mote citizen engagement. For example, the UN 
Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA) has developed a Citizen Engage-
ment Toolkit to support the incorporation of 
ICT tools in the decision-making process (Unit-
ed Nations Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia 2021). However, there is a 
wide gender gap in Africa (African Union 2019; 
Kwakwa 2023), with a gender parity score in 
2022 of .75 (International Telecommunication 
Union [ITU] 2022).11 The fact that men are more 
likely to be connected to the Internet means 
there will probably be lower participation and 
engagement of women in the development and 
implementation of PCBs and POPs related reg-
ulations than if this ratio were higher.

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Promote a science-policy interface to 
enable gender-informed decision- mak-
ing based on sex-disaggregated data 
and gender-sensitive research protocols 
(UN Women 2021). 

 › Use gender-sensitive wording (UN n.d.b) 
in drafting national legislation such as 
laws, bills and decrees to incorporate 
gender aspects in the legal basis for 
sound disposal and management of 
PCBs. 

 › Seek gender balance in forming legal 
teams in charge of drafting and enforc-
ing PCBs legislation and regulations to 
ensure that the perspectives of women 
and men are equally reflected.

 › Assign gender quotas in governance 
bodies in charge of the sound manage-
ment of PCBs at national and subna-
tional levels.

11 The gender parity score is calculated as the proportion of women who use 
the Internet divided by the proportion of men. A value less than one indicates 
that men are more likely to use the Internet than women, while a value great-
er than one would indicate the opposite. Gender parity is considered to be 
achieved if the value lies between 0.98 and 1.02. In 2022 the gender parity 
scores in the Americas and Europe were 1.0 and .98, respectively (ITU 2022). 

 › Provide gender training benefiting leg-
islators, regulators and policy makers 
to determine how the socio-economic 
impacts of PCBs may disproportionate-
ly affect women and men and explore 
possible entry points for gender main-
streaming.

 › Empower women to use ICT tools to 
ensure women’s equal participation in 
legal processes related to PCBs man-
agement.

 › Promote gender equality along supply 
chains of products containing or con-
taminated with PCBs to reduce the eco-
nomic hardship on women and men and 
reduce their exposure.

 › Empower women, through capacity 
building, to benefit equally from stimulus 
packages, market signals, and behav-
ioural change incentives using a mixture 
of legal and economic instruments to 
phase out the use of PCBs.

Stakeholder engagement 

As in the case of other POPs, there is still a poor 
understanding by the general public of the large 
number of products that contain or are contam-
inated with PCBs, as well as of their geographic 
distribution. While industrial workers handling 
electrical fluids in capacitors and transformers 
may be aware of the potential health risks as-
sociated with exposure to PCBs, they may not 
grasp the extent to which PCBs are present in 
their daily lives in a wide range of products in-
cluding adhesives and plastics. The same ap-
plies to communities living close to exposure 
hotspots such as recycling facilities, storage ar-
eas or maintenance units. Many products con-
taining PCBs have remained in use for decades 
after they ceased to be manufactured (Erickson 
and Kaley 2011). 

A mistaken belief regarding stakeholder en-
gagement is that gender mainstreaming can 
be achieved through ensuring that equal num-
bers of women and men attend meetings and 
workshops. While equal participation is funda-
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mentally important, effective participation by 
women and other vulnerable social groups in 
processes related to the phase-out and sound 
management of PCBs will only be possible 
where appropriate empowerment measures 
are factored into the equation.

It would be safe to assume that there is rel-
atively weak participation, overall, by some 
stakeholder categories such as the private sec-
tor and local communities. That fact may not 
reflect the diversity of all those managing PCBs 
or at risk due to exposure to them. This is an 
area in which more efforts are needed to reach 
out to all those whose views and collaboration 
matter for effective phasing out and sound 
management of PCBs.

Given the complex nature of the economic sec-
tors and industries using products that contain 
or are contaminated with PCBs, establishing 
effective communication channels with all rele-
vant stakeholders can be challenging. Addition-
al efforts should be made to involve the “silent 
majority” represented by women, children, so-
cio-professional categories at higher risk, and 
other vulnerable social groups.

