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What is the
background and
purpose of this
study?

What is climate
change?

What is climate
resilience?

What about climate
change in Southern
Africa?

The Break Free! (BF!) programme works to improve the sexual and reproductive
health and rights (SRHR) of adolescent and young people aged 10-24, while also
promoting gender equality and access to quality education. This study responds to
a research priority from the BF! Southern Africa regional learning group, identified
at the end of 2024. Little research has focused on how climate change specifically
affects adolescents and young people (AYP), particularly regarding health
(including mental health and SRHR), gender, and education—and the links between
them.

The aim of this study is to understand how climate change affects young
people’s SRHR, education, and gender equality, and to identify strategies that can
strengthen resilience in these areas.

Climate change is defined as “a change of climate which is attributed directly or
indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere,
and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time
periods” (United Nations, 1992).

This means that while the Earth’s climate naturally changes over time, human
actions have been speeding it up. Since the 1800s, activities like burning fossil

fuels for energy, cutting down forests, and unsustainable ways of producing and
consuming have released huge amounts of greenhouse gases. These gases trap heat
in the atmosphere, making the planet warmer (IPCC, 2023).

Because of this, we are now seeing rising temperatures, changing rainfall, higher
sea levels, and more frequent extreme weather events. Not every storm, flood, or
drought is caused only by climate change, but there is strong evidence that human-
driven climate change is making many of these events more intense and more
damaging worldwide (IPCC, 2023).

Climate resilience is “the capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems
to cope with a hazardous event, trend, or disturbance, responding or reorganizing

in ways that maintain their essential function, identity, and structure, while also
maintaining the capacity for adaptation, learning, and transformation” (IPCC, 2018).

This means being able to withstand and adapt to climate-related shocks—like
extreme weather, sea-level rise, or long-term climate shifts—while continuing
to function. Resilience is not static: as climate risks evolve, resilience must also
continuously adapt and transform (NRC, 2012).

In Southern Africa, climate disasters such as floods, droughts, and cyclones have

a severe impact on people's lives—particularly in rural farming communities that
rely heavily on agriculture. These challenges are worsened by policy gaps, poor
infrastructure, and limited access to social protection (Mucherera & Mavhura,
2020). As a result, the region faces critical issues like food and water shortages,
strained health systems, climate-related migration (Orievulu et al., 2022; Rosen et
al., 2021), and setbacks in educational progress (Romanello et al., 2024). Moreover,
climate change tends to widen existing gender inequalities, especially regarding
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Why does climate
change matter for
Adolescents and
Young people?

Why does the study
focus on Malawi,
Mozambique and
Zambia?

access to healthcare and social protection services (Romanello et al., 2024). Despite
contributing very little to global greenhouse gas emissions, Southern African
countries bear a disproportionately high burden of climate impacts (Baschieri &
Udeh, 2025).

Adolescents and young people are among the most vulnerable to climate impacts,
especially in low-resource settings. Their health, development, and well-being

are uniquely affected by extreme weather events, which can worsen mental

health burdens, disrupt education, and reduce access to essential services (Azan

et al., 2025; Burns & Mutunga, 2024; Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020). These risks are
heightened in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) due to rapid urbanization,
weak infrastructure, informal settlements, and political and economic instability
(Burns & Mutunga, 2024).

Climate justice calls for localized and youth-led approaches that address
inequalities and amplify the voices of those most affected (Djoudi et al., 2016;
Sultana, 2022; Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Tanner et al., 2022). This is why there is
growing demand to move beyond just reducing emissions, and towards inclusive,
rights-based approaches to climate justice that consider the needs of marginalized
groups—including AYP, women, people with disabilities, and those living in poverty.

This study focuses on Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia—three countries in
Southern Africa that are especially vulnerable to climate change. According to the
ND-GAIN index, which measures how exposed and prepared countries are to deal
with climate change, these countries rank very low: Malawi is 169th, Mozambique
156th, and Zambia 130th out of 187 countries. These rankings show that they not
only face high climate risks but also have limited ability to respond and adapt (ND-
GAIN, 2025).

Since 1980, Malawi has recorded over 50 climate disasters, with cyclones, floods,
and droughts (USAID, 2013; Mwalukomo et al., 2022). Disasters like Cyclone Idai
(2019), Tropical Storm Ana (2022), and Cyclone Freddy (2023) displaced hundreds
of thousands and caused severe economic and human losses (Government of
Malawi, 2023). Mozambique’s vulnerability is linked to high exposure, with a long
coastline, reliance on agriculture, and recurrent droughts and cyclones. Since 2019,
the country has been struck by 20 cyclones, with coastal provinces hardest hit
(Dados Mundiais, 2025). Zambia combines growing climate hazards with structural
dependence on climate-sensitive sectors. Droughts, floods, and rising temperatures
threaten food, water, and energy security (Kaoma-Sikaneta, 2020; Rosen et al.,
2021).
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What data does the
study use?

Between April and June 2025, a literature review was carried out to explore how
climate change affects sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), gender,
and education in Southern Africa. Using PubMed, Google Scholar, and snowballing
methods, the review covered English-language research and policy documents
from the past 10 years (2014-2024), focusing on Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia.
Itincluded 110 documents (56 peer-reviewed and 54 grey literature), drawn from
global, African, and country-specific sources. Data were extracted using a structured
tool and thematically analysed by two KIT researchers. National researchers added
contextual information to ensure local relevance.

In each country, two workshops - oane urban and one rural - were held with about
15 youth advocates to validate findings and co-create advocacy messages and
materials. Workshops were in English and Chichewa (Malawi), English and Chinyanja
(Zambia), and Portuguese (Mozambique).

Picture 1: Youth advocates in Mozambique presenting their advocacy products

In each country, a few targeted interviews with BF! staff, civil society, UN reps,
experts, and policymakers were held to explore SRHR and climate policy challenges
and solutions, adding lived experience and context to the literature review from a
diversity of perspectives.
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In total of 103 people participated in the study: 36 in Malawi, 34 in Mozambique, and
33in Zambia (table 1).

The study recieved an ethical waiver from the KIT Research Ethics Committee (S-261).

Method | Stakeholder type | Malawi | Mozambique | Zambia

Key informant  Civil society 2 2 3
interviews representatives

Health service - - 1
providers

UN agency = 1 =
representatives

Academic experts 1 - -
Chief - - 1

District level - 2 -
government

officials

National-level 2 - -
policy-makers

Workshops Youth advocates 15 from 14 from 13 from
(urban setting) Lilongwe Nampula City ~ Lusaka
Youth advocates 16 from 15 from 15 from
(rural setting) Machinga Nametil Chipata

Total 36 34 33

Table 1 Participants sample

What conceptual The framework for this study (Figure 3) was developed by combining theory,
framework does evidence, and practice. It adapts Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (1977)
the study use? and the WHO framework for climate-resilient health systems (WHO, 2015) to analyse

both the impacts of climate change and possible resilience pathways.

Climate change effects Climate resilience

Effects o yeush SRHR and well- Theeugh yeuth's enanced knowladge,
baing; gender eouality; and quality & aktitudes, shills, agency ancl
safe edication participation {HASAR)

Throiigh evihanced KASAP of HW/
teachers/MGD staff, mondtering!
management of riskresponse;
commodity arangements; mobdle
delivery; Financing adsptations; youth
valvernent

Effects on infrastructure; senvice
disruption; staff shartages and
burncwt; fntermupted supply chaims

Figure 1 Conceptual framework - adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1977) and WHO (2015)
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What limitations
does this study
have?

