
Collaborative Partnership on Sustainable Wildlife Management
The Collaborative Partnership on Sustainable Wildlife Management (CPW) is a voluntary partnership of inter- 
national organizations with substantive mandates and programmes for the sustainable use and conservation of 
wildlife resources. The mission of the CPW is to increase cooperation and coordination among its members and 
other interested parties on sustainable wildlife management to promote the sustainable use and conservation of 
terrestrial vertebrate wildlife in all biomes and geographic areas. 

Sustainable wildlife management 
Sustainable wildlife management (SWM) is the sound management of wildlife species to sustain their populations 
and habitat over time, taking into account the socioeconomic needs of human populations. This requires that 
all land-users within the wildlife habitat are aware of and consider the effects of their activities on the wildlife 
resources and habitat, and on other user groups. In this factsheet, the term “wildlife” refers to “terrestrial or 
semi-terrestrial vertebrates”.

In view of its ecological, social and economic value, wildlife is an important renewable natural resource, with 
significance for areas such as rural development, land-use planning, food supply, tourism, scientific research 
and cultural heritage. If sustainably managed, wildlife can provide continuous nutrition and income and contrib-
ute considerably to the alleviation of poverty as well as to safeguarding human and environmental health. 

The objective of the fact sheets produced by the CPW is to inform decision-makers, stakeholders and the 
general public about issues and opportunities relating to the sustainable use and conservation of terrestrial and 
semi-terrestrial vertebrate wildlife.

What is at stake? 
Gender inequalities and differences play an impor-
tant role in the use, management and conservation 
of wildlife at the local level. Addressing gender issues 
is, therefore, as essential in achieving sustainability 
objectives as it is in advancing equal rights. The term 
gender refers to sociocultural norms about what is 
considered appropriate for women and men within 
a society. These norms shape interactions between 
women and men and define their roles and respon-
sibilities. Access and control over resources are 
defined by the power relationships underlying gender 
roles, which are also influenced by other social mark-
ers such as race, ethnicity, class and sexuality. 

Gender issues are often overlooked or little 
addressed in wildlife conservation and management 

efforts, even within those that are focused on com-
munity-driven efforts.1, 2 Yet key factors influencing 
sustainable wildlife management (SWM) such as 
human-wildlife conflicts, unsustainable and illegal 
trade, tenure rights, poverty, and food and livelihood 
security all have significant gender dimensions. If 
these are not addressed, they may considerably 
limit the effectiveness of the management meas-
ures adopted and exacerbate pre-existing gender 
inequalities. Taking gender issues into account in 
respect to wildlife management involves addressing 
needs, priorities, knowledge and understanding of 
both women and men, and ensuring that both are 
actively involved in decisions over SWM in a way 
that leads to reconciling goals of gender equality 
and sustainable wildlife management.

SUSTAINABLE WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT 
AND GENDER CPW
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Key issues

Sustainable Livelihoods
Many households, particularly in rural areas in the 
developing world, depend on wildlife as a source of 
protein and of income. As bushmeat hunting is gen-
erally a male-dominated activity, this influences the 
focus of wildlife management strategies to concentrate 
on men’s behaviours and needs. Yet, gender relations 
are integral to the bushmeat value chain. In some set-
tings, both women and men are directly involved as 
hunters, such as among the Australian Martu.3 In other 
cases, women derive part of their livelihood from the 
sale of cooked or uncooked bushmeat. In Yaoundé, 
Cameroon, 84.3 percent of workers in markets and 
restaurants selling bushmeat in 2006 were women.4 

Gender relations also influence bushmeat hunting indi-
rectly. For example, women’s uncompensated agricul-
tural and household work allows men to devote more 
time to hunting, but also diminishes the household need 
for cash income derived from hunting.5 Women may 
also play a role in perpetuating existing hunting behav-
iours, for instance by preparing meals for hunters and 
expressing a preference for men that hunt as potential 
partners.6 Hence, SWM practices need to consider 
gender roles and relations to understand the needs, 
values and beliefs that drive hunting behaviours.

