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1 Introduction

Background to the study

The Break Free! (BF!) programme is dedicated to strengthening the sexual and reproductive health and rights
(SRHR) of adolescents and young people aged 10-24, while also promoting gender equality and ensuring access
to quality education.

Building on insights from regional learning sessions held in 2024, the programme identified an urgent need to
better understand the ways in which climate change is shaping SRHR, education, and gender equality outcomes
in Southern Africa. In particular, there is a growing recognition of the importance of identifying strategies that
can enhance climate resilience in these interconnected areas.

This study was therefore undertaken under the BF! programme to examine the youth-specific impacts of climate
change and the strategies young people can use to strengthen resilience across SRHR, gender equality, and
education. The research draws on a comprehensive literature review, youth-led validation workshops, and key
informant consultations conducted in Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia.

The present report shares the findings and insights emerging from this work across the three countries involved.

Understanding climate change

Climate change can be understood 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). Human activity has been the
primary driver of climate change since the 1800s, relating to the warming of the atmosphere, oceans, and
land, primarily due to unsustainable energy use, land use and land-use change, lifestyles and patterns of
consumption and production (IPCC, 2023). These activities increase greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, trapping
more heat from the sun and leading to a warming planet. As a result, temperatures are rising, rainfall patterns
altered, sea levels rising, and extreme weather events more frequent.

Climate impacts are complex and not all extreme weather events can be directly linked to climate change.
Some may be partly influenced or intensified by it, while others result from natural weather patterns. However,
the most recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assessment report based on contributions
from working groups and special reports clearly evidences that human-caused climate change is affecting many
weather and climate extremes in every region across the globe leading to widespread adverse impacts and
related losses and damages to nature and people (IPCC, 2023).

IPCC provides assessments of human influence on key indicators of the state of the climate grounded in
available data. The latest assessment (Forster et al., 2025) shows that human-driven climate change is primarily
caused by record-high greenhouse gas emissions - around 53.6 billion tonnes of CO,-equivalent per year over
the last decade - which trap heat in the atmosphere and warm the planet. This warming is amplified by a
reduction in the cooling effect once provided by certain air pollutants (aerosols) that reflect sunlight back into
space. As a result, the Earth’s energy imbalance is increasing, with more heat being retained than released,
driving ocean warming, ice melt, and faster sea-level rise. While natural climate cycles such as El Nifio or Atlantic
variability can make individual years warmer or cooler, nearly all the long-term warming observed since the late
1800s is due to human activity. The rate of warming, now around 0.27 °C per decade, is the fastest seen in the
instrumental record.
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Adolescents and young people in a changing climate in low-resource settings

The urgency of the climate crisis has become a priority locally, regionally, nationally and globally in the past
decades. Recently, advocates have been calling on shifting the focus solely from emissions reduction to
inclusive and rights-based approaches to climate justice that particularly factor in the consequences of climate
change on already marginalized groups of people, including adolescents and young people (AYP), women,
people with disabilities and those living in poverty. AYP are uniquely vulnerable to the health impacts of
extreme weather events due to physiological, developmental, and behavioural factors (Azan et al., 2025; Burns
& Mutunga, 2024; Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020). Non-fatal effects and mental health burdens are particularly
concerning in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) due to factors like extreme weather, but also because
of rapid urbanization, poor infrastructure, informal settlements, as well as political and economic instability
(Burns & Mutunga, 2024).

Climate impacts in Southern Africa

In Southern Africa, there has been particular attention paid to the effects of climate disasters (such as floods,
droughts, and cyclones) on livelihoods, particularly considering the prevalence of agriculture as a primary
means of income generation. Coupled with existing policy and infrastructural gaps, and an unevenness in

the provision of social protection measures and services (Mucherera & Mavruha), climate change is having a
significant impact on Southern African countries resulting for example in food and water shortages, strains on
health systems and climate-induced migration (Mucherera & Mavruha; Orievulu et al, 2022; Rosen et al, 2021).
Importantly, these countries are not important emitters of GHG emissions but are facing the disproportionate
burden of the effects of climate change (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025).

Case study country foci: Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia
For the purpose of the study, we are focusing on the Break Free! focus countries in Southern Africa, namely
Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia.