It focuses on five levels—individual, community, institutional, policy, and
structural—to show how climate shocks affect young people’s SRHR, wellbeing,
gender equality, and education. The framework also highlights vulnerabilities
and adaptive capacities, with special attention to youth agency and the role of
communities, institutions, and policies in building resilience.

The literature review was limited to English sources and a narrow search scope,
possibly missing key studies. Participant selection via the Break Free! programme
may have introduced bias and limited diverse views. The small sample size

and focus on three countries limit generalizability beyond these contexts. The
validation exercises helped assess how relevant and meaningful literature findings
are, but youth participants may have felt pressure to agree with dominant views or
give answers they thought were expected, leading to confirmation bias.
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Findings

Climate change and health, with a focus on SRHR

Disruption

of (health)
infrastructure and
services.

Findings from the literature: Climate disasters such as floods, droughts,
heatwaves, and cyclones damage roads, buildings, and clinic infrastructure,
blocking access to maternal health, contraception, HIV prevention, and emergency
care (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Logie et al., 2021; Nagata et al., 2022; UNFPA &
QMUL, 2023). Flooding often destroys or weakens clinic structures, while extreme
heat makes poorly insulated and ventilated facilities unsafe and uncomfortable
(Lusambili et al., 2023; Nakstad et al., 2022). More broadly, weak health systems—
characterized by limited funding, poor coordination, insufficient staff, and lack of
training or emergency resources—struggle to cope with climate impacts (Opoku et
al., 2021).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: These literature findings were
strongly validated by youth and key informants, who highlighted that damaged
roads and bridges, especially in rural and flood-prone areas, often block access
to vital SRHR services. This limits both providers and communities from reaching
health facilities. Study participants also provided examples of climate-induced
disasters that damaged SRH facilities, which were not quickly rebuilt or replaced,
compromising care provision.

“When we have heavy rainfall sometimes, the bridges are washed away and some
health posts are very far.” (Health service provider, Zambia)

“Like a year ago in Phalombe during one of the cyclones, one of the health facilities
was completely closed. (...) This is a facility that was assisting pregnant women to
deliver and all that is now closed.” (Government official, Malawi)

“Recently, we had a combination of climate situations and protests, and many
hospitals were closed. Those closures affected vulnerable children who receive
antiretroviral medication; many of them saw their viral load increase because they
couldn’t go to the hospital to collect their medication.” (Civil society representative,
Mozambique)

.“’."A S l"@m\ =
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Picture 2 Knowledge product developed by youth in Nametil, Mozambique illustrating how

deforestation and climate change reduces access to health care through broken roads
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Interrupted
supply chains and
stockouts

Workforce
shortages and
burnout

Community norms
around SRHR
services during
crisis

Findings from the literature: Frequent climate-related disruptions to supply
chains, have caused stockouts of essential SRHR commodities—especially
injectables, pills, and emergency contraception (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et
al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; YLABS, 2025b). Family
planning services are particularly affected. During crises like droughts, reduced
household incomes make it harder for women to afford private options. This leads
to more contraceptive discontinuation and unplanned pregnancies, especially
where free public services are unavailable or inaccessible due to damaged roads or
transport (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; YLABS, 2025b).

Findings from the workshops/interviews
This finding was echoed in interviews and workshops in Malawi, Mozambique
and Zambia.

“The health sector is one of the sectors that have been heavily hit by the effects of
climate change here in the Eastern Province. Most of the people affected are young
people. (...) The clinics are affected too. And because of that, the level of sexual
activities has gone up. The shortage of condoms - it has hit a lot of health facilities also
[concerning the stockout of] contraceptives.” (Civil society representative, Zambia)

Findings from the literature: Climate impacts and poor working conditions
worsen healthcare workforce shortages and reduce productivity (Watts et al., 2018;
YLABS, 2025b). Many staff are overwhelmed, lack training in climate-responsive
care, and work in unsafe environments. Ongoing capacity gaps are driven by
retirements, low recruitment, and factors like low motivation, misinformation, and
religious beliefs—especially in crisis settings (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024).

Findings from the workshops/interviews

Youth advocates and key informants in Malawi and Mozambique validated
challenges like staffing shortages, reliance on underqualified workers, and risks to
care quality. One participant in Malawi shared concerns about patient safety.

“There are no nurses at the center. And then someone who is not well trained. But (...)
we are depending on that person. (...) So, there's someone (...) untrained (...) having
injectables and whatnot.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

In Mozambique, youth advocates didn’t report major staff shortages, but other
stakeholders noted that Youth-Friendly Services staff are often reassigned during
disasters, limiting youth-focused care.

Findings from the literature: Community norms and structures shape SRHR
decisions and can worsen health inequalities during climate disruptions.

Taboos around contraception and abortion often lead women and girls to avoid
professional care, lowering SRHR service use during crises—when it’s most needed
(Ray-Bennett et al., 2024).

While some women prefer to delay or avoid pregnancy during environmental stress,

demand for contraception—especially long-acting methods—often outpaces access
due to stigma and structural barriers (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al., 2021).
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Findings from the workshops/interviews: Youth in Malawi and Zambia shared
that climate change disrupts both access to care and trusted SRHR support,
breaking continuity with providers they rely on.

Climate change Findings from the literature: Climate-related hazards influencing the destruction

consequently poses of SRH facilities, displacement, heat exposure, increased salt intake in drinking

significant risks to  water, disease spread, air pollution, and food insecurity—are linked to poor

the realization of pregnancy outcomes, including anaemia, miscarriage, preterm and stillbirth

AYP’s SRHR (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Nakstad et al., 2022; Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Women
Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 2025b). Climate change may also affect the timing of
menarche, impacting fertility (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025).

Food and water insecurity increase HIV risk through poverty-related factors like
survival sex, poor hygiene, and reduced condom or ART use (Burns & Mutunga,
2024; Logie et al., 2021; Nagata et al., 2022; Orievulu et al., 2022; Treibich et al.,
2022; UNFPA, 2022).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Study participants confirmed that
climate shocks disrupt SRHR services and information, leading to unsafe sex and
higher STl risk.

Extreme
Weather Events
(e.g. cyclone)

Extreme Sea Level

Heavy Rainfall Extreme
Heat Rise

and Flooding Drought

Destruction

P Displacement Heat Exposure Increased
ofaSanH friiil::zltes and Forced for Pregnant salt intake in
accesps points Migration Women drinking water
Increased Increased
maternal Increase in maternal Increase in Increase in Increase in
morbidity unintended morbidity unintended miscarriage reeclampsia
and pregnancies and pregnancies and stillbirth P P
mortality mortality

Figure 2 Effects of climate change on SRHR (YLABS, 2025)
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Climate-induced
effects on BF!’s
key issues: child
marriage, teenage
pregnancy &
female genital
mutilation/cutting

Findings from the literature: Studies show that climate shocks often lead families
to resort to child marriage as a coping strategy (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Castarieda
Carney et al., 2020; UNFPA & Queen Mary University, 2023). In Southern Africa—
Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe—research links this to livelihood losses from
changing rainfall and environmental degradation, with marriage seen as a way to
ease financial pressure (McLeod et al., 2019; Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner et al., 2022;
Gambir et al., 2024).