Wildlife further provides alternative income sources 
in the form of wages or compensation for wildlife tour-
ism and conservation. Ensuring that both women and 
men benefit from such livelihood opportunities is nec-
essary to encourage broad community support for 
SWM and to promote gender equality. For instance, 
the employment of women from local communities in 
the all-female Black Mambas Anti-Poaching Unit of 
the Balule Nature Reserve in South Africa has helped 
bridge the gaps between wildlife conservationists 

and local communities. The female rangers take part 
in anti-poaching patrols, outreach, and community 
education programmes. Since its inception, the Black 
Mambas have contributed to a 76 percent reduction in 
poaching on the reserve.7

Food Security
In some settings, bushmeat hunting plays a role in 
increasing food security, for instance by compensating 
for the seasonality of other livelihood activities such as 
agriculture, and mitigating the impacts of shocks. One 
such shock is crop and livestock raiding by wildlife, 
which can dramatically threaten the food security of 
a household. Threats to food security can have par-
ticularly detrimental impacts on women and children. 
Research shows considerable intra-household ine-
qualities in food distribution, consumption and caloric 
intakes. Although all household members will suffer in 
times of food insecurity, evidence suggests that women 
and girls risk receiving less and lower quality of food 
than their male counterparts with dire consequences 
for their health and nutrition status.8 

Women’s and children’s food security can therefore 
disproportionately be affected by wildlife management 
measures that do not address human-wildlife conflicts 
effectively, or that unselectively ban bushmeat hunt-
ing where bushmeat is the most accessible source 
of protein or cash income. Hence selective bushmeat 
hunting, regulated so as to allow for the harvesting of 
resilient species while preventing the hunting of vulner-
able ones, may simultaneously maintain viable wildlife 
populations and promote human food security.

Household and community food security is further 
affected by the decision-making and income-sharing 
arrangements between men and women. For instance, 
children’s food security increases when women have 
more power over the allocation of income within the 
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household.9 In contrast, men tend to spend more on 
personal and luxury items rather than on household 
food, health or education when they experience an 
increase of income.10 Thus, bushmeat hunting does not 
de facto increase food security for the entire household, 
particularly when gender inequalities in decision-mak-
ing power persist. More data are needed to understand 
the relationships between bushmeat hunting, food 
security and intra-household dynamics.

Human–wildlife Conflicts
Human–wildlife conflicts (HWCs) lead to a lack of 
security, increased workload, decreased food and 
economic security, and decreased wellbeing for local 
communities. Women generally experience a higher 
percentage of detrimental effects than men largely due 
to the gendered division of labour. Women are often 
responsible for home agriculture and the small-scale 
raising of poultry and livestock and therefore must 
guard against and deal with the aftermath of damage 
resulting from HWCs. Women may risk their security 
by going into forests to collect firewood and they are 
responsible for travelling long distances to fetch water 
due to lack of plumbing or when pipes are broken by 
animals.11 These costs often go unaddressed in wild-
life conservation measures, negatively influencing 
attitudes toward wildlife and leading to the legal and 
illegal killing of wild animals.12 Importantly, there is evi-
dence that gender-specific impacts of HWCs, such as 
those that relate to ‘invisible’ costs in the form of time, 
workload and safety of women, often go unnoticed 
by public officials.13 Reconciling the potential trade-
off between human wellbeing and wildlife cannot be 
achieved without the agency and decision-making of 
women in the food system, and without recognizing 
and overcoming the constraints that they face as a 
consequence of these conflicts. 