Malawi is highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, ranking 169 out of 187 countries in the ND-GAIN
Index1 (ND-GAIN, 2025) a reflection of both its exposure to climate-related hazards and limited adaptive
capacity. This vulnerability is compounded by longstanding developmental challenges. Since 1980, Malawi
has recorded over 50 hydro-meteorological disasters - including floods, storms, droughts, and landslides -
affecting millions (USAID, 2013). The agricultural sector, dominated by resource-poor smallholder farmers,

is particularly hard hit, with climate change impacts estimated to cost the country at least 5% of its GDP
annually (Mwalukomo, H., Majiga-Kamoto, G., & Kambwiri, 2022) Degradation of forests and watersheds
further exacerbates risks of flooding and landslides. In recent years, the frequency and severity of extreme
weather events have increased sharply. Since 2012, Malawi has experienced more cyclonic events than in the
entire period from 1946 to 2008 (Government of Malawi, 2023). Cyclone Idai in 2019 resulted in $220 million in
damages and placed Malawi among the five most climate-affected countries globally that year (Government
of Malawi, 2023). Tropical Storm Ana in 2022 caused damage equivalent to up to 2.7% of GDP, displacing over
200,000 people and killing 46 (Government of Malawi, 2023). The most devastating in recent history, however,
was Cyclone Freddy in 2023, which lasted over five weeks, brought six months' worth of rainfall in six days, and
resulted in over 1,200 deaths, 600,000 displaced, and more than 2.2 million people affected (Government of
Malawi, 2023).

Mozambique is highly exposed to climate-related threats such as floods, droughts, and cyclones, with its
vulnerability intensified by a lengthy coastline and a strong reliance on agriculture. It ranks 156 out of 187
countries in the 2025 ND-GAIN index (ND-GAIN, 2025). Over the past two decades, Mozambique has experienced
increasingly intense and frequent negative impacts of climate change. Climatic phenomena such as droughts,
cyclones, and tropical storms have become more frequent and severe (Ministry of Land and Environment,
2023). In 2016, the country faced its worst drought in 35 years, linked to the El Nifio-Southern Oscillation, which
caused severe crop failures and the death of livestock for thousands of farmers. This was followed by Tropical
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Cyclone Dineo in February 2017 (World Bank, 2020). This cyclone affected about 550,000 people and destroyed
more than 33,000 houses. Two years later, Mozambique experienced two devastating tropical cyclones. Cyclone
Idai, which stuck in March 2019, resulted in more than 600 deaths and left an estimated 1.85 million in need of
humanitarian assistance. The following month, Cyclone Kenneth, the strongest tropical cyclone ever recorded
to make landfall on the African continent, affected roughly 374,000 people. Together, the two cyclones caused
damages and economic losses estimated at US$3 billion (NDC Partnership, 2020). Since 2019, Mozambique

has been affected by 20 cyclones, including 3 in the first quarter of 2025, primarily impacting the provinces of
Nampula (North), Zambezia (Center), and Inhambane (South) (Dados Mundiais, 2025).

Ranked 130 out of 187 countries in the 2025 ND-GAIN Index, Zambia is increasingly vulnerable to the impacts of
climate change, which constitutes a significant and serious threat to the country’s sustainable development.

In recent years, Zambia has experienced a growing number of climate-related hazards, including droughts, dry
spells, seasonal and flash floods, and extreme temperatures. Over the past two decades, the frequency and
intensity of these events -particularly droughts and floods - have increased (Kaoma-Sikaneta, 2020), with severe
consequences for food and water security, energy, and livelihoods. Rising temperatures have further contributed
to heat stress, land degradation, and desertification, compounding the country’s existing economic and social
challenges (Rosen et al., 2021). Since hydropower accounts for approximately 90% of Zambia’s electricity
generation, the severe 2023-2024 drought caused an estimated 75% drop in water volume at Lake Kariba,
triggering up to 21 hours of daily load shedding impacting 80% of the population (ACAPS, 2025) This extended
blackout strained essential services and industries. Agricultural production plummeting by over 50%, severely
affecting food security and livelihoods, reducing livestock production, and driving up food prices (World Food
Programme, 2025).