In drought- or flood-affected areas, broken protection systems and poor SRHR
access increase girls’ exposure to transactional sex, sexual violence, and teenage
pregnancy (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; Logie et al., 2021; Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner

et al., 2022; Women Deliver, 2021). Climate stress also disrupts education and
contraceptive access, while rising economic hardship may drive preferences for
smaller families and more interest in contraception—even as access becomes more
limited (Rosen et al., 2021).

Though evidence is limited, some studies suggest Female Genital Mutilation/
Cutting may rise during crises (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA &
Queen Mary University of London, 2023).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: In Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia,
participants strongly confirmed rises in teenage pregnancy and child marriage
following recent droughts and floods.

“One of the bigger drivers of child marriage is climate change... poverty is a driver
of child marriage. So, one of the coping mechanisms is to find a way for their girls to
be married off because, you know, in some cases there's lobolo, and in other cases
because it's one less mouth to feed.” (UN representative, Mozambique)

In Zambia, a CSO and district health assessment mentioned a 50% increase in
teenage pregnancy during the 2023-2024 drought in Mambwe and Kasenengwa.
Across all countries, transactional sex was described as a common survival
strategy, often linked to climate-related migration.

“Here in the eastern province we have been hit too much with teenage pregnancies
(...)you'll find that migration of people also contributed to this teenage pregnancy.
Migration that happened because of climate change (...) At the end of the day you
find that there's been a lot of transactions in sex so that has contributed to teenage
pregnancy, STl diseases. The health sectors recorded a lot of young people affected
by this.” (Civil society representative, Zambia)

One Zambian youth advocate shared similar increases in transitional sex. “Women
willingly used to send their own children to do some transactional sex so they can
come back with a K20 or K50 to buy food.” In Malawi, participants noted that girls
may engage in unprotected sex to afford basic needs, like sanitary pads: “They will
indulge themselves in unprotected sex so that they can buy sanitary pads.” These
stories highlight gendered coping strategies and power imbalances in climate
crises.

Female genital mutilation/cutting did not come up as a climate-related SRHR issue
in Malawi, Mozambique, or Zambia during interviews and workshops.

Break Free! Summary climate change 11



Climate change and
menstrual hygiene
management

Climate stress,
mental health and
shifting household
dynamics

Findings from the literature: Climate change harms menstrual hygiene
management by causing water shortages, displacement, and loss of school
sanitation (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Tanner et al., 2022).

A study in Zambia and Zimbabwe linked poor water access during extreme weather
to girls missing school, low self-esteem, and dropout (Tanner et al., 2022).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Participants across all three countries
reported worsened menstrual hygiene due to water scarcity, lack of facilities, and
reduced privacy during climate crises.

“When there's a water shortage, they have no way to manage menstrual hygiene
regularly... they don't have how to change their pads as they should.” (Civil society
representative, Mozambique).

Findings from the literature: Climate change impacts mental health and increases
caregiver stress, especially through resource scarcity, financial strain, and food
insecurity. These pressures can fuel aggression, disempower women, deepen
household inequalities, and raise risks of child abuse, gender-based violence,

and mental health issues among adolescents and youth (Cuartas et al., 2023;
Karaliuniene et al., 2022; Keevers et al., 2024).

Male out-migration, unemployment, and addiction also shift family roles,
increasing caregiving burdens on women and reinforcing economic vulnerability
(Karaliuniene et al., 2022; Rosen et al., 2021). Crisis situations can lead to child
neglect, poor SRHR decisions, and exposure to violence (Cuartas et al., 2023).

Adolescents and youth globally report eco-anxiety, grief, and fear for the future due
to climate change (Cuartas et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes et al., 2022; Marks et al., 2023;
Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 2021; UNFPA & Queen Mary University of
London, 2023; YLABS, 2025b).
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Picture 3 - Machinga Malawi youth advocates illustration of interlinkages between climate
change
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Strategies for
resilience in
relation to SRHR
and climate

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Case study participants confirmed
these effects, citing trauma from displacement, family stress, and hopelessness
about their future.

In Zambia, a civil society representative noted rising youth suicides. In
Mozambique, youth advocates called for a national mental health strategy. In
Malawi, youth described risky behaviours—like substance use—among peers in
shelters during climate crises.

"I'think that this could be as a result of the stress of the displacement but also maybe
injuries or trauma endured during the climate disasters. So, this would make some of
these young people to engage in these harmful habits maybe as a way to cope with
their pain and situation.” (Youth advocate, Machinga, Malawi)

Findings from the literature and the workshops/interviews: The WHO
framework outlines 10 components for integrating climate resilience into health
systems, based on core health sector building blocks and global mandates (WHO,
2015). These guide adaptation planning, roles, and resource allocation.

EADERSHIP g
GOVERNANCE

CLIMATE ReSIIENT
& SUSTAINABLE
TECHNOLOGIES

AND INFRASTRUCTURE

Figure 3 WHO Operational framework for building climate resilient health systems (WHO, 2015)
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Policy and Financing for Climate-Responsive Health &
SRHR Systems

To build resilient health and SRHR systems, governments and partners should:

« Develop national climate-health strategies and or health national
adaptation plans, and integrate climate into policies across sectors (e.g. water,
transport) (Opoku et al., 2021; WHO, 2015). Stakeholders confirmed that Malawi,
Mozambique, and Zambia have made initial progress, but full implementation is
still needed.

+ Include SRHR in climate and disaster plans (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; UNFPA &
Queen Mary University, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 2025a). Workshop and
interview participants confirmed the need for this, especially around menstrual
hygiene, family planning and reproductive care. Current efforts remain
fragmented and not scaled.

“Within the health planning systems, there have been strategies in terms of
integrating or embedding SRHR, especially in flood prone or even drought prone
areas. (...) We are highlighting issues of how youth-friendly health services are

able to respond to disasters, especially when young people have been displaced by
various climate events. (...) Ensuring service provision, specifically family planning,
but also other commodities, as part of, you know emergency preparedness, but also
outreach services that are provided to communities. So there are efforts that are
being undertaken, but | think, again, a bit scattered, not really scaled up, or not really
integrated.” (National-level policy-maker, Malawi)

+ Establish or strengthen legal frameworks and institutions to support health
emergency responses (WHO, 2015; Women Deliver, 2021).

+ Increase climate finance to strengthen health and SRHR service delivery
resilience (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; UNFPA & Queen Mary University, 2023; WHO,
2015). Youth participants across countries emphasized that funding should also
support stronger, youth-focused mental health services.

“And so we said, did you get any help? They said the only help they got was when

the Red Cross came to give them, you know, food and that kind of stuff. But nobody
came to talk about their mental issues. So this is a gap, and in communities impacted
in general, but much more for women who are the caregivers.” (Academic expert,
Malawi)

+ Integrate climate and health into medical and public health education, and
train health workers across levels (Opoku et al., 2021; WHO, 2015). Stakeholders in
all countries stressed the need for climate-SRHR toolkits and curriculum reform.

Health System Resilience & Service Delivery

Health systems should be prepared to continue essential SRH services during
climate shocks by:

« Training health workers and CSOs on climate-health linkages, using local risk
data (Azan et al., 2025; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 2021). In Malawi,
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Zambia, and Mozambique stakeholders shared that trainings exist but lack
national scale.

