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1. Rationale for a SWM Gender Strategy
05

The Rohingya refugee influx to Bangladesh caused the population of the 
Upazilas (sub districts) of Ukhia and Teknaf in the southern part of Cox’s Bazar to 
rise to around 1.5 million people. This has strongly contributed to existing health 
and environment challenges, including underfunded and under-resourced solid 
waste management (SWM) services. The impact of improper and uncontrolled 
solid waste management by refugee and community households is hazardous 
both to the health of their peoples and of the environment and is likely to lead to 
deteriorating conditions in the cyclone and monsoon season.

The United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP), with funding from the 
Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), initiated a project called 
Sustainable Solutions to Solid Waste to respond the Rohingya crisis in 
Bangladesh and the pressing SWM needs, both in the host communities and 
refugee camps. 

UNDP’s SWM project targets the prevention of diseases, the promotion of 
hygiene and proper sanitary standards, as well as the protection of women and 
children. This project is being implemented in the host communities of Ukhia and 
Teknaf, and in the refugee camps supporting the UNHCR, IOM and UNICEF 
WASH activities, for a three-year implementation phase.

In line with developing the SWM systems in Cox’s Bazar district, UNDP 
highlighted the importance of mainstreaming gender equality in the project to 
ensure the equal participation of women and men (inclusive of girls and boys of 
18 years and above) in the SWM systems and decision-making processes. 
Gender matters in the SWM systems because: 

Since the perception and views on roles and responsibilities of work both 
domestic and public are gendered, the needs and preferences differ 
between men and women; 

Many women participate in different stages of the solid waste and recycling 
system as waste pickers, waste sorters for the scrap shops/dealers, or other 
tasks for the recycling industry; 

To address threats/barriers that women may face in new technology 
investment, access to necessary training or credit, and to counter exclusion 
when the SWM activities get formalized/paid; 

To address and identify GBV issues from a project perspective so that 
mechanisms can be put in place.

a)

b)

c)

d)
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2. Alignment of the Strategy with Relevant Principles 
    and Agreements

This strategy is based on the following documents that form the gender 
perspectives of any UNDP supported study or project: (1) the UNDP Gender 
Equality Strategy 2018-2021, (2) UNDP Bangladesh Gender Equality Action Plan 
2016-2020, (3) Gender Parity Strategy 2018-2021. 

2.1 International Treaties and Agreements

The above-mentioned documents are in turn aligned with the following relevant 
international treaties and agreements:

a) Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) is an international bill of rights for women that spells out the meaning 
of equality, how it can be achieved, and an agenda for action by countries to 
guarantee the enjoyment of those rights. Accession of CEDAW by the GoB 
happened in 1984, with reservations.

b) Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action on Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment, 1995 (BFPA) provides the first global commitment to gender 
mainstreaming as the methodology to achieve female empowerment with a 
blueprint including the analysis of problems and opportunities in 12 critical areas 
of concern with clear and specific standards for action. It requires, “that before 
policy and programme decisions are taken an analysis is made of the effects on 
women and men”.

c) Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) recognizes that gender equality is 
both a goal in itself (MDG-3), and a condition for the achievement of all other 
goals. Bangladesh’s success in achieving the MDGs strengthened its capacity for 
development. 

d) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seeks to build on the MDGs and 
complete what they did not achieve, including realization of human rights for all; 
and gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. They balance 
the three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, social and 
environmental and include ‘Key Gender Equality’ targets as well as stand-alone 
Goal 5.

e) UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women Peace and 
Security reaffirms “the important role of women in the prevention and resolution 
of conflicts and the importance of their equal participation and full involvement 
for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security”.