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Carry out extensive consultations with 
representatives of the social groups 
most at risk from exposure to PCBs, in-
cluding women and children.

 › Reach out to women and men from all 
relevant stakeholder categories and vul-
nerable social groups in order to have a 
good representation of all targeted sec-
tors.

 › Create an enabling space in which wom-
en’s groups and their representatives, 
among other stakeholders, are empow-
ered to provide their perspectives.

 › Ensure that women are equally repre-
sented in the decision-making process-
es related to the phase-out and sound 
management of PCBs.

 › Engage women representatives not only 
in the formal sector, but also in the infor-
mal sectors or subsectors of the econo-
my exposed to PCBs. 

 › Establish cross-sectoral and gen-
der-sensitive communication channels 
using local languages, social media, and 
other dissemination platforms such as 
workers’ unions, family health centres 
and consumer protection associations. 

Technical and environmental 
aspects
Inventories and monitoring

There is an emerging trend for scientific and 
policy expertise related to the management of 
chemicals, including PCBs, to become more 
diffused to developing countries. While this is 
an encouraging development, gender balance 
is yet to be addressed as countries, whether 
developed or developing, are striving to train 
skilled experts and negotiators in their at-
tempts to advance the multilateral architecture 
of chemicals governance. 

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Provide gender training that assists 
technical staff in charge of planning and 
conducting PCB inventories to identify 
relevant entry points for gender main-
streaming.

 › Conduct gender-sensitive PCB invento-
ries, to the extent possible, by describ-
ing, documenting and breaking down 
their differentiated impacts by sex and 
gender.

 › Upgrade PCB monitoring mechanisms 
by collecting sex-disaggregated and 
gender-differentiated data (e.g. the 
POPs Global Monitoring Plan projects 
monitor POPs including PCBs in hu-
man milk [Stockholm Convention 2013; 
n.d.d); 

 › Seek gender balance while preparing 
the terms of reference for various tech-
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nical and managerial positions such as 
consultants, experts and negotiators. 

Alternatives to PCBs 

In general, while there are promising safer al-
ternatives to PCBs countries still face numer-
ous obstacles including lack of funding to meet 
switching costs, poor research and develop-
ment (R&D) infrastructure, unqualified human 
resources, lengthy reforms to tackle harmful 
subsidies, or behavioural resistance to change.

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Conduct awareness-raising activities 
to unpack the potential impacts as-
sociated with exposure to PCBs into a 
simplified language that is understood 
by everyone, especially those dispropor-
tionately affected including women, chil-
dren, occupational workers, refugees 
and migrants, people living in poverty, 
minorities, and other social groups such 
as those living in hardship conditions or 
facing discrimination.

 › Ensure that women and other vulner-
able social groups are empowered to 
access productive assets and financial 
services while providing financial and 
economic incentives to switch to safer 
PCB-alternatives.

 › Provide market signals to enable wom-
en to be equally represented in leader-
ship positions and break through glass 
ceilings, especially in sectors benefiting 
from a mix of policy and economic tools 
as part of stimulus packages to boost 
domestic R&D capabilities through pub-
lic-private partnerships.

 › Provide sex-disaggregated cost esti-
mates of exposure to PCBs to build a 
stronger case for action and prioritize 
those most at risk including women; 
see, for example, the studies conducted 
by the World Bank and the Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation (2016) 
and SAICM (2020).

 › Enable women and men, despite the so-
cial roles assigned to them as caregivers 
and breadwinners, to fully benefit from 
capacity building interventions meant to 
strengthen institutional and human ca-
pacities needed to accelerate the adop-
tion of safer alternatives to PCBs.

 › Use context-specific approaches to raise 
awareness about safer PCB alternatives 
among women and other vulnerable 
groups, such as through field schools 
and locally recruited volunteer teachers.

Knowledge management 

Undoubtfully, huge efforts were made over 
the last decades to generate a critical body of 
knowledge to better understand the complex 
interactions between exposure to PCBs and 
the existing socio-economic factors, including 
context-specific gender dynamics.