+ Developing and implementing plans that address institutional and human
resource gaps, which also include climate adaptation costs in investment
strategies (Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; WHO, 2015). Some participants in this study
proposed community-based emergency training for health workers, CSOs, and
local government, aligned with local risks.

- Ensuring SRH services meet availabitliy, accessability, acceptability, and
quality standards (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024). Key informants in this study
suggested implementing a comprehensive and integrated health package.

A Malawi policymaker recommended integrating services through one core
package (e.g., MISP).

“I would advocate for integration of services. One package as I said, minimum initial
service package, | think that one the more or less like each and every sector can

still play around, play a role and make things work. I still feel that could be a game
changer.” (National-level policy-maker, Malawi)

» Using innovative tools like eHealth, mobile clinics, and community
distribution to maintain SRHR access during disasters (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024;
Mosadeghrad et al., 2023). Youth in Malawi proposed drones but stressed cost-
effective alternatives.

«+ Designing climate-resilient infrastructure and supply storage (WHO, 2015).
Stakeholders highlighted this across all countries. Stakeholders highlighted the
need for solar power and disaster-resilient health posts to ensure continuous
care during climate-related disruptions.

+ Upholding a rights-based approach to SRHR during crises, prioritizing
women's and girls' autonomy (Otzelberger, 2014). In Zambia, participants
stressed strengthening referral pathways to maintain SRHR care during climate-
related service disruptions.

Dialogue meetings between NGO's and Govt

CHIPATA TRADES
MINI HOSPITAL

Picture 4 Knowledge product developed by youth advocates from Chipata, Zambia advocating

for dialogue meetings between NGOs and government to address issues such as access to

SRHR services (computerised illustration).
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Impacts on
education systems
and schooling

Climate-related
effects on
adolescents’ and
youth’s educational
trajectories

Climate change and education

Findings from the literature: Climate change risks undoing education progress,
particularly where school infrastructure and SRHR education are weak, due to
damage, transport disruptions, and displacement (Romanello et al., 2024; Tanner
etal., 2022).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Participants across countries shared
that cyclone-damaged school buildings often remained unusable for years,
disrupting students' access to education.

“Schools are also affected because most of our schools are built with poor-quality
materials, so they are destroyed (...) They are mixed construction, with zinc sheet
roofs but adobe or wattle-and-daub walls, so they are vulnerable and offer no
resilience to the climate impacts we’re facing. We suffer a lot. As an example, in the
last cyclone Jude, the worst so far, we had about 80 classrooms damaged in the
district; 54 were mixed construction, 12 conventional, and the rest totally precarious,
with grass roofs (...) Even those built with conventional materials, sometimes their
roofs are blown off and they are damaged. As a result, our children, the students, face
problems in accessing education because they are forced to stay home (...) Desks get
soaked or destroyed, and over time there has been an effort to mobilize and bring
students back because others move from one area to another seeking shelter, a place
where they can settle (...) Even now, we still have schools that have not yet been
rebuilt, and children are studying under mango trees. So, these climate changes,
directly or indirectly, have had a big impact on the education sector because children
are falling behind in their studies” (Education stakeholder, Mozambique).

Participants noted that schools frequently become shelters during disasters,
halting education for long periods. After Cyclone Freddy, some Malawian schools
stayed closed for months. In Mozambique, stakeholders said schools were hit
harder than health centers, partly because there are more schools per district.

Findings from the literature: Climate change disrupts education through floods,
heatwaves, and unsafe or impassable routes, leading to absenteeism and dropout
(Tanner et al., 2022; UNFPA & Queen Mary University, 2023). In Zambia, a study
showed how floods damaged roads and bridges, cutting off access to schools and
clinics (Tanner et al., 2022). Drought-related income loss also led to dropouts,
especially among poorer families, as children were needed for labour. Girls were
hit hardest due to gender norms, school costs, menstrual health issues, and safety
risks. (Rosen et al., 2021)

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Climate-related disruptions to
education were confirmed across all three countries. In Zambia, a key informant
shared that heavy rains washed away bridges and damaged school buildings,
cutting off access to learning—especially in rural areas.

“In rural areas, children walk long distances to school in some places and you find
that the bridges have been washed away by heavy rains. (...) You would find that that
disrupted access to some learning areas. In some cases, you find that infrastructure
(roof) of some schools have been blown off, so it means the community will be
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deprived of the educational services that the school has to offer.” (Civil society
representative, Zambia)

Picture 5 Machinga, Malawi youth's illustration of climate-induced infrastructure destruction

affecting access to education

Study participants confirmed that these impacts are even more severe for learners
with disabilities, who often rely on limited, poorly resourced special needs schools.

Youth in Chipata noted that even small losses—like books or uniforms—can cause
dropout for students from low-income households. Youth in Machinga emphasized
how infrastructure damage, like destroyed roads, deepens inequalities, with
underprivileged students more likely to drop out than their wealthier peers.

Across all countries, participants said climate shocks often lead to permanent
dropout, especially for girls, due to increased domestic duties or being
deprioritized for return to school.

In Mozambique, dropout was also linked to gender-based violence and child
marriage, particularly among displaced girls seen as vulnerable and in need of
support.

“As families relocate, because a child needs to study it’s common to ask for help from
neighbours (or relatives) who might not have been affected and still have their homes
standing. For instance, leaving an adolescent girl, because of this bond and trust,
asking: “Please keep our daughter here so she can continue her studies while we try
to rebuild in another community, or as we move elsewhere temporarily to later come
back and rebuild our house.” (...) Over time, she may go through situations of violence
orend up being overburdened with work because she’s living under someone else’s
favour and cannot refuse the obligations imposed on her. She is expected to do more
than she normally would because it’s in exchange for being allowed to stay there. At
some point, she might be sent to fetch water from the river or the homeowner himself,
because he knows she is not his own daughter, might attempt to abuse her sexually
or harass her whenever he feels like it, simply because there’s an adolescent girl in
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For learners who
remain in school,
extreme weather
events can also
affect their
education

his house and he’s providing her with food (...) These are real situations that have
happened.” (Education stakeholder, Mozambique)

Findings from the literature: Heatwaves and damaged infrastructure disrupt
learning and reduce both student and teacher concentration (Cuartas et al., 2023;
Tanner et al., 2022). Poorly built classrooms, often made of corrugated iron, worsen
heat exposure. Studies link overheated classrooms to lower test scores and teacher
fatigue (Kutywayo et al., 2022).

A study covering 29 tropical countries, showed that exposure to higher-than
average temperatures in utero and during early childhood, were associated with
lower education levels later (Randell & Gray, 2019).

In South Africa, girls reported more difficulty concentrating in heat than boys, with
76.6% of girls affected vs. 65.1% of boys (p < 0.001) (Kutywayo et al., 2022).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Youth advocates in Malawi highlighted
how climate-related trauma—like losing homes or family—affects students’
concentration, made worse by limited school-based mental health support.
Disrupted school feeding programs due to poor harvests also reduced attendance
and learning among food-insecure children.

Picture 6 Youth advocates in Zambia illustrating the interlinkages between worry and stress as

result of the effects of climate change, including in relation to education

In Mozambique, youth advocates and stakeholders said that cyclones destroyed
teachers’ homes, leading to teacher shortages and absenteeism. Many schools
were also damaged, resulting in overcrowded classrooms affecting students
concentration and learning quality.