f) Eight-Point Agenda for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality in Crisis 
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Prevention and Recovery, 2008 (8PA) is the blueprint for action and advocacy on 
gender-responsive crisis prevention and recovery focusing on 8 key areas, 
including ending violence against women; providing justice and security for 
women; advancing women as decision-makers; supporting women and men to 
build back better; promoting women as leaders of recovery; putting women’s 
issues on the national agenda; and working to transform society

g) UNDP Strategic Plan, 2014-2017 helps countries achieve the simultaneous 
eradication of poverty and significant reduction of inequalities and exclusion. 
UNDP’s vision, three areas of work, and seven outcomes, particularly Outcome 
#4, are relevant and tailored to the Bangladesh context.

h) UNDP Gender Equality Strategy, 2014 – 2017 (GES) provides strategic 
guidance to mainstream gender as COs operationalize the Strategic Plan, 
2014-2017, that includes detailed strategic entry points for integrating gender 
equality into each of the seven outcome areas. It is a set of parameters that 
support design of CO gender equality action plans as part of country programme 
documents, in sync with regional programmes. 

i) UN Development Assistance Framework Bangladesh, 2016-2020 (UNDAF) 
The UN System’s collective response for addressing inequalities in Bangladesh, 
particularly for the most vulnerable, deprived and marginalized by making human 
development with equity the central theme. The three priority areas are: (1) 
People; (2) Planet; and (3) Prosperity. It is anchored in the GoB’s Outline 
Perspective Plan of Bangladesh and the Seventh Five-Year Plan (7FYP). 

j) UNDP Bangladesh Country Programme Document, 2017-2020 (CPD) 
responds to the GoB’s vision and priorities in the 7FYP and the UNDAF. With a 
focus on governance, poverty reduction, disaster risk reduction and climate 
change, it is driven by the SDGs and is closely aligned with the principles of the 
Joint Cooperation Strategy with the GoB. GEWE is mentioned throughout the 
document, including Outcome #1: Ensuring economic growth is inclusive and 
supports economic opportunities, particularly for women.

2.2 Gender National Laws

They are also aligned with the following:

a) Government of Bangladesh (GoB) Seventh Five-Year Plan, 2016-2020 (7FYP) 
is the second phase of the implementation to achieve Vision 2021 and the 
associated Perspective Plan 2010-2021, which define economic and social 
outcomes for Bangladesh to achieve by 2020. It articulates new strategies, 
institutions and policies, while strengthening existing ones. The GAP will directly 
support outcomes 2, 3, 10, 11, 13 and 14 based on the Development Results 
Framework (DRF) and the CPD outcomes.
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b) National Women Development Policy, 2011 is the strategy for integrating 
GEWE throughout the GoB. It identifies the differential needs of men and women 
as a pre-condition for national development. It establishes equal opportunity and 
rights as imperative for continued progress, while recognising the current 
situation of women and identifying specific interventions.

2.3 Alignment with SIDA Gender Policies

The SWM project is funded and supported by SIDA, which has a strong women 
and child rights component. With the launch of the Feminist Foreign Policy this 
has been strengthened. SIDA’s support of gender equality and women’s rights 
focus mainly on five aspects of the gender equality agenda:

   •   Women’s political participation and influence
   •   Women’s economic empowerment and working conditions
   •   Sexual and reproductive health and rights
   •   Girls’ and women’s education
   •   Women’s security, including combatting all forms of gender-based violence

Hence gender equality is a top priority perspective for SIDA, along with 
promoting perspectives from marginalized people on development, a rights 
perspective, conflict prevention and environment and climate issues. The current 
SWM project has all these components under consideration in its gender 
strategy, which includes social variables such as religion, disability, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, ethnicity, culture, age and social class in its gender 
analysis.

2.4 Alignment of the Strategy with Child labour, Rights and  
      Decent Work

Apart from gender, perspectives on child labour, rights and decent work are 
taken on board and integrated into the analysis. Since human rights are 
children's rights, the Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) of SIDA also applies 
to development cooperation that directly or indirectly affects children, as clearly 
articulated in the ‘Children’s Rights and Business principles’ jointly produced by 
UNICEF, The Global Compact and Save the Children. 