Decision-making in the Context of SWM
In both the private and public spheres, women face lim-
itations in engaging in decision-making at a level equal 
to that of men. In respect to SWM, there are well-docu-
mented gender disparities in access to forest resources 
and management.14 Household responsibilities, such 
as caretaking and food provision, severely limit the time 
many women can devote to participation in manage-
ment consultations, committees and boards, which are 
rarely designed with these time constraints in mind. In 
the Canadian Arctic, the percentage of women on hunt-
ing and wildlife management boards ranges from 0 to 
20 percent, depending on the region. Factors contrib-
uting to lower representation of women in these man-
agement roles include higher status given to men as 
hunters as compared to women as fishers; deference 
given to male elders; and the lack of reimbursement for 
costs of caring for children or elders, for which women 
are primarily responsible.15 

The gender gaps in SWM decision-making processes 

may contribute to increasing inequalities between men 
and women and to less effective management of wild-
life. Wildlife management policies that do not take into 
account local community needs, including the par-
ticular needs of women, can lead to non-compliance 
by those affected. Additionally, women may possess 
unique perspectives and knowledge which are nec-
essary for effective SWM. Importantly, the absence of 
measures to promote and facilitate the meaningful par-
ticipation of a ‘critical mass’ of women in decision-mak-
ing could lead to an unfair distribution of the costs and 
benefits of SWM between women and men.16

Unsustainable and Illegal Trade
Wildlife trade, when properly regulated, can sustaina-
bly contribute to local livelihoods and national econo-
mies. However, illegal wildlife trade, which represents 
an estimated 25 percent of the total wildlife trade,17 
poses great risk to biodiversity conservation. There 
is a growing political awareness of complexities of 
addressing illegal trade and of understanding how it 
affects women’s and men’s livelihoods. 

The greatest factors driving illegal trade include 
demand by collectors for exotic pets and trophies, 
and by consumers for exotic meats, medicine, fash-
ion, and other animal products.17 Gender norms, roles 
and stereotypes about masculinity and femininity are 
integral to the marketing and sales of these products. 
Certain animal products are culturally valued for their 
purported medicinal properties for enhancing virility, 
masculinity, or fertility and are thereby marketed in 
ways that reinforce these norms and stereotypes. In 
some countries, for example, it is believed that con-
suming parts of wild animals will transfer their inherent 
traits to humans: the fierceness of tigers and the sexual 
stamina of rhinoceros for men, and the docility of deer 
for women.18,19 Interestingly, while the majority of illegal 
medical products based on animals are aimed at men, 
animal-based products used for non-gendered med-
ical remedies, such as bear bile, are used equally by 
men and women.20

Consuming wild meats may demonstrate wealth, 
prestige, and social standing in some cultures, whereas 
in others it may be a matter of choice, taste and options. 
In some urban areas, wild meat is a luxury good which 
is marketed to and adopted by young men to boost 
their professional and social status. In line with cultur-
ally-ascribed notions of masculinity, the consumption 
of wild meats in Vietnam has become associated with 
“relaxation and adventure” activities such as indulg-
ing in alcohol and paid sex for men with disposable 
incomes.20 In contrast, wild animal products are mar-
keted towards women in the form of fashion products 
and accessories (such as bear tooth necklaces and 
tortoise shell combs).19 Understanding the cultural and 
gendered nuances influencing consumption can help 
create culturally appropriate and effective campaigns 
against illegal wildlife products. 
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Experience and knowledge

Alternative Livelihoods
One method of addressing gender inequalities in SWM 
is by supporting alternative livelihood activities for both 
women and men. In some cases, gender-differentiated 
livelihood opportunities may be the most suitable and 
viable options to respond to both women’s and men’s 
needs. In other cases, expanding beyond gender-dif-
ferentiated livelihoods may help both SWM and gender 
equality goals. The employment of female rangers in the 
Virunga National Park highlights the potential for facili-
tating women’s access to traditionally male-dominated 
activities. This strategy yields positive conservation 
results, and helps recast women from victims of human 
rights violations to full actors in the reconstruction of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo.21 

However, it is not enough simply to introduce an 
alternative livelihood activity without ensuring its social 
and economic viability and considering gender issues 
at every level of implementation. For instance, wildlife 
farming is a food and income-generating activity that 
is compatible with women’s involvement.22 However, 
one study found that women were often excluded from 
training, which led to a low adoption of the practice by 
women.23 This reinforces the need for gender consid-
erations to be taken into account in educational pro-
grammes and training, as well as provision of services 
and supportive technologies, to ensure that alternative 
livelihood opportunities are accessible to and can ben-
efit both women and men. 