“Now they’re crammed with 150 students in a single classroom, and the information

doesn’t reach them properly because it’s hard for a teacher to manage such numbers
(...) Sometimes, there are 180 first-grade students in one class with two teachers
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because there’s no other way, they combine the classes (...) There are overcrowded
classes from grades 8 to 12, making it hard for the teacher to deliver lessons
effectively and for students to absorb knowledge.” (Civil society representative,
Mozambique).

Findings from the literature and the workshops/interviews:

Strengthening education policy

« Governments and schools need to properly cost climate change and disaster
risk management plans to ensure education continuity during shocks (CARE,
2023). In Malawi, participants highlighted the National Adaptation Plan as key
to resilient infrastructure and learning. They stressed the need for preparedness
and integrating in strategic planning. Youth advocates from Lilongwe reinforced
this in their advocacy message:

“Climate change contributes to natural disasters such as cyclone Anna in Dedea
which disrupted education or led to suspension of classes. Natural disasters
destroyed infrastructure such as schools and teachers' house. There is an urgent need
for government preparedness and pro-active response. Every child deserves to learn
even during climate crisis. The government should introduce radio programmes,
e-learning and affordable internet to continue education.” (Advocacy message co-
created by youth advocates from Lilongwe/Malawi)

Across countries, participants stressed the need for re-admission policies and
support to help students return to school after climate-related dropouts, including
psychological support.)

« Climate resilient (storm resistant) and more schools, including satellite schools,
are needed (Tanner et al., 2022). In all three countries, participants stressed the
need for climate-resilient, disability-friendly schools, especially in disaster-prone
areas.

“Build resilient schools first, children won't learn if they fear roofs collapsing. That's
my biggest recommendation.” (Government Staff, Mozambique)

« Climate action should be part of school curricula—covering mitigation,
adaptation, and mental health—to build student resilience (PLAN International,
2019; UNICEF, 2019; Wiedermann et al., 2023). Youth advocates in all three
countries called for better integration of climate change into school curricula,
linking it to life skills or sexuality education. In Zambia, curriculum revisions
offer a chance to include climate-SRHR links. In Malawi, participants stressed
addressing eco-anxiety through policy. Support for teachers facing climate-
related challenges was also emphasized.
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Educational institutions and climate action

UNESCO (2016) recommends a
whole-school approach to climate
resilience, including sustainable
infrastructure, climate-focused
curricula, inclusive leadership, and
community partnerships (see Figure
10). Key actions include:

CLMATE
ACTION

School culture of sustainability

Figure 4 The whole-school approach to climate
change (UNESCO, 2016)

« Defining school-specific climate goals to foster a culture of sustainability
(UNESCO, 2016). In Mozambique, school-level risk reduction committees were
set up to address climate impacts, but limited resources have hindered their
effectiveness.

« Creating inclusive climate action teams to lead school-wide efforts with student
participation and gender equity (UNESCO, 2016). Browns et al. (2023). Youth and
key informants highlighted student-led climate action through peer education,
outreach, and recovery planning. A key informant in Malawi also noted the
untapped potential of empowering female teachers as resilience role models.
These efforts reflect the value of school-based climate teams and the need to
formalize them with inclusive governance.

« Modeling sustainability on campus, e.g. through energy and water saving, waste
reduction, and green spaces) (Tanner et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2016). Zambian
stakeholders noted school-based green enterprise projects, while in Malawi,
solar installations in schools were mentioned as resilience efforts. These
examples show growing interest in campus sustainability, but they often depend
on donor support and need more public investment.

« Integrating climate education across subject - age appropriate, gender-sensitive
(with an intersectionality lense), and action oriented with local and global
perspectives, while fostering students’ critical, creative, and futures thinking
(Brown et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes et al., 2022; Mubanga et al., 2022; Tanner et
al., 2022; UNESCO, 2016; Wiedermann et al., 2023). In Malawi, Mozambique, and
Zambia, youth and key informants emphasized starting climate education early
and making it locally relevant.

« Integrate Service Learning so that students can connect classroom knowledge
with real-world climate action with community partners (Romano et al., 2024).

« Providing mental health support, including eco-anxiety and trauma-informed
care for students and educators (Bandeira et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes et al.,
2022; Wiedermann et al., 2023). As shown in figure 11, youth in Malawi and
stakeholders elsewhere highlighted the emotional impact of disasters, calling
for more trained school counselors and structured support for grieving or
traumatized students.
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Picture 7 Lilongwe youth advocate's knowledge product calling for more mental health

support for climate crises-affected youth in Malawi

« Build strong partnerships with families, local groups, and networks to support
student learning, co-create climate solutions, and make schools hubs for
awareness raising and collective climate resilience (UNESCO, 2016). All case
study countries shared strong partnership examples. In Malawi, the Break Free
project facilitated youth capacity-building in climate awareness, SRHR, and
budgeting. In Zambia, BF! partnered with the Ministry of Education and civil
society to provide sanitary products, build school blocks, and raise climate
awareness. After Cyclone Jude in Mozambique, BF! and partners distributed
dignity kits and learning materials, offered psychosocial support, helped with
contingency planning and seed distribution, and trained child protection focal
points on sexual harassment.

« Include school-feeding programmes to provide students with regular, nutritious
meals (Gambir et al., 2024). In Malawi, climate-related crop failures have
disrupted school feeding programs, highlighting the need for climate-resilient
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food systems and stronger government support.

Improve access to quality, inclusive education for girls by removing barriers like
distance and costs (e.g. building more schools near flood-prone areas, creating
satellite schools, offering scholarships) (Tanner et al., 2022). Across countries,
this was seen as a key resilience strategy. In Zambia, good practices included
providing sanitary pads, scholarships, and re-entry policies.

In Mozambique, expanding distance learning was suggested, especially for
secondary students with phones, to prevent learning loss or offer remedial
classes.
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Gender norms,
barriers and
inequities

Climate change and gender equality

Findings from the literature: The Lancet Countdown reports highlight how
climate change worsens existing gender inequalities, especially in access to health
care and social protection (Romanello et al., 2024, 2021; Watts et al., 2015, 2018).
A study in Kenya found that harmful gendered beliefs—like limiting water intake
during pregnancy, overworking in heat, or harmful infant care practices —put
women and newborns at greater health risk in a changing climate (Lusambili et al.,
2023). In Zimbabwe, girls were more vulnerable to extreme weather due to limited
access to early warning information, which is often shared in male-dominated
spaces like bars or shops (Tanner et al., 2022). Another Zimbabwean study noted
that cultural norms requiring women to wear long garments can limit mobility
during emergencies like floods (Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Participants in Malawi, Zambia, and
Mozambique echoed that patriarchal norms and traditions often place women
and girls at the bottom of social hierarchies, limiting their access to resources and
decision-making during crises.