The case for climate justice

Climate vulnerability is exacerbated by inequity and marginalisation linked to e.g., gender, ethnicity, low
incomes, informal settlements, disability, age, and historical and ongoing patterns of inequity such as
colonialism, especially for many Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPCC, 2023). Data show that

the richest half of countries emit 86% of global carbon dioxide emissions, and the wealthiest 10% produce
nearly half of GHG emissions (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Ritchie, 2023). As such, a justice approach to climate
action recognizes how climate change is more than an environmental crisis; it is also a social, economic and
political crisis whose impacts are not felt evenly. Approaching climate change from a justice perspective means
recognizing that it is “a moral and justice issue, not just a science, techno-managerial or finance issue” (9). It
pays attention to how climate change impacts people, communities, countries differently and unevenly based
on structural elements of inequalities and marginalization (Sultana, 2022). It also means focusing on local
impacts and experiences and the value and potential of community-based approaches (10).

Defining climate resilience

Climate resilience is defined as “The capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems to cope

with a hazardous event, or 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 includes adapting to climate-related shocks and stresses - such as extreme
weather events, sea-level rise, and long-term climate shifts - while maintaining or improving essential functions
and structures (NRC, 2012). As climate conditions evolve, climate resilience must also continuously adapt to
these changes (NRC, 2012).

Why this research matters

Despite years of warnings and numerous global commitments to the contrary, governments and companies
continue to fuel the fire of global heating - increasing the risks to the health of people worldwide (Romanello
et al., 2024). The extent to which current and future generations will experience a hotter and different world
depends on choices now and in the near term (IPCC, 2023).
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This means that the need to address the climate crisis remains urgent. Climate justice is emerging as a
counter-approach to the standard technocratic governance of climate change, and centers the need to address
structural inequalities (Djoudi et al, 2016; Sultana, 2022). There is a need for localized, gender-transformative
and youth-participatory approaches, that uplift the voices of those affected by climate change whose voices are
rarely accounted for (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Tanner et al, 2022). These voices can also push forward new and
radical understandings and methods to address the crisis.

The particular effects of climate change on AYP, in particular relation to health (including mental health and
SRHR), gender and education, and the interlinkages between the three has so far been understudied.

Break Free! Synthesis Report 2025 8



2 Methodology

2.1 Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework (figure 1) for this study was developed through an iterative process combining
theory, evidence, and emerging practice. It adapts Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (1977) and the
WHO'’s operational framework for building climate-resilient health systems (WHO, 2015) allowing for a multi-
level analysis of both the effects of climate change and potential resilience pathways. The framework integrates
five interrelated levels - individual, community, institutional, policy, and structural - highlighting how climate-
related shocks and stresses influence adolescent and youth SRHR and wellbeing, gender equality, and quality
education across these domains.

Initial design was guided by a preliminary literature review that identified recurring themes and gaps at each
level, informing the scope of the search strategy and the organization of findings. This dual focus on effects
and resilience enabled the framework to capture both vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities, with particular
attention to youth agency, community systems, institutional functionality, policy integration, and broader
structural dynamics.

Figure 1 Conceptual framework - adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1977) and WHO (2015)

Climate change effects Climate resilience

Community
level

Through enhanced KASAP of HW/

Effects on infrastructure; service CEEEE/NED SEl e/
S 5 5 o
Institutional disruption; staff shortages and MEIELEIE 67 nsk/resp?nse, .
level burnout; interrupted supply chains ety EREEETS) e
2 P PPl delivery; financing adaptations; youth

involvement

Institutional

Break Free! Synthesis Report 2025 9



2.2 Data collection

This study combined a literature and document review with a primary data collection component, including
workshops with BF! youth advocates and semi-structured key informant interviews at case study country levels.

2.2.1 Literature and document review

Between April and June 2025, a literature and document review was carried out to synthesise evidence on the
intersections of climate change with SRHR, gender, and education, with a focus on Southern Africa. A coun-
try-specific document review was carried out for Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia, focusing particularly on
relevant policy and strategic documents to review how these issues are addressed at national level. The review
covered both peer-reviewed scientific literature and grey literature containing a research component, as well as
relevant policy and strategic documents published between 2014 and 2024 in English.

Search strategy and screening process

Two researchers from KIT led the initial literature search using PubMed as the primary database. The first 50 hits
per search string (see Annex 1) were screened for relevance, with Google Scholar used to supplement searches in
areas where gaps were identified. Snowballing and handpicking methods were applied to ensure inclusion of key
literature, particularly those cited in the original concept note, that may not have appeared in formal database
searches.

