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® The climate crisis and increasing water scarcity are

intensifying human insecurity and deepening inequal-
ities in Central Asia, contributing to rising tensions
and conflict. Women and girls are disproportionately
affected — facing heightened insecurity, displacement,
and limited access to resources and decision-making.
There are clear gender dimensions and interlinkages
that must not be overlooked.

Despite their crucial roles in managing water and
natural resources, women remain significantly under-
represented in climate policy, conflict resolution, and
water governance structures. This disconnect weak-
ens the effectiveness of water governance, making poli-
cies and actions less responsive to the real needs and
priorities on the ground.

Gender-responsive approaches to climate and water
policy are essential in strengthening resilience and pre-
venting conflict. This requires recognizing and investing
in women's leadership, knowledge, and peacebuilding
roles.

Towards Inclusive Climate and Water Governance in Central Asia

Government-led solutions alone are not sufficient in
the current context. There is an urgent need for peo-
ple-to-people diplomacy that empowers local actors,
especially women, to shape and lead climate and peace
efforts from the ground up.

Excluding women from climate and peace processes
undermines the effectiveness of regional responses
to shared threats, while their meaningful inclusion
leads to more inclusive, sustainable and impactful
solutions.

Inclusive water governance requires adequate and
sustained resources to ensure gender perspectives
are fully integrated into water management. This in-
cludes investing in technologies, training, and educa-
tion to reduce the burden on women, and strengthening
women-led civil society to engage as equal partners.
These efforts must be supported through partnerships
with the private sector (aligned with SDG 17) and incen-
tivized through measures such as tax policy reforms.
Dedicated Women for Water funds are essential to
scale such initiatives and ensure lasting impact.
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BOX 1
Central Asia at a glance - key facts and figures
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Addressing climate change in Central Asia through a
gender-responsive lens is essential to achieving Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) 5, 6, and 13. Wom-
en across the region are on the frontlines of managing
water, food, and household resources, yet they remain
underrepresented in climate decision-making and water
governance. Climate impacts, such as droughts, water
scarcity, and environmental degradation exacerbate ex-
isting gender inequalities, increasing women’s workloads
and limiting their access to resources and livelihoods.
These impacts likewise remain a key driver of violent con-
flict across the region, as communities and governments
seek to secure favorable access to and management of
water assets. The construction of the Qosh Tepa canal by
Afghanistan- which is not party to key Central Asian trans-
boundary water management initiatives- and influx of Af-
ghan refugees to Central Asia further drive competition
for resources and thereby risk escalating conflict. Women
and girls are not only distinctly impacted by these conflict
risks, but despite their central role in water management
are often excluded from the peacebuilding and negotia-
tion processes that shape water-sharing decisions locally,
nationally, and internationally.

By empowering women as active agents of climate
resilience and integrating their knowledge into water
and climate policies, Central Asian countries can build
more inclusive, sustainable, and equitable solutions
that accelerate progress across these interconnected
SDGs. This note outlines the nature of climate change,
water dynamics, and conflict, highlights their specific
impacts on women and girls, and presents programming
inroads for gender-responsive action by donors with UN
agencies, international organizations, and governments.
The note begins by discussing the context of climate and
water in Central Asia, then how this contributes to political
instability and conflict. These aspects are then connected
to their specific gendered impacts, before concluding
with key inroads for action.

1. Key context: Central Asia is
one of the most water-stressed
regions in the world

Despite the abundance of water sources in Central Asia,
the intense and multifaceted impacts of climate change
are increasing the challenges to access water across the
region. Temperatures in the region have risen twice as fast
asthe global average inrecent years.® Glacial melt rates are
increasing, rainfall has become increasingly unpredictable,
and the risks posed by climate-related disasters such as
floods, heatwaves, and droughts have continually grown.

The Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers- the primary water
sources in Central Asia- are facing severe depletion. By
2050 levels in the Amu Darya and Syr Darya basin are
expected to decrease by 15 and 5 percent.? The Aral Sea
went from being the fourth-largest lake in the world and a
key source of waterto losing 90 percent of its area, resulting
in desertification and ecosystem destruction.’® Overall,
approximately 12 million people live in areas with high
drought risk." The Qosh Tepa Canal being constructed by
Afghanistan further exacerbates competition over these
critical water sources, as the canal risks decreasing the
access of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan to Amu Darya’s
water for irrigation by 15 percent.’?