“I'm not being feminist, but just typical. If you take a day in the life of a woman, you
will find all of us in the family want to access water, want to drink water, want to bath,
want to wash our clothes. At the village setting, the one who draws water is a woman.
(...) So when there is dryness of water, and water is fetched from far away, the one

to cover the distance is always the woman. And like I've said, even if the woman is
pregnant, it's not a bigger woman. It's a smaller woman, a girl. So at the end of the
day, the impact is heavier on the girl child.” (Chief, Zambia)

“Often women and girls suffer more. When these situations occur, women and girls
are burdened. In our communities, culturally, women are expected to make extra
effort in farming because women can’t let the family starve. The man is there and
might only collect sticks to build a hut. The woman must farm morning and afternoon
to ensure sustenance. Girls often stop going to school to help their mothers in the
fields because they’ve lost their school materials and can’t continue studying without
them.” (Civil society representative, Mozambique)

A key informant from Malawi described how environmental degradation and a
drying lake led to male migration, leaving women and children behind with fewer
resources and less protection:

“And so you find the fishermen are going, following the waterline. And the markets
where they sell commodities, starting from sugar cane, local brew, thobwa you know,
they also follow the fishermen because the fish is the one that drives the economy.
And so what we have seen is that eventually people find themselves in fishing grounds
of other people. That creates conflicts. And then they say that also they are taking

up their businesses in the local area. So that is one aspect that we have seen in the
process of drying. And when it has completely dried, then these men move to other
places. Others go to Mozambique. Many go to Lake Malawi. So they go to Mangochi
to continue with the fishing trade. Then others will go into the urban centres to do
something else. But the ones that remain are the women and the children and the
sick and the elderly. So you can actually see the skewed nature of what happens with
an episode like drying in Lake Chirwa.” (Academic expert, Malawi)
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(Gender-based)
violence at
community level

Child abuse and
Gender-based
violence

Participants brought up that cultural norms also influence aid distribution, with
men often controlling finances and leadership, especially during climate-related
displacement.

Findings from the literature: Community violence and loss of cultural identity can
worsen the impacts of climate change (Brown et al., 2023). This is especially so for
poorer communities with fewer resources. Gender-based violence often reinforces
power imbalances and gender norms—particularly around control of natural
resources (Castaifieda Carney et al., 2020; Munala et al., 2023).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Participants in Malawi added that the
drying of lakes and declining fish stocks have led to harmful coping strategies like
“sex for fish” and “sex for firewood,” increasing gender-based violence risks and
showing how resource scarcity harms women and girls. In Zambia, similar issues
arose: land degradation and rising charcoal production worsened household
vulnerability, while male out-migration during floods left women burdened with
both income and caregiving duties—raising gender-based violence risk and
reducing their ability to build resilience. In Mozambique, displacement and lack
of access to basic resources during natural disasters were said to make young
girls especially vulnerable to abuse. A national-level policymaker in Mozambique
shared:

“Girls queue until midnight to fetch water, risking assault, while boys continue
schooling. (...) | remember a woman who was raped because they leave at midnight
to fetch water." (Policy-maker, Mozambique)

Findings from the literature: Globally, research shows that climate-induced crises
can increase child abuse due to stress, emotional strain, and overcrowded living
conditions (Datzberger et al., 2024; Karaliuniene et al., 2022). Additional risks such
as child labour, recruitment by armed groups, and sexual trafficking often rise as
families struggle to meet basic needs (Cuartas et al., 2023; UNFPA, 2022; Women
Deliver, 2021). Several studies also link climate shocks to increased gender-based
violence, including sexual violence, sexual assault, and intimate partner violence
(Burns & Mutunga, 2024; Castafieda Carney et al., 2020; Epstein et al., 2020; McLeod
et al., 2019; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA & Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women
Deliver, 2021).

Evidence from 19 Demographic Household Survey datasets across sub-Saharan
Africa found that drought exposure was associated with a higher likelihood of
reporting controlling behaviour, as well as physical and sexual violence—especially
among adolescent girls and unemployed women (Epstein et al., 2020). Similarly, a
quantitative study in Mozambique, Uganda, and Zimbabwe found that women in
regions affected by severe weather reported higher odds of experiencing any form
of intimate partner violence, with emotional intimate partner violence significantly
higher in Mozambique (Munala et al., 2023).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Across the case study countries,

interviewees and youth participants confirmed rising intimate partner violence,
child marriage, and transactional sex as coping strategies amid economic hardship
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Disproportionate
risks for women, girls
and marginalized
youth

and food insecurity (see also the SRHR section above). Girls were especially
affected—often dropping out of school to earn income or being pushed into
exploitative relationships. In a group discussion in Lusaka, participants also noted a
perceived increase in polygamy, reportedly to gain more female labour for farming.

Findings from the literature: According to UNDP (2016), 80% of people displaced
by climate change are women, reflecting the broader trend of women and girls
bearing a disproportionate burden of climate impacts due to gendered roles and
structural inequalities—a pattern well documented globally (McLeod et al., 2019;
Romanello et al., 2024; UNDP, 2016) and in Zambia (Rosen et al., 2021).

During climate crises, girls and young women face increased risks in temporary
shelters, overcrowded homes, or when traveling long distances for water and
firewood (Cuartas et al., 2023; Tanner et al., 2022). In Zambia, cases of sexual
violence have also been reported in schools, particularly when girls were tasked
with fetching water for teachers (Tanner et al., 2022). A study in Zambia found
female-headed households in Zambia to be especially vulnerable, often lacking
land, tools, and farming inputs to cope with drought-related challenges (Rosen et
al., 2021). Other groups facing heightened marginalization during climate crises
include migrant and displaced youth, rural/coastal communities, adolescent and
young people living in poverty, LGBTQI+ youth, and girls with disabilities. These
groups often have limited protection and access to services, yet remain under-
researched, highlighting critical data gaps for effective intersectional analysis
(UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA & Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver,
2021).

Findings from the workshops/interviews: Overall, youth and key informants from
Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia recognized clear gendered patterns in climate
impacts. In Malawi, youth advocates stressed that this unequal burden affects
multiple, interconnected areas—disrupted education, food insecurity, sexual
exploitation, poor health, and exclusion from decision-making.

“On the education part, climate change has caused floods which have swept away
roads and crops, so the child stops going to school, there is hunger at home and to
sort of alleviate this, she turns to seeking money in exchange for sexual favours. She
contracts STDs and to sort of try and remedy the situation, she starts taking part in
community development programs and instead of being put in a position of power
or authority, she is sidelined by the men in the projects.” (Youth advocate, Machinga/
Malawi)

In displacement camps, the specific needs of women and girls—such as lactation,
menstruation, and personal protection—were often overlooked. Inadequate
policies and poorly designed interventions left them more exposed to violence,
neglect, and exclusion from support systems.

“Women and girls are the most affected groups. So when the disaster strikes,

their vulnerability increases. In the sense that women are regarded as passive in
decision making, they are not regarded as bread winners so as girls as well. So the
interventions should also ensure that they address issues that are affecting women,
they should promote gender equality, a deliberate effort has to be done. So the
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reason why I was also looking at issues of their safety at camp level: How do we
manage girls and young women? This is the reason why | was giving you examples
of lactating mothers. A lactating mother can’t be (treated) the same as a pregnant
woman, a pregnant woman can’t be the same as an adolescent girl. These guys they
would need to have a safe and conducive environment, so issues of policies and all
that should also consider their vulnerabilities and make sure that they are being
taken care of, they are being taken care of when they want to address such kind of
things.” (Civil society representative, Malawi)

When asked about those most affected by climate-related disruptions to SRHR and
education, participants across countries identified adolescent girls, young mothers,
youth living with HIV, young people with disabilities, and, in some cases, key
populations (e.g., sex workers, LGBTQ+ youth), as well as street-connected or less
privileged youth. These groups face compounded risks during climate crises due to
pre-existing vulnerabilities and limited access to services, support, or protection.