For the document review, the KIT team reviewed global and regional documents, while national-level documents
were identified by in-country researchers in Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia. Searches were conducted
through government websites (e.g., Ministries of Health, Education, Gender, and Environment), regional bodies
(e.g., SADC, African Union), UN agencies (e.g., UNFPA, UNICEF, UN Women, UNESCO, UNEP, UNFCCC, WHO, WPF),
and selected civil society organisations (e.g., ARROW, YLabs, Women Deliver). While the literature was generally
conducted in English, country-specific grey literature in Portuguese (Mozambique) and local languages was also
considered where available.

Inclusion criteria

Literature used for the findings section of this report had to fulfill the following inclusion criteria:

+ Published within the last 10 years (2014-2024)

« English language

+ Peer-reviewed journal articles and grey literature with a research component

+ Climate-related policy- and strategic documents

« Systematic reviews or meta-analysis or studies with a specific focus on Southern Africa

« Discuss effects of or responses to climate change in relation to SRHR, gender, and/or education

Exclusion criteria

« Documents published before 2014

« Non-English language

« Articles without a research component (e.g., editorials, blogs, newsletters) or that are purely theoretical

« Literature focusing on specific regions or countries outside Southern Africa

« Studies or grey literature focusing on climate change effects or strategies for resilience regarding other health
issues without connection to SRHR, gender and/or education

All results were deduplicated, and a two-stage screening process was applied - first by title and abstract, and

then by full text - based on agreed inclusion criteria.
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2.2.2 Workshops with youth advocates

In each study country, two participatory workshops were conducted with sex-mixed groups of approx.15 youth
advocates each, including one urban and one rural session. These workshops aimed to share preliminary
findings from the literature and document review and to validate and contextualize these findings with youth
perspectives. Workshops in Malawi were conducted in English (Lilongwe) and in Chichewa (Machinga), while
workshops in Zambia were conducted in English in Lusaka and “Chinyanja” (a mixture of English and Chichewa

(in Chipata. In Mozambique, sessions were held in Portuguese.

Picture 1 Youth advocates workshop in Malawi

Each workshop included:

+ A presentation of the literature and document review findings on the intersections between climate change,
SRHR, gender and education

+ Interactive group work and dialogue sessions to validate and complement key findings and explore context-
specific experiences and priorities

« Participatory activities to co-create advocacy messages, strategies and knowledge products to use in
consequent advocacy activities

Picture 2 Youth advocates in Mozambique

presenting their advocacy products

Break Free! Synthesis Report 2025 11



Youth advocates selection criteria

Youth participants were selected based on the following criteria:

« Affiliation with the Break Free! programme and under 30 years of age

« Demonstrated active involvement as youth advocates within the past 12 months

+ Representation of diverse genders, including young women, men, and gender-diverse individuals

2.2.3 Key informant interviews

Following the literature and document review, semi-structured interviews were conducted with five-six key
stakeholders in each study country. These interviews included Break Free! programme staff, other civil society
or UN representatives, climate and SRHR experts, and, relevant policy-makers. Each interview lasted around

60 minutes and the aim was to gather their perspectives on the findings from the initial review and to further
explore issues related to policy implementation, climate-induced SRHR challenges, and potential solutions. The
insights provided by these stakeholders enriched the analysis by grounding it in lived experience and contextual
expertise.

Table 1 below provides an overview of participants included in the primary data collection component of

this study. This subsample was purposefully identified in consultation with the BF! country team and local
researchers to ensure contextual relevance and diversity of perspectives. It also aimed to fill key gaps identified
through the national-level document review. As such, the subsample differs from a representative sample and
between country case studies.

Table 1 Participant sample

Civil society representatives

Health service providers - - 1
Key UN agency representatives = 1 =
informant
interviews Academic experts 1 - -
Chief - - 1
District level government officials - 2 -
National-level policy-makers 2 - -
Workshops Youth advocates (urban setting) 15 from Lilongwe 14 from Nampula City 13 from Lusaka
Youth advocates (rural setting) 16 from Machinga 15 from Nametil 15 from Chipata

R N N
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2.3 Data analysis

Data from the literature and document review were extracted using a structured Excel tool aligned with the
conceptual framework (see Figure 1 above) guiding this study. Key variables included study characteristics and
findings related to the effects of climate change, as well as strategies contributing to climate resilience. Thematic
analysis was conducted to identify patterns, gaps, and cross-sectoral linkages. Specific attention was given to
intersectional dimensions within both impact pathways and resilience-enhancing approaches. Draft findings
were validated and enriched by in-country researchers to ensure contextual relevance and integration of local
insights.