Agriculture employed (2023)

Kazakhstan & Uzbekistan 13%
Kyrgyzstan & Turkmenistan 22.5%
Tajikistan 43%

Past climate disasters in Central Asia
are estimated to have already caused
permanent GDP loss of
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As a region heavily reliant on water-intensive agriculture
for economic productivity, these growing challenges to
water access compounded with drought risks and land
aridity have severe implications. In 2023, agriculture
employed approximately 13 percent of the population in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, 22.5 percent in Kyrgyzstan
and Turkmenistan, and 43 percent in Tajikistan. ™ Past
climate disasters in Central Asia are estimated to have
already caused permanent GDP loss of 5.5 percent®
According to the World Bank, if trends continue, economic
damages from droughts and floods in Central Asia are
projected to be up to 1.3 percent of GDP per annum,
while crop yields are expected to decrease by 30 percent
by 2050." Population growth, especially in urban areas,
continues to exacerbate competition over water resources.
The outdated nature of water management infrastructure
is a further driver of access challenges.'® For example, in
Kazakhstan approximately 50 percent of water treatment
and pumping stations are outdated!” The states of
Central Asia have increasingly expanded frameworks for
transboundary water management through, for example,
the 1992 Almaty agreement, the International Fund for
Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS), and the Interstate Commission
for Water Coordination. Still, the practice of common
water management remains limited. Ultimately, Central
Asia’'s water challenges arise not only from climate
change, but also from economic pressures and the
inefficient management of scarce water resources. In the
absence of effective water diplomacy, local tensions risk
escalating into broader conflicts.

This underscores the urgent need to strengthen water
diplomacy as a tool to enhance transboundary water
governance and make better use of existing institutions
and cooperation mechanisms to address the complex,
interlinked causes of water scarcity. Women play a vital
role in this process, bringing unique experiences and
solutions to water diplomacy, and contributing to more
inclusive and sustainable water governance.

2. Core driver: Changing water
dynamics exacerbate conflict
and political unrest

Changing water availability exacerbates tensions at
both the regional and local levels. Regionally, evolutions
in water accessibility creates disputes between states
up-stream of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya (Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan) who rely on these water sources not only
for agriculture but also hydropower production, and down-
stream states (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan)
for whom the water sources are a key source of irrigation
for cotton, wheat, and other crops.'® Compounded by weak
implementation of transboundary water management
initiatives, the competinginterest of states to secure access
to water and related infrastructure exacerbate political and
military tensions. In the Ferghana Valley shared between
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan the rise in tensions
over water and land resources also exacerbate long-
standing disputes around border delimitations and ethnic
enclaves.”

For example, in 2005 Kyrgyzstan cut off water supplies
during a political crisis in Kazakhstan, and in 2018
threatened to again cut water supplies if the states could
not resolve issues on management of the Chu/Shu river.?°
In 2021%" and 202222, violent clashes of Kyrgyz and Tajik
armed forces broke out over control of water infrastructure
in disputed territory in the Ferghana valley. This resulted in
more than one hundred deaths, hundreds more wounded,
and more than one hundred thousand people forced
to evacuate. Most recently, a 2023 joint management
agreement between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan concer-
ning the Kempir-Abad Reservoir sparked outcry in
Kyrgyzstan over the lack of public engagement, clear
communication, and trust-building.?® Domestic opposition
contested the agreement for disproportionately bene-
fiting Uzbekistan, undermining Kyrgyz sovereignty, and
bypassing opposition and public engagement. The
majority of opposition politicians and activists part of the
Committee to Defend Kempir-Abad- more than half of
whom are women- were detained on charges of preparing
to incite unrest; public opinion remained divided over
allegations of insufficient and non-transparent outreach.?*
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3. Gender mainstreaming: Water
disputes exacerbate existing
inequalities, disproportionately
impacting women and girls