While scientific research has made commend-
able advances to some extent in decoding how 
the interplay between sex, gender, and exposure 
can influence the flows of impact on human 
health and the environment, pieces of knowl-
edge remain scattered, limited to a few circles of 
expertise, and the full picture is yet to be drawn.

Even more challenging is the speed at which 
chemicals exhibiting PCB-like behaviour, as well 
as other chemical-alternatives to PCBs, are be-
ing adopted across industries and incorporated 
into a wide range of products spread across 
borders and geographies. It can be concluded 
that we still know very little about the true so-
cial burden and cumulative costs of PCBs (sim-
ilarly to other POPs) on human development, 
economies, and the environment. 

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Involve gender specialists together 
with policymakers and PCB experts in 
domestic and global knowledge man-
agement platforms to bridge the knowl-
edge gaps in gender mainstreaming and 
PCBs management.
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 ›  Build institutional capacities to walk the 
talk of gender mainstreaming strategies 
and translate action plans into concrete 
interventions. 

 › Invest in gender focal teams, instead of 
gender focal points, at institutional lev-
els to ensure continuity and maintain an 
institutional memory despite turnovers.

Health aspects
Health impact and cost burden of 
exposure to PCBs

A cross-disciplinary study covering 1000 ran-
domly selected 70-year-olds suggests that high 
blood levels of PCBs are associated with pre-
mature death (Lind et al. 2019). Studies on rats 
to assess the effects of exposure to certain 
PCB congeners showed different alterations 
of motor activity in males and females (Cauli 
et al. 2013). Another study suggested that the 
expression of genes regulated by thyroid hor-
mones was activated by certain PCBs and their 
hydroxylated congeners (Zheng et al. 2017).

In sub-Saharan Africa health costs resulting 
from exposure to pesticides represent an eco-
nomic burden of approximately US$ 90 billion 
(SAICM 2020). The same approach could be 
used to investigate the economic costs asso-
ciated with exposure to PCBs. The harmful im-
pact of PCBs is exacerbated by the global food 
trade, by means of which harmful food contam-
inants can be distributed. A recent study sug-
gested that marine fish exports from Europe to 
sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 84 per cent 
of consumer exposure to the PCB-153 conge-
ner (Huang et al. 2020).

The gendered roles assigned to women and 
men in their homes and workplaces translate 
into differentiated health impacts associated 
with exposure to PCBs, similarly to those of 
other POPs. Thus it is crucial to use a gender 
lens when exploring the cumulative health im-
pact and real cost of exposure to PCBs. Only 
in this way can policymakers raise the political 
profile of PCBs and make gender-informed de-

cisions towards better a understanding of gen-
der-transformative impacts in the specialized 
fields of chemicals and waste management.

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Establish multidisciplinary task forces 
to mainstream gender considerations 
into environmental health research 
frameworks and protocols.

 › Invest in the production of gender-sen-
sitive and sex-disaggregated data to 
better understand the complex inter-
play between, sex, gender, exposure and 
impacts applicable to environmental 
health research (e.g. through environ-
mental health research protocols).

 › Assess the cumulative costs of expo-
sure to PCBs, including on maternal 
health and the health of future gener-
ations. For instance, data on PCBs in 
human milk are available through the 
UNEP/GEF POPs Global Monitoring 
Plan projects (UNEP n.d.b, c).

 › Increase awareness about the true 
scope of the general public’s exposure 
to PCBs, with a specific emphasis on 
women of reproductive age, among oth-
er vulnerable groups.

Socio-economic aspects
Mitigating the socio-economic impact of 
exposure to PCBs

If mitigation measures are to be effective and 
fully operational, those at risk and the general 
public alike need to be aware of the hidden part 
of the iceberg: not only that PCBs are harmful, 
but the full story of their cumulative econom-
ic costs, most of which are invisible, as well as 
their health impact including the share passed 
on to future generations. 