Qualitative data from the key informant interviews and workshops were analyzed thematically using the study’s
conceptual framework. Findings were triangulated with insights from the literature and document review to
enhance the depth and credibility of the analysis. This approach allowed for the identification of cross-cutting
themes, contextual nuances, and stakeholder priorities. The results were then integrated into the synthesis
report, building upon the literature review by grounding it in lived experiences and practice-based insights from
each country.

2.4 Ethics

This study has received an ethical waiver from the KIT Research Ethics Committee (S-261).
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2.5 Limitations

This study faced several limitations. The literature review was conducted as a rapid review, restricted to English-
language sources and relied on only two search engines. The search strategy was designed to be time-efficient
rather than exhaustive, meaning that some key studies or diverse disciplinary perspectives may have been
missed.

The purposive selection of participants - both stakeholders and youth advocates - through the Break Free!
programme may further have introduced selection bias and limited the diversity of perspectives. To address
this, efforts were made to ensure a balanced mix in terms of gender, geographic location (urban and rural), and
organizational backgrounds. The study's focus on only three countries and a relatively small sample size limits
the generalizability of findings beyond the immediate contexts. However, the aim was to identify transferable
insights and promising practices rather than draw universal conclusions. Validation exercises are valuable for
assessing the relevance and resonance of findings, but they also come with inherent limitations. Youth partic-
ipants in the workshops may have been inclined to agree with dominant views or what they perceive to be the
“right” answer, leading to confirmation bias and group consensus pressure. Power dynamics can inhibit open
critique, particularly from younger participants or those with less authority. Although validation focused on
pre-identified literature findings, the research team built several probes and participatory methods to encourage
critical reflection and identify new or divergent insights where possible. Finally, time and resource constraints
restricted engagement with broader stakeholder groups, including youth outside of the BF! programme. This was
mitigated by triangulating findings across multiple data sources and validating them with in-country researchers
to ensure contextual relevance and analytical robustness.
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3. Findings

In this chapter, findings drawn from the literature are presented in black, while insights from the workshops and
stakeholder interviews are highlighted in purple. In the findings, the report first presents climate change as a
systemic disruptor, outlining its effects and the corresponding resilience strategies. This then describes existing
policies before turning to the implications for SRHR, education, and gender equality.

3.1 Climate change as a systemic disruptor

3.1.1 Effects

Climate change acts as a systemic disruptor, compounding existing inequalities and placing disproportionate
strain on already-vulnerable populations. Its structural effects cascade across sectors and social systems,
undermining the foundations that uphold adolescents and young people’s SRHR, gender equality, and
education.

According to the UNFPA (2022), structural effects of climate change include, but are not limited to, food
production, water supplies, ecosystems, energy security and infrastructure. These effects will be reinforced by
existing factors of marginalization such as poverty, insecure housing, lack of mobility, or low preparedness levels,
and long-standing issues related to community structures or conflict and humanitarian settings (Women Deliver,
2021). These effects are mutated by climate change into food insecurity, lack of access to water, weakened health
systems and deteriorating sanitation conditions, and overall infrastructure erosion (Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020;
Nagata et al, 2022; Orievulu et al, 2022). These structural effects of climate were strongly echoed by youth and
stakeholders in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia during validation workshops and interviews.

“Because of the drying of rivers (...) you now have (...) few crops being grown. So when you have few crops
being grown, you are talking about the household shrinking its food levels. (...) When you have low food levels
in the home, it's the front mouth issue, it's begging from house to house. So you bring in poverty in effect. And
when the family has been impoverished, your begging becomes different styles. Some beg with their hands,
the women will beg with their bodies, boys will beg with their brains, thinking and stealing. Others will beg with
guns.” (Chief, Zambia)

Participants repeatedly emphasized the compounding impact of climate change on existing inequalities, poverty,
displacement, and disrupted services. repeatedly emphasized the compounding impact of climate change on
existing inequalities, poverty, displacement, and disrupted services.