In addition to the above, the SWM project, with its strong livelihood content, has 
also to be informed by the concept of ‘decent work’ as articulated by ILO. Decent 
work involves opportunities for work that is productive and delivers a fair income; 
security in the workplace; social protection for families; better prospects for 
personal development and social integration; the freedom for people to express 
their concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect their lives; 
and equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men. The ILO has 
developed an agenda for the work community, looking at job creation, rights at 
work, social protection and dialogue, with gender equality as a crosscutting 
objective.
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1.

2.

3. SWM Gender Mainstreaming Study
3.1 Gender Statement and Approach of the SWM Project

Sustainable solutions to solid waste is a complex project which intervenes at 
different tiers of state and society, covering households, markets, city 
corporations, camps and the informal sector of scrap yards and the scrap 
business. Any gender mainstreaming strategy that is to cover the complexity of 
the project area must therefore be multi-pronged, intersectional and at the same 
time be embedded in the socio-economic and cultural context of the locality in 
question. This can best be represented by a gender strategy that is based on the 
premises of intersectional feminism¹ i.e. a qualitative analytic framework that 
identifies how interlocking systems of power affect those who are most 
marginalized in society.  Hence a group of women and men may be differentially 
positioned in society due to their class, religion, ethnicity, age, gender or sexual 
orientation. Women and men who work as waste collectors in Teknaf municipality 
may belong to a particular class or age where they are more vulnerable than the 
middle-class household women of ward 8 whom they give service to. On the 
other hand, women who perform domestic work and care-giving services from 
dawn to dusk, regardless of whether they work in the home or outside, share 
common features which translate across class lines. There is therefore a need to 
understand people’s overlapping identities and experiences in order to 
understand the complexity of prejudices and discrimination which they face, 
interpreted within the totality of living conditions, rather than bracketed into 
men’s interests versus women’s interests. This principle is to be understood and 
linked up with the concept of gender mainstreaming as conceptualized in the 
UNDP Gender Equality Action Plan 2016-2020.

SWM Gender mainstreaming approach considers women’s and men’s concerns 
in all policy, programme, administrative and financial activities, as well as 
organisational procedures, to contribute to organisational change. Specifically, it 
involves bringing the outcome of gender-informed socio-economic and policy 
analysis (based on an intersectional approach) into all the decision-making 
processes throughout the organisation. A gender mainstreaming study for SWM 
initiatives thus comprises two steps:

¹Intersectionality is a theoretical framework for understanding how aspects of one's social and political 
identities might combine to create unique modes of discrimination.

²In December 2019, UNDP initiated a gender mainstreaming study in the SWM project, which concluded with 
a set of recommendations to incorporate in the project and orientation sessions to the SWM team and IPs.

Knowledge of the relevant issues that concern intersectional issues of 
gender; and

Incorporating this information into the work of the organisation through policy 
advice, networking, advocacy and team-work².
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a)

b)

c)

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

1. 

The theory of change envisaged in the SWM project is supportive of this 
approach. It is mentioned in the project document that proper solid waste 
management is multidisciplinary. The UNDP’s proposed project tie innovative 
solid waste activities to well-defined environmental, health, WASH, site 
management, and protection goals (both aligned with the Joint Response Plan 
and the SDGs), with significant additional an-ticipated benefits to livelihoods, 
social cohesion, gender equality, and human dignity in Cox’s Bazar District.

In the analysis of the SWM initiatives, it is essential to look at: 

3.2 Project and Organizational SWM Gender Responsibilities

Team members and Implementing Partners (IPs) of SWM Project commit to the 
following:

Achieving gender parity organisationally by:

For women actors in the project, the Team and IPs will:

Achieving gender parity among IPs and the SWM Team.

Women actors as entry points in gender mainstreaming. This will include 
female waste collectors, compost workers, householders, scrap yard sorters, 
refugees and social volunteers. It may be noted that, although there were no 
women entrepreneurs to be found in existing scrap business, a scope for 
potential actors may be kept open in future scenarios.