Once this milestone is achieved, raising 
awareness is a necessary step. However, 
awareness-raising is not sufficient to trigger 
behavioural change and a shift from busi-
ness-as-usual. It is therefore of utmost impor-
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tance to combine awareness-raising efforts 
with meaningful approaches to boost alterna-
tive livelihoods and enable a transformational 
change towards a PCBs-free future. 

This is one recipe for building sustained resil-
ience in communities and populations that are 
most at risk. By using a gender-response ap-
proach to building resilience, the development 
co-benefits of boosting gender equality could 
be further multiplied across the SDGs. 

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Ensure that awareness-raising activities 
are adapted to local contexts and are 
inclusive of those most at risk, not only 
those on the frontlines, including women 
of reproductive age, children, youth and 
the elderly working in the informal sector.

 › Where workers are exposed to PCBs, as-
sign low-risk tasks to women of repro-
ductive age to mitigate the health bur-
den including that passed on to future 
generations.

 › Develop tailored gender-sensitive con-
tent for advocacy and awareness-rais-
ing, instead of one-size-fits-all cam-
paigns, including through the use of 
information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) and other educational 
approaches to reach those who are usu-
ally inaccessible and nudge those who 
may be resistant to change.

 › De-risk investments in childcare facilities 
to foster children’s education and tack-
le child labour issues in sectors such as 
those along the e-waste value chain.

 › Promote the use of PCBs-free products 
and energy sources in households;

 › Generalize access to social security ser-
vices, including for those in the informal 
sector, to mitigate exposure to PCBs, 
especially among women, children and 
those in other vulnerable social catego-
ries who work under poor conditions to 
gain their livelihoods.

 › Support women’s equal access to train-
ing, productive assets and financial ser-
vices so as to reduce exposure and im-
prove their livelihoods. 

Financing the phase-out of PCBs and 
adoption of safer alternatives 

Financing for development faces unprecedent-
ed obstacles in light of the slow pace of recovery 
from the COVID-19 crisis (United Nations De-
partment of Economic and Social Affairs 2023). 
This problem can be seen in the mismatch be-
tween the funding needed to tackle exposure to 
PCBs and other POPs and the scarcity of financ-
ing available at domestic and global levels. 

Consequently, countries need to do more with 
less. To close the funding gap in financing the 
phase-out of PCBs and the adoption of safer 
alternatives, innovative financing instruments 
could be explored to de-risk public-private in-
vestment and optimize domestic financing. One 
way of doing this is to mainstream gender into 
development projects in the areas of waste and 
chemicals management, such as those financed 
by the GEF in line with its gender policy based on 
a “do-good” instead of a “no-harm” approach.

Potential entry points for gender mainstreaming:

 › Empower women to benefit equally 
from traditional financing mechanisms, 
as well as from innovative financing 
schemes such as the use of mobile 
money and digital wallets.

 › Promote gender-responsive microfi-
nancing schemes to benefit women’s 
groups that are usually underserved by 
traditional financing systems. 

 › Use gender-sensitive budgeting in de-
velopment projects to ensure that wom-
en’s groups and those in other vulnera-
ble social categories fully benefit from 
development interventions. 



GENDER-RESPONSIVE LOGFRAME AND MONITORING AND 
EVALUATION (M&E) FRAMEWORK, AND RISK MATRIX FOR GENDER-
RELATED CONSIDERATIONS DURING PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION
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Table 4.1: Gender-responsive logframe and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) framework

Outcomes Outputs Gender-sensitive Indicators Target Illustrative entry points 
for gender mainstreaming

1. National regulations and 
international requirements 
identified in 12 participating 
countries, including 
infrastructure and enforcement 
capacities, resulting in a 
harmonized approach for 
the environmentally sound 
management of PCB oils, 
equipment and wastes

1.1 National regulations 
in 12 countries on the 
environmentally sound 
management (ESM) of 
PCBs and PCB wastes in the 
context of the Stockholm 
and Basel Conventions 
reviewed

Percentage of women and youth who are members 
of National Coordinating Committees At least 30 per cent