“The most in need communities, are the communities that have joint risk of multiples disasters. If you are
already facing a drought is even harder to also prepare for a cyclone and there it’s not even the possible to
capture water from floods as a back up for the droughts periods” (Civil Society representative, Mozambique)
Stakeholders across the three countries also observed an increase in climate-related disasters in recent years.
“There’s a big increase of climate disasters, floods cyclones, droughts, all of them are more recurring and the

impacts are more severe... the season starts earlier, the droughts are more severe.... and there’s obviously a
linkage between these climate disasters and disease outbreaks “Civil Society representative, Mozambique)
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Unequal burden and entrenched exclusion

While climate change affects everyone, its impacts are filtered through social, economic, and historical
inequities. The wealthiest contribute most to emissions but the poorest suffer the consequences (Baschieri &
Udeh, 2025; Burns & Mutunga, 2024). These patterns were validated in all three countries. In Malawi, for instance,
youth pointed out that “the poor are hit hardest” and that wealthier groups tend to recover faster or escape
climate effects altogether.

Lack of land ownership, discriminatory legal frameworks, gender norms, and structural racism further shape
the ability to access assistance, recover from disaster, or influence change. The degradation of ecosystems—
through deforestation, soil erosion, water contamination, and biodiversity loss—amplifies the burden on those
responsible for household water, food, and fuel collection, often women and girls. Gender inequalities are
reinforced as traditional gender roles intersect with new environmental demands (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). In
Zambia, for instance, discussions highlighted how women were disproportionately affected by climate change.
For example, in Vubwi and Chadiza districts, the sharp decline in women’s vegetable sales at local markets

caused by drought, left many returning home without money. As a result, they often faced gender-based violence
by their husbands.

Picture 3 Knowledge products developed by
youth advocates in Zambia showing pupils

playing while some girls are excluded as they

have to fetch water from far away areas

Without structural transformation, climate responses risk reinforcing existing disparities and undermining the
long-term rights, health, and potential of AYP (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025).

In Mozambique it was for instance pointed out that women have less access to early warning systems due to their
significant lower literacy levels than men.

“There’s about a 30% literacy gap between women and men, and literacy rates overall are low. This means that
when you have early warning systems, access to information is limited (especially for women).” (UN stakeholder,
Mozambique)

Displacement, migration, and conflict

As climate-related extreme weather events increase in frequency and severity, they contribute to mass displace-
ment and forced migration (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). Rising sea levels, prolonged droughts, and ecological
degradation push millions from their homes - often within borders but increasingly across them - disrupting
access to health services, education, and protection mechanisms. The World Bank’s Groundswell report projects
up to 216 million internal climate migrants across six major regions by 2050 (World Bank, 2021). Displacement
heightens SRHR risks by limiting access to contraception, antenatal care, and protection from GBV. It also
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interrupts schooling and community support structures. This leads to “increased vulnerability to diseases,
decreased educational attainment, and long-term socioeconomic disadvantages for displaced populations”
(Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). Forced displacement will more likely than not result in settling in unsafe places,
recreating patterns of inequality and marginalization (Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020).

The primary data from all three countries further validates the structural effects of climate change displace-
ment and migration. Additionally to internal displacement, participants highlighted increasing patterns of
cross-border migration between Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia as a direct consequence of climate-induced
disasters. These movements reportedly often occur in the absence of formal support systems, which exacerbates
existing vulnerabilities - especially in terms of access to healthcare and protection services:

“We usually record the number of people from Malawi that have come to the health facility and some of
them we discovered that they have never been to any health facility because they had fear that they will be
questioned.” (Youth advocate, Chipata/Zambia)

“Yes, | wanted to give an example of cyclone Freddy, a lot of people got displaced with a lot of their properties
including houses getting destroyed. A lot of these people flee to Mozambique, and there are no hospitals there.
They just buy the medicine and use herbs. And this is an example of something that has been happening and
continues to happen even now.” (Youth advocate, Machinga/Malawi)

In conflict-prone or fragile contexts, climate stressors can further intensify resource competition (Baschieri &
Udeh, 2025), increasing the likelihood of armed violence and societal breakdown, with direct consequences for
girls' safety, mobility, and rights. Conflict and vulnerability to climate change are interlinked, but often work
cyclically with regards to each other, making it different to differentiate between the effects of one or the other
onto SRHR (Women Deliver, 2021). However, conflict and climate change both pose important challenges to
(access to) family planning. In Mozambique, stakeholders in Nampula talked about conflict in combination with
climate change causing that people are displaced multiple times, highly increasing their level of vulnerability.