Women are central to household resource management
and water collection, responsibilities which are exacer-
bated by water disputes. Simultaneously, social norms
and practices limit women'’s livelihoods access and en-
gagement in decision-making. In Kyrgyzstan for example,
more than 16 percent of women and girls spend between
30 minutes and 3 hours a day collecting water.2° This aligns
with the global trend whereby women and girls spend 200
million hours a day on water collection.?® Armed conflict
and political contests over water resources and the effects
of climate change exacerbate these responsibilities as
women must dedicate more time to finding and collecting
water and increase overall resource scarcity which exacer-
bates domestic responsibilities. These responsibilities not
only detract from women and girls’ pursuit of livelihoods
and education, but in the context of conflict small-scale
agricultural livelihoods practiced by women are often dis-
rupted. In Kyrgyzstan, women spend 18 percent of their
time on domestic responsibilities compared to 4 for men.?’
Moreover, while this role gives women critical expertise
and understanding of water resources in the region, their
domestic responsibilities, limited resources, patriarchal
social norms, and rising religious conservatism in regions
such as Tashkent and the Fergana Valley mean women are
largely excluded from water governance and peacebuild-
ing. Women make up less than 30 percent? of represen-
tatives in national and global climate negotiation bodies
across Europe and Central Asia, and are excluded from
community-level decision-making, such as in all-male
meetings - “‘mahalli”.?

Women's resilience and leadership is constrained by
unequal land ownership practices and limited access to
finance, technology, and expertise to effectively engage
in water diplomacy initiatives. While laws in many Central
Asian states formally grant equal land ownership rights
for men and women, in practice men continue to control
most formal land rights and titles. Women also have
fewer independent financial savings, and in 2019 only 5

percent of women entrepreneurs in Central Asia reported
borrowing money for business.®® Despite women's central
roles in agriculture and water management, they often
lack the training, resources, and opportunities to engage
meaningfully in water decision-making. These dynamics
risk being further compounded in contexts of political or
resource-based tensions, where women's expertise and
experiences are especially at risk of exclusion.

Livelihood shortages and insecurity from climate change
and conflict leads to more men to migrate for work, leav-
ing women with greater responsibilities at home. When
men leave, women experience further reduction in leisure
time to take on increased agricultural and care responsi-
bilities.®" In the context of conflict, this leaves women with
decreased mobility and therefore particularly exposed to vi-
olence and resource scarcity.®? The lack of adequate health
and sanitation infrastructure after climate events and in pe-
riods of armed and political conflict increases health risks
for women and girls. For example, pregnant women and
young mothers who cannot access health services and
are exposed to contaminated water and pollutants. Already,
only 41 percent of the population in Tajikistan®*® and in the
Kyrgyz Republic, a third of the country’s rural population
does not have access to safe drinking water.34

Women and girls’ participation in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields key to
managing climate change and water insecurity remains
limited. Women and girls are less likely to be in education,
employment, or training (NEET), with the rate for young
women being 1.8 times higher than for young men in
2023.35 Girls are increasingly pursuing STEM subjects—for
example, in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan girls
make up 30-40 percent of STEM graduates.® Still, in
water management related fields, women remain critically
underrepresented. Less than 20 percent of water sector
professionals in Central Asia are women, and only 3
percent of licensed engineers and managers are women.
22 percent of water sector enterprises have no female
engineers, and 12 percent no female managers.¥’ In the
context of conflict and political water disputes, women
and girls are not only more likely to have their education
disrupted, but their lack of STEM representation further
hinders the development of gender-responsive water
management systems.
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Climate and water-induced insecurity exacerbate the risks
of gender-based violence (GBV) and sexual exploitation.
Increasing water scarcity forces women and girls to resort
to dangerous practices to collect water, such as making
trips at night, which exposes them to GBV, as does the
increasing strain on social cohesion resulting from water
scarcity and armed conflict.*® While countries in Central
Asia are actively working to combat gender based violence,
in countries such as Kyrgyzstan early marriage and bride
kidnapping remain active practices in rural communities®
which may risk exacerbation from water insecurity.