•	 Enable women and youth from key partner institutions and 
administrations involved, as well as project target areas, to 
effectively contribute and inform the drafting and implementa-
tion of national PCB regulations by raising their awareness and 
strengthening their capacities, including by providing specific 
training on PCBs control mechanisms, public speaking, advo-
cacy, and conflict mediation

•	 Establish a quota of at least 30 per cent to designate the mem-
bers of the drafting committees in charge of developing na-
tional regulation on the ESM of PCBs and PCB wastes in the 
context of the Stockholm and Basel Conventions

•	 Hire gender specialists as part of the legal drafting teams of 
experts to identify and propose legal provisions on gender 
equality, recognizing that women and youth are disproportion-
ately affected by exposure to PCB oils, equipment and wastes 
and stipulating mechanisms through which women can cham-
pion the ESM of PCBs at national and regional levels in south-
ern Africa (including through capacity building to strengthen 
their technical and managerial skills related to PCBs manage-
ment, as well as to facilitate their access to financial services 
and enhance their livelihoods)

•	 Raise awareness among women and men, representing the 
targeted administrations, about the interplay between sex, 
gender, and health/environmental impacts associated with ex-
posure to PCBs and the role of gender-smart interventions in 
mitigating the burden of exposure to PCBs. 

Number of countries that submitted gender-
sensitive PCB regulations for adoption (e.g. policies 
and regulations that recognize the disproportionate 
impacts resulting from exposure to PCBs on women 
and men, using gender sensitive wording and sex-
disaggregated data)

12 (all target countries) 

Number of countries that adopted gender-sensitive 
PCB regulations

6 (at least 50 per cent of the 
target countries)

Percentage of women members of the drafting 
teams in charge of developing PCB related 
regulations and guidance documents 

At least 30 per cent

1.2 Improved administrative 
capacity for controlling PCB 
in 12 participating
countries

Number of women inspectors and customs staff 
trained across 12 countries

At least 30 per cent (20 out 
of 60)

Number of women designated as responsible 
persons for PCBs in power supply utilities and other 
stakeholders (M)

At least 30 per cent (84 out 
of 250)

Number of training sessions on mainstreaming 
gender into PCBs management in the 12 
participating countries. These could combine 
generic trainings addressing the key entry points 
for gender mainstreaming to level the ground and 
bridge existing knowledge gaps, together with 
country-specific deep dives focusing on the specific 
gender contexts of the participating countries to 
further inform the content and methodology used by 
the trainers.

At least two per country: one 
basic session at regional level 
for the 12 participating
countries and one advanced 
session at national levels, 
adapted to each country’s 
needs, for persons 
responsible
for PCBs.
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Outcomes Outputs Gender-sensitive Indicators Target Illustrative entry points 
for gender mainstreaming

2. 12 countries monitoring PCB- 
containing equipment in service 
and using tracking system 
established to follow PCBs in 
electrical equipment until their 
final phase-out 

2.1 Detailed inventories 
of PCB-containing oils 
and equipment held by 
utility companies in 12 
participating countries 
developed (in-use and 
waste)

Percentage of women and youth from key institutions 
and partner entities involved in developing detailed 
national inventories of oils and equipment containing 
PCBs held by utility companies

At least 30 per cent
•	 Assign quotas of at least 30 per cent for women while desig-

nating national and regional committees in charge of inven-
tories of PCBs held by utility companies and in other sectors

•	 Hire gender experts to upgrade the existing inventories and 
monitoring mechanisms by collecting sex-disaggregated data 
and communicating these data to the general public to stim-
ulate behavioural changes, as well as to decision-makers in 
order to enable informed decision-making. This could be done, 
for instance, by describing, documenting and breaking down 
by sex and gender the respective data related to exposure to 
PCBs and associated potential impacts in order to identify 
hotspots, trends, and priority intervention areas

Percentage of women trained for identification and 
quantification of PCB containing oils and equipment At least 50 per cent

2.2 Development of detailed 
inventories of PCB-
containing oils and 
equipment held by other 
sectors in 12 countries 

Percentage of women and youth from key 
institutions and partner entities involved in 
developing detailed national inventories of oils and 
equipment containing PCBs held by other sectors