Findings from the literature and the workshops/interviews:

Climate policy must be rights-based and gender-responsive, as outlined in the
ICPD Programme of Action and Paris Agreement (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Burns &
Mutunga, 2024; Mogelgaard, 2018). In details this entails:

« Integrate Gender Analysis in Climate change adaptation and mitigation
programmes, this is critical to understand the different vulnerabilities and
capacities of women, men, girls, and boys (Ipas, 2022). This includes embedding
gender equity into Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and National
Adaptation Plans (NAPs) (Mogelgaard, 2018; UNDP, 2016), and considering
linkages with SRHR for instance in the Gender Action Plan under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Women
and Gender Constituency (of the UNFCCC) (Women Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 2025a).
Gender should also be mainstreamed across the Water, Energy, Land, and
Food nexus. (Hlahla, 2022). Participants confirmed that such a gender analysis
is essential. While present in some NGO programming, gaps remain in truly
transformative approaches.

« Promote Women'’s Leadership in climate governance (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025;
UNDP, 2016; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023;
Women Deliver, 2021). For instance, community-based women’s groups should
be strengthened within disaster risk management structures (Government of
Malawi, 2022). This strategy was strongly validated across countries. Women
already lead in informal ways—e.g., organizing childcare, leading VSL groups,
and joining climate-smart agriculture initiatives. Participants stressed the need
for institutional support to scale these efforts.

« Expand Gender-Responsive Climate Finance, climate finance should support
women’s economic empowerment, which in turn enhances SRHR, health, and
education outcomes (YLABS, 2025a). This strategy was strongly supported in all
three countries. Seed capital, village banking, and small business support were
cited as critical enablers for girls' and women’s education, SRHR access, and
economic independence.

« Center Reproductive Justice, policies must avoid population control narratives

Break Free! Summary climate change 26



and instead promote informed reproductive choices (Otzelberger, 2014).
While participants in this study did not explicitly discuss population control
narratives, there was strodng support for youth access to contraception and
informed SRHR choices.

Gender-transformative programming and inclusive participation

- Enhance women’s control over critical resources and support their resilience
through gender-responsive adaptation (Hlahla, 2022). Gender norms are slowly
shifting, e.g., in Malawi, women now fish and own boats—previously taboo. In all
three countries, women’s participation in collective farming and access to shared
assets (e.g. fertilizers, seeds) was framed as a pathway to resilience.

« Increase paid work and vocational training for women and girls, particularly
during and post-disaster (Ipas, 2022). This strategy was strongly reinforced.
Participants across countries advocated for more vocational training and
income-generating support targeted at adolescent girls and young women.
Examples included tailoring, reusable pad production, and small enterprise
training for drop-out girls.

« Facilitate capacity-building for local leadership, including youth and women’s
groups, in climate governance, advocacy, and policy while addressing barriers
for women’s and youth participation such as socio-cultural norms, childcare
responsibilities, inadequate financial support and limited access to education
((Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Djoudi et al., 2016; Hlahla, 2022; WHO, 2015).
Participants emphasized the need to address barriers to youth- and community-
leadership, particularly when it comes to the leadership of girls and women, such
as lack of training, digital access, and time (due to unpaid care responsibilities).
As illustrated in the quote below, participants in Malawi, Mozambique and
Zambia emphasized the importance of supporting rather than substituting local
and indigenous knowledge systems:

“We would still need capacity building, or we would say capacity strengthening.

You know this time around we should try to run away from capacity building as if
someone had no capacity at all. These guys they have local knowledge or indigenous
knowledge but all that is need is just to strengthen the capacity.” (Civil society
representative, Malawi)

« Promote Gender-Responsive Resilience strategies by expand women’s access
to information, financial and technical resources, and ensuring their meaningful
participation in community decision-making processes related to disaster risk
reduction, as well as practical life-savings skills (e.g. swimming, water safety)
(Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020).

« Actively engage boys and men in community programmes to challenge harmful
gender norms, promote shared caregiving, and support climate-resilient families
and communities (Gambir et al., 2024; Orievulu et al., 2022). Efforts are underway
but limited. Participants in Malawi highlighted the need to involve men more
intentionally in shifting harmful gender norms. They identified peer-led groups,
community theatre, and sensitization efforts as promising entry points for this.
Mozambique stakeholders cited an UNFPA mentoring manual promoting positive
masculinity and rights education, now being adapted for climate-affected areas.

+ While no literature was identified suggestion strategies for climate resilience
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within gender-based violence service provision, in Lusaka, youth mentioned
village-level one-stop centers that offer support to gender-based violence
survivors—seen as a promising, community-based model.

Youth in Nampula, Mozambique, called for inclusive housing reconstruction,
challenging the norm that only men rebuild homes.

Picture 8 knowledge product developed
by youth advocates, expressing the

need for gender transformation when it
comes to reconstructing houses following

cyclones in Nampula, Mozambique
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Conclusions

This review highlights the urgent need to address the intersecting impacts of climate change on adolescents
and young people in Southern Africa—particularly in relation to SRHR, gender equality, and education. Climate
change exacerbates existing structural inequalities, disproportionately affecting marginalised groups such as
girls, LGBTQI+ youth, young people with disabilities, and those living in poverty or displacement. These groups
face cascading harms: school closures, increased gender-based violence, disrupted SRHR services, and harmful
coping strategies such as child marriage or transactional sex. These disruptions are interconnected and cyclical,
reinforcing poverty, reducing access to education and health services, and deepening gendered vulnerabilities.

Conceptually, the review challenges dominant narratives that frame women and youth primarily as victims.
While such framings can attract attention, they risk reinforcing the feminisation of vulnerability and obscuring
the agency and leadership potential of adolescents and young people. Likewise, the uncritical use of terms
like “resilience” can depoliticise structural injustice and shift responsibility onto individuals. What is needed

is a justice-centred, political approach to resilience, rooted in redistribution, collective action, and rights.
Although gender and youth are increasingly referenced in global and national climate policies, SRHR remains
underrepresented, and gender-transformative implementation is often weak—particularly in low-emission
countries like Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia, which bear a disproportionate climate burden.

Despite these gaps, the study surfaces promising, locally grounded strategies: climate-resilient school
infrastructure, mobile SRHR services, economic empowerment for girls, and engaging men and boys to
challenge harmful gender norms. Effective climate responses must be intersectoral and rights-based, with
coordinated governance across health, education, gender, youth, and environmental sectors. Above all,
young people must be seen not merely as vulnerable, but as key actors in climate solutions. Their meaningful
participation in policymaking, planning, and financing—at all levels—is both a matter of rights and a driver of
long-term impact. For Break Free! Alliance and its partners, this means advancing advocacy at the intersection
of climate justice, SRHR, education, and gender equality, while challenging reductive narratives and
championing youth leadership in building inclusive, resilient futures.

Methodological Reflection

This study highlights the value of combining a literature review with participatory validation. The literature review
served to map existing evidence, identify knowledge gaps, and frame the analysis of climate-SRHR-education-
gender linkages in ways that are both context-specific and comparative across settings. Crucially, the validation
exercises with youth and key stakeholders added depth and clarity—grounding findings in lived experience,
correcting potential misinterpretations, and surfacing nuances often missing from published sources.