Gender data on the impacts of climate change and water
scarcity remains limited, contributing to persisting gender
gaps. According to the UNDP SDG tracker, all countries in
Central Asia score between medium low and very low on
gender mainstreaming in water resource management.*?
Regular budget allocation to gender statistics remains
a developing practice in Central Asia. Kazakhstan has
developed a specialized division for gender statistics.*!
Meanwhile, Uzbekistan has made progress in recent years
to integrate gender in its water management planning
through, for example, its 2030 gender strategy for water
management and equality.*> However, overall, regularly
updated and gender-disaggregated data covering the
multifaceted impacts of climate change remain limited.
Moreover, research tailored to the specific nature of
climate change in local communities and the gender
dimensions of water disputes remains limited and is often
not conducted in local languages.
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4. Way forward: programmatic entry
points for strategic investment

These challenges represent concrete opportunities for
donors to support targeted, scalable initiatives with clear
pathways to impact. The following entry points reflect
investment-ready areas that advance gender in the water-
climate-peace nexus.

1. Research and Data: International organizations in
collaboration with governments and civil society can
lead and coordinate investments in data and research
that capture the gendered dimensions of water
management and the associated security risks in
Central Asia. This includes commissioning studies that
explore how women engage with water governance,
their decision-making power within households and
communities, and the differentiated impacts of water
insecurity and border tensions on women, particularly
in regions such as the Ferghana Valley. Collaboration
with national statistical offices can facilitate the
production of sex-disaggregated data aligned with
SDG 5 and 6 indicators, while also expanding time-
use surveys to better quantify the burden of water
collection, care work, and impacts of armed conflict in
border communities. International actors can mobilize
technical and financial resources to ensure these data
efforts work from localized geographic and language
approaches, particularly in areas such as the Ferghana
valley. UNESCOQ’s gender-disaggregated water data
guidelines*®* and UN Women's gender and environment
indicators** provide technical entry points. Moreover,
working with governments to appoint gender focal
points in relevant agencies can further collaboration on
gender mainstreaming.

2. Training and Capacity Building: UN Women, OSCE,
UNDP, and other international organizations have
institutional capacity to deliver and scale gender-
focused training programs across the region. Resource
mobilizationcansupporttheexpansionoftrainingefforts
targeting women'’s leadership in water diplomacy and
local level governance and conflict settings regarding
the practicalities of water policy formation, disaster risk
reduction planning, community-based risk monitoring,
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collecting gender disaggregated data, and basin
management. Partnering with universities to develop
a specialized water management degree program is
another central inroad. International organizations can
also facilitate peer learning, mentorship exchanges,
and regional forums, including linking participants
to platforms such as the Global Women in Water
Diplomacy Network and the Women and Water
Forum. These platforms can also serve as inroads for
developing mentorship opportunities for young women
to pursue water management careers. Additional
programmatic support can reinforce women's technical
and negotiation skills for participating in track 1.5 and
track 2 diplomacy and river basin councils.

. Women-led early warning systems: In Central Asia's
fragile and water-stressed environment, community-
level conflict early warning systems are urgently
needed. Yet most current mechanisms lack a gender
perspective - women'’s insights are often overlooked,
and gender-disaggregated data remains limited. Despite
this, women have consistently served as effective local
mediators, resource managers, and connectors. With
the right tools and platforms, they can play a pivotal
role in early warning and conflict prevention, particularly
across ethnic and national divides. The only known
gender-sensitive early warning initiative in the region was
UNIFEM'’s 2005 pilot project for the Ferghana Valley,*
which trained local women monitors in Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan. While the project yielded valuable results, it
was never scaled due to political instability. Now, with
renewed momentum for regional cooperation, especially
following the 2025 Khujand Declaration, there is a timely
opportunity to revive and expand this model. Modern
tools such as mobile reporting and GIS mapping can
enhance the impact of a cross-border, women-led
early warning mechanism. Such a system is essential
to monitor tensions over water, land, and other shared
resources using gender-sensitive indicators; detect
and report risks; link early warning to humanitarian and
development responses; and build trust and cooperation
among women across borders. With climate and
resource pressures escalating, the region urgently needs
inclusive, gender-responsive systems that place women
at the center of conflict prevention. This initiative would
not only help mitigate immediate risks but also shape a

more sustainable and peaceful future for Central Asia
through 2026 and beyond.