At least 30 per cent

2.3 Phase-out plan endorsed 
by utility companies and 
other PCB-containing 
equipment owners

Number of phase-out plans endorsed by utility 
companies and other equipment owners containing 
sex- and age-disaggregated data and recognizing 
the role of women and youth in ESM of PCBs

12 (one in each target 
country)
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Outcomes Outputs Gender-sensitive Indicators Target Illustrative entry points 
for gender mainstreaming

3.Disposal of PCBs and PCB- 
containing equipment from the 
12 countries in an
environmentally sound 
manner, in accordance with the 
Stockholm Convention 

3.1 Training utilities in 
collection, draining of 
transformers, and transport 
of PCB-contaminated oil

Percentage of women and youth who benefited 
from training of utilities in collection, draining of 
transformers, and transport of oils contaminated 
with PCBs

At least 50 per cent •	Work with national and regional partners to identify key gender 
stakeholders, as well as women and men who will be gender 
champions and influencers with whom to team up during train-
ing

•	 Schedule training at times suitable for participation by women 
and youth which do not compete with their productive, repro-
ductive and community activities

•	 During interactive training sessions, provide women and youth 
with an enabling space to express their viewpoints without 
fear of being confronted

Percentage of women who manage/own 
companies/entities licensed to collect, drain and 
transport materials and equipment containing or 
contaminated with PCBs in the southern African 
region

At least 10 per cent

Percentage of companies licensed to collect, drain, 
and transport PCB hazardous waste available in the 
region with a gender representation at entry, mid 
and senior management levels

At least 30 per cent

3.2 Storage of 4300 metric 
tons of PCB oil, PCB-
contaminated oil and PCB 
equipment at national 
facilities

Percentage of women and youth involved as part 
of the project teams in charge of storage of PCB 
materials at national facilities

At least 30 per cent

•	 Establish a quota of at least 30 per cent for women and youth, 
while designating the members of national and regional task 
forces in charge of the identification, collection, storage and 
export of various materials including oils, transformers and 
capacitors containing or contaminated with PCBs

3.3 Collection of at least 
1000 capacitors containing 
PCB oil identified and 
collected for export Percentage of women and youth involved as part 

of the project teams in charge of the identification, 
collection, and export of various materials including 
oils, transformers, and capacitors containing or 
contaminated with PCBs

At least 30 per cent
3.4 Export of 500 
metric tons of Askeral 
transformers, capacitors, 
and PCB- contaminated 
oil (concentrations >2000 
ppm) for destruction at a 
dedicated facility
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Outcomes Outputs Gender-sensitive Indicators Target Illustrative entry points 
for gender mainstreaming

4. Stakeholders are aware of 
the need to phase out PCBs 
in an environmentally sound 
manner, and best practices are 
developed for implementing 
ESM in ongoing management of 
in-use transformers in project 
countries and for subsequent 
projects

4.1 National and regional 
communications/outreach/
awareness strategies 
developed and implemented

Number of national and regional communication 
strategies, including a component on risk reduction 
and awareness, which contain gender-sensitive 
language and sex-disaggregated data

12 (one in each target 
country)

•	 During awareness-raising interventions, provide women and 
youth with the enabling space to express their viewpoints with-
out fear of being confronted 

•	 Hire gender experts to work with communication and knowl-
edge management specialists to conduct gender analyses and 
develop/implement gender-responsive strategies and action 
plans

Number of nationally specific gender analyses 
conducted in the target countries (analyses should 
focus on the target sites and landscapes where PCB 
phase-out interventions are taking place)

12 (one in each target 
country)

Percentage of women and youth who participated 
in the design, and who were involved in the 
implementation of communication and outreach 
strategies and national and regional levels

At least 30 per cent

4.2 Development of lessons 
learned framework for 
replication and extension 
at national level following 
adoption by national 
authorities

Number of national policies, integrating lessons 
learned from project implementation, which contain 
gender-sensitive language and sex-disaggregated 
data