Environmental Education
Environmental education is an important tool to 
improve attitudes related to wildlife. For instance, edu-
cation through direct experiences, such as visits to 
protected areas by local residents, can be a valuable 
learning tool. Particularly in the case of women, such 
visits can help reduce the participants’ fear of wildlife 
and increase their support for the conservation of spe-
cies that they rarely see or may view negatively due to 
HWCs.24 Education and training for women and men 
regarding the impacts of overharvesting and the loss of 
threatened and endangered species are also important 
measures to support SWM. 

Mitigation of Human–wildlife Conflicts 
Addressing the gendered impacts of HWCs requires 
gender-responsive solutions. Compensation schemes 
are one way of mitigating the negative impacts of 
HWCs. However, it is important to seek inputs from 
both women and men to ensure the inclusion of costs 
borne by all members of a household or community. 
Consultations that focus on obtaining feedback from the 
head of the household may be dominated by views and 
priorities of men, who are typically the household head. 
Including women’s perspectives can lead to solutions 

such as in-kind compensation through the provision of 
firewood, which can be more effective in compensating 
women’s labour costs than simple monetary payments.

Empowerment and Decision-making for SWM
SWM can reconcile the goals of promoting sustaina-
ble use and gender equality by strengthening women’s 
leadership and decision-making power in relation to 
the use of resources. For instance, a project to diminish 
illegal wildlife trade in the Yasuní Biosphere Reserve 
in Ecuador has been led by a local women’s group, 
which is engaging communities to reduce illegal over-
harvesting and to improve food security. Strengthening 
women’s leadership while allowing for the participation 
of both women and men has generated broad commu-
nity support for adopting alternative income-generating 
activities, limiting bushmeat hunting to subsistence 
needs, and conserving some highly threatened spe-
cies.25 In addition, as women are often responsible for 
managing livestock and crops, their views on how to 
improve wildlife management should inform and guide 
decision-making for HWC projects and programmes, in 
which they should be actively engaged. 

Regulating Bushmeat Hunting
In certain contexts, the legalization and regulation of 
selective bushmeat hunting may be considered, par-
ticularly in cases where bushmeat is central to food 
security.26 In addition to being often disproportionately 
affected by food insecurity, women’s workload tends to 
increase substantially when hunting is banned in the 
land they use around protected areas.19 Hunters may 
disregard regulations when the subsistence needs of 
their families are not met, rendering outright bans inef-
fective.26 Conversely, allowing the hunting and trade of 
selected resilient species could avoid negative impacts 
on women and men while increasing the willingness of 
hunters to respect bans on more vulnerable species.
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Raising Awareness on Illegal Wildlife Products
Finally, reducing the pressures on wildlife from unsus-
tainable and illegal trade in exotic products requires 
consideration of the intended consumers of these prod-
ucts, who are typically defined in respect to gender 
stereotypes and cultural norms.19 Awareness-raising 
campaigns to counter consumption of exotic wildlife 
products could be made more effective by an enhanced 
understanding of the drivers,27 and by addressing the 
ideas and values tied to masculinity and femininity 
which drive gender-specific demands of consumers.19 

Challenges
Significant challenges to mainstreaming gender in 
SWM include the dearth of reporting on gender equal-
ity outcomes and the lack of research on the interface 
between wildlife, livelihoods and gender. Most available 
research points to why gender should be considered in 
wildlife management. However, arguments are mainly 
based on localized case studies. The absence of a 
solid empirical base renders more difficult the tasks of 
advocating and effectively mainstreaming gender in 
wildlife management, and of using SWM as a tool to 
promote gender equality. 

Gender mainstreaming may further face challenges 
in many research and conservation organizations in 
which there remains a cultural divide between social 
scientists, advocating for inclusion, and natural scien-
tists, some of whom view gender as a confusing and 
distracting concept in wildlife conservation.2 Coupled 
with a lack of institutional expertise on gender, this 
leads to a gap between discourse and implementation. 
Gender mainstreaming activities may be included as 
add-ons to existing programmes, without being fully 
integrated or budgeted, limiting the success of such 
interventions. 