. Gender-Responsive Budgeting and Financing: UN

Women and its partners can draw on tested tools for
gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) to support national
and local institutions in Central Asia to better align water
financing with gender equality outcomes. Programmatic
investments can include technical assistance to
Ministries overseeing water management to pilot
GRB approaches in budget cycles, as well as support
for integrating gender indicators and expenditure
tracking into water sector plans and transboundary
water management initiatives. These efforts can build
on UN Women's global GRB methodology and link
with SDG-aligned financing strategies. International
actors can also help design and manage small grant
schemes for women-led water initiatives on issues
such as irrigation and desertification. In addition, UN
agencies can convene regional policy dialogues that
connect financing institutions with gender and water
practitioners to co-develop financing solutions.

. Social Norms and Awareness: International organi-

zations and governments can design and scale public
engagement strategies that challenge restrictive gender
norms in water labor and governance. Programs may
focus on structured community dialogues and aware-
ness sessions with local bodies such as mahallas, in-
volving women and women'’s groups to highlight the role
of informal water networks. Engaging influential female
leaders for example those in government in storytelling
and education campaigns discussing lived gender expe-
riences particularly in conflict settings is a further inroad.

. Empowering women in water diplomacy at all levels:

Integration of gender perspectives into transboundary
water governance frameworks needs to be prioritized.
Moreover, local women-led initiatives contributing to
inclusive water management solutions and public moni-
toring and oversight mechanisms need to be supported.
UN Women can build on its support to the Women and
Water Forum and collaboration with actors such as the
Women in Water Diplomacy Network to advance the
integration of gender perspectives into transbound-
ary water governance. Through technical assistance,
peer learning, and targeted leadership programs, UN
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Women can equip women with negotiation and policy-
making skills to influence water diplomacy processes.
Moreover, UN Women can strengthen women-led
community initiatives by supporting access to funding,
the development of advocacy networks, and oversight
mechanisms that promote inclusive water manage-
ment. By working with governments and basin councils,
UN Women can institutionalize women'’s participation
in cross-border water frameworks and ensure gender-
responsive approaches to climate and resource chal-
lenges.

. Strengthen emergency response mechanisms: It
is imperative to create and empower an Emergency
Response Committee to coordinate emergency preven-
tion, planning, and response efforts across affected
regions. UN Women can support the creation of inclusive
Emergency Response Committees by ensuring gender
balance and embedding gender-sensitive planning into
emergency governance systems. Leveraging its experi-
ence in disaster risk reduction and Gender in Humani-
tarian Action, UN Women can deliver technical guidance
to integrate gender indicators into emergency proto-
cols. Moreover, UN Women can facilitate coordination
between local authorities and women'’s organizations to
align crisis response with community realities. Through
capacity-building and policy support, UN Women can
support emergency response efforts across the region
reflect the needs, priorities, and leadership of women.
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8. Foster peace dialogues and local support networks:

For a comprehensive approach, it is key to initiate
peace and cooperation dialogues with bordering states
while mapping local support networks to enhance
community resilience and resource sharing during
crises. Support to establish joint robust environmental
monitoring for accurate event forecasting, enabling
effective prevention and response planning. UN
Women can strengthen peace dialogues and support
networks by facilitating inclusive cooperation between
bordering states and local communities. Drawing on its
expertise in Women, Peace and Security, UN Women
is well place to convene women mediators and civil
society actors to foster trust and collaboration around
shared water resources. UN Women can help map
and support women-led community networks that
promote resilience and mutual aid in crisis situations.
Reviving and expanding past models, such as the 2005
Ferghana Valley early warning system, UN Women
can integrate modern tools including GIS mapping to
enhance cross-border environmental monitoring and
conflict prevention.

. Support preparedness for gender-sensitive response

in emergency situations: It is necessary to build the
capacity of partners to conduct rapid gender-sensitive
needs assessments that identify and prioritize the
urgent needs of women and households. This will
enable more targeted and effective crisis response
efforts. Ensure access to flexible funding for women-
led organizations to deliver timely humanitarian support
to the most affected and vulnerable populations. UN
Women can scale its technical support for gender-
responsive emergency preparedness by training
government and civil society partners in applying
the IASC Gender and Age Marker* tools and rapid
assessment methodologies. In parallel, UN Women can
support the capacity of local women-led and women's
rights organizations to lead humanitarian responses,
thereby ensuring timely, context-specific aid delivery
during emergencies.
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