12 (one in each target 
country)

•	 Hire gender experts to document lessons learned, case studies 
and success stories in the area of gender mainstreaming into 
PCBs management. These experts could feed into national 
policies for upscaling and replication in the southern African 
region and beyond. 
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Table 4.2: Risk matrix for gender-related considerations during project implementation

Risk Impact/probability rating 
(low: 1 to high: 5) Management/mitigation strategy

Resistance among project 
stakeholders to challenges 
to traditional norms and 
stereotypes on the basis of 
which gendered roles are 
assigned to women and men 
with regard to the safe and 
sound management and 
phase-out of PCBs

Impact: 4
Probability: 3

Gender considerations proactively mainstreamed into project interventions 
through the present Gender Action Plan (GAP) to raise awareness, 
empower women’s groups, and challenge existing gender inequalities 
Development of a gender-sensitive M&E system based on the project 
logframe to track progress against targets and to trigger the necessary 
managerial responses should the expected gender results not be met 
during a given milestone of project implementation

The executing partners do not 
provide the support required 
to mainstream gender into 
project interventions 

Impact: 3
Probability: 1

Gender considerations strongly embedded in the project results framework 
through specific gender-responsive indicators and targets
Gender experts can be hired to provide tailored gender mainstreaming 
training in order to build critical capacities among project stakeholders and 
raise necessary awareness

The COVID-19 crisis has 
exacerbated underlying 
gender inequalities and 
triggered a “priority shift”

Impact: 4
Probability: 4

Special attention should be given to showcasing the importance of 
bringing the gender equality agenda to the forefront of building back better 
efforts and stimulus packages at domestic and regional levels



Gender Mainstreaming Strategy and Action Plan: UNEP/GEF SADC PCB Project29

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, this report highlights the signifi-
cance of applying a gender lens to understand 
the intricate gender dynamics concerning ex-
posure to POPs, with a particular emphasis on 
PCBs. It acknowledges that certain social cate-
gories may experience disproportionate effects 
resulting from the interplay of sex, gender, and 
exposure to POPs. Women, children, and men 
are identified as vulnerable groups that can be 
disproportionately affected by PCBs and other 
POPs. Nevertheless, the existing research indi-
cates an evident gap in comprehending the var-
ious ways in which women may be impacted 
due to their exposure to PCBs, indicating a need 
for further investigation and recognition.

Furthermore, the report underlines the impor-
tance of recognizing differentiated impacts 
based on gendered roles assigned to individ-
uals in their daily lives. While PCBs and other 
POPs are pervasive environmental contami-
nants, the effects of exposure can vary signif-
icantly among different social groups. Conse-
quently, identifying these distinctions is crucial 
in formulating effective solutions. However, a 
notable challenge lies in the availability and ac-
cess to quality data, particularly sex-disaggre-
gated and gender-sensitive data, which play a 
vital role in understanding the extent to which 
human health and the environment are affect-
ed by these harmful substances.

Despite the growing awareness of the adverse 
health and environmental impacts of PCBs, 
gender dynamics in the context of POPs man-
agement, particularly PCBs, remain understud-
ied and under-recognized. To address this, it is 
important to emphasize the necessity of rais-
ing awareness on how exposure to PCBs can 
affect the health of both women and men. The 
implementation of a Gender Action Plan (GAP) 
is proposed as a means to generate sex- and 
gender-disaggregated data, conduct outreach 
interventions aimed at vulnerable populations, 
and enables effective disposal and destruction 

of PCBs and PCB-containing or contaminated 
waste with gender sensitive approaches. By 
doing so, the report aims to increase aware-
ness of the intricate interplay between sex, 
gender, and health/environmental impacts as-
sociated with PCB exposure, and provide prac-
tical guidance to support gender integration in 
the phasing out of PCBs, ultimately benefiting 
women and men alike. This targeted approach 
is expected to result in mitigating impacts on 
maternal health, children’s health, indoor pollu-
tion, and food consumption from contaminat-
ed sources, thus creating a more equitable and 
healthier environment for all.
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