The role of children in scrap collection.

Using Sex, Age, and Diversity Disaggregated Data principles in all data 
management

Using gender responsive monitoring guidelines

Reviewing budget and vendor procedures with a gendered lens

Ensuring gender parity in staffing at all levels including at the ground level

Sharing knowledge about the intertwining of gender and environmental 
concerns at the levels of staff of SWM and IP teams, cash workers, waste 
collectors at beneficiary level and of households

Embedding the concept of anti-discriminatory principles of “decent work” in 
all policies and practices of SWM Ips.

Ensure proper gender policy that prohibits discrimination based on gender 
and sexual harassment, as well as policies around maternity leave and the 
legal protection of pregnant women.
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1. 

2.

3.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

Address, advocate for and provide wherever possible measures of social 
protection such as transport needs, basic amenities such as segregated 
toilets, privacy and welfare for female workers, such as breast feeding 
centres at all levels of the project.

Address, advocate or provide wherever possible mechanisms that address 
GBV issues according to international agreements and national laws.

Encourage and promote activities of economic empowerment for women.

Encourage and assist forums where women can form self-help groups or 
associations where they can discuss their own problems and seek support 
and solutions collectively.

Provide appropriate and gender-sensitive protective gear in workplaces and 
assist or advocate for regular health check-ups.

Advocate and assist in setting up day care centres for children and 
adolescents of working families if required.

Activate ward committees to discuss grievances and any other issues arising 
in the SWM Project.

Ensure appropriate and regular staff at the supervisory level.

Transfer positive achievements of the WASH programme to the humanitarian 
sector and adapt them to the local community wherever feasible.

In the camps, IPs can engage in more participatory processes of building 
self-help oriented “user groups” as alternatives to CFW approach. Such 
models exist in many development settings.

Discouraging child labor in any form.

Promote Reduce, Reuse and Recycle (RRR’s) principles among children 
through awareness and education.

Help to produce appropriate communication materials for children that is 
gender responsive.

With respect to children, the SWM Team and IPs should commit to:

3.3 Examples of gender application from UNDP SWM Project in
      Cox’s Bazar

The following are certain examples and good practices from the UNDP’s Project 
on Sustainable solutions to solid waste that was piloted in host and refugee 
communities in Teknaf and Ukhiya in Cox’s Bazar Bangladesh.
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The UNDP Solid Waste Management team conducted a Mainstreaming Gender Equality 
study for the project in late 2019.

The Sustainable solutions to solid waste is a complex project which intervenes at 
different tiers of state and society encompassing households, market, city corporations, 
camps and the informal sector of scrap yards and scrap business. Any gender 
mainstreaming strategy that is to cover the complexity of the project area must therefore 
be multi-pronged, intersectional and at the same time be embedded in the 
socio-economic and cultural context of the locality in question.

The methodology that was followed during the course of this study used a combination 
of tools consisting of (a) desk work, (b) Focus Group Discussion, c) In depth interviews 
and case studies, (d) Key informant Interviews, (e) Door step interviews, and (f) 
Participatory observations.

The Study Report analyses:

Women actors as entry points in gender mainstreaming
Role of children in scrap collection
Comparison of Host Communities and Camp
Achieving gender parity: IPs and SWM Team
Project recommendations and action points: project activities, advocacy and 
organizational were construed for beneficiaries and partner organizations and team 
with goals categorized within the time frame of Immediate, Priority and Important.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

SWM Project Mainstreaming Gender Equality study

 Rohingya women in discussion with the author (Meghna Guhathakurta) and UNDP Solid Waste Management Team.
Photo: Boishakhi Tigga



At the time of design of the project, the criterion for the selection of CfW workers was 
envisioned to be gender sensitive, and understanding of underprivileged status of 
households in terms of the following:
 
• Low income households,
• No productive assets,
• Women-headed households (through being widowed, separated and/or divorced, or as 
part of dowry arrangement during marriage),
• Large family size,
• One member (Priority to women) from the HH,
• Consider residence of the respective working area,
• Physical fitness,
• Should be adult 18+,
• Consideration of those families who have a chronically sick member or persons with 
disability

Gender sensitivity and underprivileged status of CfW households were apparent in the 
gendered differentiation of male and female workers. Married men and women 
constituted the majority of the workforce. But among the women individuals were seen 
to be divorced or separated, abandoned, and widowed, thus signifying the gendered 
aspect of their vulnerability.