In addition, tackling gender issues within SWM is 
complicated by the pervasiveness of gender inequali-
ties. Gender roles and norms which influence SWM are 
rooted in social structures, such as family, schooling 
and the community, in ways not immediately perceived 
to be related to SWM. Gender inequalities are magnified 
by complex issues such as development, poverty, and 
family planning. Addressing the wide range of gender 
issues in SWM is therefore a complicated process 
requiring linkages that are oftentimes not envisioned in 
wildlife management projects.

Opportunities
Substantial commitments to gender equality have 
been made at the international and national levels, 
notably within the framework of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, particularly SDG 5 on gender 
equality. International institutions, conservation agen-
cies, national governments, and donors are increas-
ingly including gender equality and women’s empow-
erment in their corporate policies and initiatives, which 

fosters an increase in financial, technical and human 
resources dedicated to gender mainstreaming and to 
the promotion of women’s and girls’ rights. This pre-
sents a substantial opportunity for wildlife managers 
and biodiversity conservation practitioners to access 
comprehensive guidelines and training modules as 
well as funding, by addressing gender equality in their 
activities.

Advances in science, technology, and social 
sciences also present significant opportunities for the 
development of alternative solutions and the dissemina-
tion of information. However, case studies have shown 
that agricultural extension services and technology 
development personnel frequently target men, wrongly 
expecting them to transfer information to women.23 This 
reinforces the importance of developing alternative 
solutions with women’s and men’s needs in mind, and 
to ensure that information on and access to technology 
are provided to both women and men. 

The inclusion of gender considerations in training 
for policy makers and practitioners, as well as within 
academic curricula, can increase the capacity of 
researchers, policy makers and programme managers 
to address gender issues. Fostering an understanding 
of gender relations and their impacts on SWM among 
wildlife management practitioners and researchers 
can help bridge the gap between social scientists and 
natural scientists,2 as well as promote interventions 
that address wildlife conservation and gender equality 
objectives. 

What is still to be learned?
The collection of more sex-disaggregated data would 
support mainstreaming gender issues in wildlife man-
agement. Sex-disaggregated data and qualitative infor-
mation are needed to establish baselines.14 For example, 
knowing the nature and extent of women’s participation 
in decision-making groups is important to the design 
of inclusive SWM schemes. Sex-disaggregated data 
are also needed to perform monitoring and to assess 
outcomes.14 Successful conservation outcomes, such 
as a diminishing rate of poaching in fields surrounding 
a protected area, could hide an increased workload 
for women. Conducting gender-based assessments 
would therefore enhance knowledge of the linkages 
between gender issues and SWM, and inform more 
effective, equitable and inclusive programmes.

Similarly, there is a need for the identification of best 
practices and the compilation of detailed case stud-
ies of gender mainstreaming approaches in a variety 
of cultural and institutional settings. The outcomes for 
both wildlife conservation and gender equality objec-
tives need to be equally documented to contribute to 
further understanding of the gender dimensions of wild-
life management. 
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KEY MESSAGES
• In order to be effective and sustainable, interventions intended to control overharvesting of wildlife need to 

address gender and cultural norms that incentivize such activities.

• Alternative livelihood strategies, to be viable initiatives, must be developed and implemented taking into 
account the needs, priorities and capacities of women and men.

• Awareness-raising campaigns that address gender stereotypes and norms may help reduce consumer 
demand for exotic wildlife products.

• Policies directed to bushmeat conservation need to address gender issues and related factors of poverty 
and alternative livelihoods, in order to promote sustainable wildlife management.

• Gender analyses, using sex-disaggregated data, should be undertaken as part of the design and develop-
ment of wildlife management interventions, as well as during monitoring and evaluation.

• More research is needed on the gender dimensions of wildlife conservation and management.
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