In resource-constrained contexts, this participatory validation proved to be a cost-effective yet high-impact
approach. It enriched secondary data with primary insights, contributing to a more accurate, relevant,

and actionable understanding of the complex and intersecting effects of climate change on adolescents and
young people.
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Civil society
engagement,
including young
people, with policy-
makers

Recommendations

In addition to the strategies for resilience presented above, the key
recommendations to BF! stakeholders, including young people, and other civil
society actors engaging at the intersections of climate change, SRHR, gender
equality and education are:

« Influence Climate Policy and Advocate for SRHR, Civil society actors, including
young people, should actively engage in the development and revision of
national climate policies by partnering with governments, pushing for the
integration of SRHR, gender, and generational equity, and ensuring alignment
with human rights frameworks (PLAN International, 2019). Participants across
countries in this study also emphasised that CSOs should continue to lobby for
the meaningful inclusion of SRHR in climate-related policies and ensure these
commitments are backed by budgets and monitoring.

+ Promote Inclusive, gender-responsive and intergenerational Policy Dialogues.
CSOs, including young people, should connect community experiences to
national planning (e.g. NAPs), ensuring gender-responsive and intergenerational
perspectives are heard. Study participants recommended mentoring of young
people to participate meaningfully—beyond tokenism—in decision-making
processes.

“Once the disaster strike the youth are not being given a platform to voice out their
issues unless there is a specific intervention (...). Even the committees at camp level,
ifyou are not innovative enough, you wouldn’t find a young person there. (...) They
have to make sure that all the colours are being incorporated in decision-making (...),
because the decision that can be made by a young person can’t address the issues
that has been affected by an adolescent girl and a young woman.” (Civil society
representative, Malawi)

In Malawi, youth are developing a training toolkit on climate-SRHR linkages, in
collaboration with government, as a promising example of youth-led innovation.

“We’re developing a youth-led training toolkit on climate change and SRHR, showing
how climate events - like Cyclone Freddy, which disrupted health service access in
southern Malawi - directly affect the availability of reproductive health services. We’re
collaborating with the Ministries of Health and Climate Change to ensure it informs
policy and practice.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

+ Strengthen Community Participation and Local Accountability. Communities
should be actively involved in data collection and use of data from early
warning systems, vulnerability assessments and risk monitoring (WHO, 2015).
Study participants suggested adaptations for low-literacy users, such as
through community radio. Participatory planning examples from Malawi and
Mozambique highlight good practice, though gaps remain. CSOs also play a
key role in reinforcing local accountability, including bylaw enforcement and
community oversight, to ensure policies translate into action.
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Local Knowledge,
Communication, and
Leadership

« Civil society should leverage mass and digital media, and collaborate with

traditional, religious, and community leaders to strengthen public awareness
and engagement on climate and SRHR issues (Cuartas et al., 2023; Kutywayo

et al., 2022). Examples such as virtual reality storytelling in Mozambique and
local radio messaging were highlighted as powerful tools to make climate risks
relatable, especially when delivered through trusted, familiar channels. In both
Zambia and Mozambique, traditional leaders were seen mobilising communities
to take action:

“We have seen traditional leaders and also many other players calling for people
not to be cutting down trees in the communities just to preserve their communities.”
(Civil society representative, Zambia)

Depending on the context, support trusted, embedded local leadership
structures that can provide culturally and geographically appropriate responses
(Azan et al., 2025; Keevers et al., 2024; Tomita et al., 2022; WHO, 2015). Across all
three countries, participants emphasised the importance of supporting existing
local structures

“Using the existing structures that are at that level, whether it's the ADC, VDC and
all that, including some of the structures like the child protection volunteers and

all that. So if you look at all these, they play a key role in situations like that. Make
sure that whatever happens, they can report. If it is beyond their capacity, they may
even report for further assistance or refer to somewhere from the community as
well.” (Government official, Malawi)

Ensure disaster-affected communities have the autonomy and resources to lead
their own recovery, define their priorities, and rebuild in ways that reflect their
lived realities and future aspirations (Keevers et al., 2024; UNFPA, 2022). Support
local knowledge-sharing and traditional practices that contribute to climate
adaptation (Keevers et al., 2024). Nurture networks of trust, belonging, and
mutual support - crucial for collective recovery and adaptive capacity (Keevers et
al., 2024; Marks et al., 2023. The importance of community-led recovery, rooted
in local knowledge systems and social cohesion, was strongly validated across
case study countries and illustrated through several good practice examples. In
response to Cyclone Freddy, for example, youth in Malawi’s Lake Chirwa basin
led rescue efforts before official support arrived. Such examples highlight the
value of local capacity, often overlooked in formal disaster planning. The use

of Participatory Scenario Planning, which blended satellite forecasts with local
knowledge and was reportedly co-translated into Chichewa by communities
themselves, further illustrates how inclusive, locally driven approaches foster
more effective and trusted planning. At the same time, youth also called for more
support for locally driven innovations, such as producing reusable sanitary pads
during disasters:

“I'm looking at the point on promoting young people innovations... maybe giving

an example such as maybe training more females or maybe the mother groups

on making of reusable sanitary pads or maybe other things that maybe if disaster
strikes, then these people on SRHR they will not go and get pregnant because they
are trying to get pads... they will be able to come up with an innovation and make
their own pads.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)
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Programming for
Climate Resilience

« With involvement of young people, provide targeted support for parents and

caregivers through culturally relevant programmes that strengthen their
understanding of children’s needs, promote positive parenting practices, and
build core life skills to enhance both caregiver and child resilience in the context
of the climate crisis (Cuartas et al., 2023). A civil society representative from
Malawi pointed to intergenerational dialogues as a promising tool for shared
learning and problem-solving in the face of climate challenges.

Recognize and respond to the frustration and despair that can result from
youth’s perceived inaction by institutions and ensure that youth-led efforts

are acknowledged, supported, and connected to broader systemic change to
maintain momentum and hope (Romano et al., 2024). Young people are often at
the forefront of community preparedness, advocacy, and innovation—from peer-
to-peer learning and local campaigns to delivering contraceptives during crises
and co-designing climate responses. However, stakeholders agreed that without
meaningful support and follow-through, youth risk discouragement, particularly
when their contributions are acknowledged rhetorically but not backed by
resources or real inclusion.

Strengthen young people’s resilience by building their advocacy, social, and
emotional skills—through peer support, mentorship, and access to mental health
services (Bandeira et al., 2023; Romano et al., 2024). This recommendation

was strongly validated across countries. In Malawi, key informants highlighted
existing mental health and psychosocial support, including safe spaces where
youth offer peer-to-peer support to cope with grief and trauma after climate-
related events. Peer-led training was seen as a promising approach—not only for
mental health but also for broader climate resilience.

Strengthen youth knowledge and advocacy on the links between climate change,
SRHR, gender, and education. This includes sharing existing resources more
widely and providing practical, accessible information on climate impacts. In
Mozambique, youth highlighted gaps in understanding connections between
climate change, extreme weather events, and deforestation—such as tree cutting
for timber exports.

Offering financial literacy and job training programmes can help youth manage
economic stress and uncertainty, serving as an important preventive and
resilience-building strategy (Wiedermann et al., 2023). This recommendation
was strongly supported across all study countries, where youth unemployment
was a major concern. Young participants noted that involvement in advocacy
and climate action not only strengthened community resilience but also created
opportunities for employment, skills building, and networking—demonstrating
the dual benefits of such programmes for both economic and social resilience.

Picture 9 Youth Advocates in Nampula,
Mozambique presenting an agenda
about climate change and instead of

cutting trees, planting them.
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