Women faced a double burden in almost all categories of work they did as waste 
collectors, compost heap workers, scrapyard sorters and even as social volunteers. This 
also included the extra cost of transportation to and from work places, given working 
hours and security risks. The SWM project looked into various ways that such costs could 
be assuaged without disrupting existing wage structures and made a point to provide 
transport allowance to all workers.

Reducing double burden of work for women
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Women cutting organic waste at the compost processing plant, Teknaf.
Photo: Mahmudul Hasan



In the work sites of the SWM Project such as compost heaps, scrapyards and plastic 
recycle plants where women worked side by side with men, it was perceived that 
segregated toilets and breast-feeding spaces were much needed for women and hence 
the provisions of such facilities in these premises were adopted. 

There was also great scope for improved workplace environments, as well as in living 
conditions and social security. As part of decent work entitlements such basic amenities 
need to be considered within the project parameters. Self-help initiatives of forming 
women’s associations to pool their resources together to ensure social protection and 
health services such as regular health check-ups/health insurance/day-care centres 
could be advocated among the workers themselves or within the broader association of 
scrap-yard dealers which was formed during the running of the project.

Creating and advocating for a women friendly 
work place environment
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Woman sorting recyclable waste in a scrapyard, Teknaf.
Photo: Mahmudul Hasan



In the local community, children were observed to be negotiating between women in 
conservative households which observed strict segregation, dealing directly with scrap 
dealers. Scrap dealers too said that door to door collection was not possible on school 
days due to absence of children. Children also understood the value of scrap and would 
be seen to “sell off” the scraps such as plastic bottles and cardboard boxes in exchange 
for treats such as pickles or nuts. Although scrap dealers signed grant papers which said 
no to Child Labour in host communities, some under-18 children are still involved in 
collecting waste from the Rohingya camps. 

The SWM Project took steps to involve the Child Protection Sector in Cox’s Bazar to help 
integrate child protection as part of developing a gender strategy, developed an action 
plan to create broader awareness as needed for children and articulated the need for 
school based programs.

Preventing children from scrap collection
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Awareness session with children in a school of Teknaf Municipality.
Photo: Mahmudul Hasan



Women and children as stakeholders in the host community have more freedom of 
choice when they interact with their surroundings. Rohingya women and children on the 
other hand move within a constrained environment and are limited in their movements 
and living patterns. 

The apparent freedom of choice for the host community can turn out to be a negative if 
it lacks the ability to influence institutions such as local governance systems or the 
municipality which determines welfare and well-being. This was found to be true for 
those who had an impoverished status and lack of political empowerment. Rohingyas, 
on the other hand, though devoid of political rights were located within a system where 
national and international institutions such as UN Bodies, INGOs and NGOs in addition 
to the GoB had a specific mandate for delivering basic services related to their welfare 
and well-being.

The way this affects SWM initiatives is that host communities have often to gear 
themselves up to ensure that services such as waste collection take place. They must 
interact proactively and economically e.g. by raising funds, or their political voices. In the 
refugee camps, the problem is simpler as the services were given to them. There already 
exists a WASH regime in the camp through which SWM initiatives can be integrated as 
an added mandate. However, the limitations of camps, such as space restrictions and the 
constrained nature of refugees’ existence in terms of the lack of access to livelihoods, 
must also be taken into account.

Comparison of Host Communities and Refugee Camps
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Teknaf Municipality workers collecting waste from the neighbourhood.
Photo: Farhad Hamid
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