“If you look at places that are most hit by climate change, some of these places are also impacted by conflict.
So, this is exacerbates the effects of climate change. If you take Cabo Delgado, for example, or Nampula, which
hosts a lot of internally displaced people from Cabo Delgado, you find that people are not just displaced once,
(but) sometimes twice, sometimes three times. Obviously, it’s not the same to be displaced once asitis to be
displaced three times because everything becomes much worse. The loss of documentation, for instance, is one
major gap. The loss of livelihoods, of course, and also the loss of a sense of community, which has a big impact
on communities’ resilience to respond collectively.” (UN Stakeholder, Nampula, Mozambique)

Food insecurity, livelihood collapse and deepening poverty

The loss of livelihoods, especially in rain-fed agriculture-dependent regions, has a ripple effect on household
income and wellbeing. Droughts and floods reduce agricultural yields, kill livestock, and collapse local
economies (Burns & Mutunga, 2024). This erosion of livelihoods and deepening poverty forces families into
precarious income-generating strategies and weakens the economic foundation for supporting children’s
education and health. Food and water insecurity often follow, contributing to undernutrition, dehydration, and
poor SRHR outcomes for adolescents and young people (see chapter 3.3.1).
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Picture 4 & 5 Knowledge products developed by youth advocates in Nametil, Mozambique pointing to water shortages, it’s

consequences and the need for better access to water

In Malawi, validation exercises revealed testimonies describing how Cyclone Freddy devastated their homes
and farming land, leading to significant economic losses and prolonged waterlogging of arable land. One youth
advocate shared:

“I was also affected by cyclone Freddy in that, | had just purchased some land close to the lake where | planted
rice and the entire place flooded such that | was not able to harvest anything from the place. And even now, the
land is still under water and completely unusable. It was a huge blow to me and my finances.” (Youth advocate
from Machinga/Malawi)

Similar accounts were shared in Zambia and Mozambique around the collapse of natural livelihoods and lack of
alternatives.

Climate-driven economic stress can exacerbate intergenerational cycles of poverty, limits the ability of
caregivers to invest in the education (see more in Section 3.4) and wellbeing of their children (see Section 3.3)
and, as the quote below illustrates, has tremendous effects on risks of sexual and gender-based violence (see
Section 3.5).

“They try to look for food. So, it ends up creating a vulnerability for the girls themselves to even get involved for
the sake of food.” (Civil society representative, Mozambique)

Additionally, the discussions shed light on unintended effects. A key informant pointed to unintended conse-
quences of aid systems, where:

“Some communities have become rigid to relocate from flood-prone areas because they know they’ll receive
food aid when disaster strike (...) Not necessarily because they’re affected, but to benefit from the support.”
(Civil society representative, Malawi)

This insight reveals a complex dynamic where repeated humanitarian responses may create perverse incentives,
discouraging proactive adaptation such as relocation or disaster preparedness. Similarly, at the community
level, Break Free! implementers observed rising expectations among community members to receive material
support - despite the project’s focus on advocacy. “One of the challenges we've observed is expectations from
departments by the community. (...) We've been receiving a lot of calls for support to provide things the project
doesn’t do—for example, food assistance,” explained one civil society representative.

Break Free! Synthesis Report 2025 18



Access to basic and critical resources and services, including water and healthcare

The climate crisis will further amplify inequalities in the access to basic and critical resources and services,
highlighting non-monetary aspects of poverty that are affected by the climate crisis. Vulnerability to floods or
other extreme events will be heightened for those with limited access to communication and transportation
methods (Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020). Thus, for AYP, girls and women and people living with disabilities,
climate change only further entrenches such inequality of access to critical resources, putting them a greater
risk of vulnerabilization. For example, in Mozambique, the drought induced by El Nino in 2016 created a scarcity
in clean water and a specific local plant material used in the production of menstrual products (UNFPA, 2023).
The lack of access to water due to systemic inefficiencies in government provision and inability to provide
assistance illustrate the limitations poor and marginalized communities have before they even experience a
climate event. As highlighted in both the literature and primary data, poor sanitation conditions and disrupted
medical access reinforced by the erosion of already fragile health infrastructure through climate change puts
marginalized communities at greater risk of disease prevalence (including STDs) and SRH problems (Muleia et
al, 2024; Nagata et al, 2022). In general, increasing scarcity of resources (including water or food, as explored
above) and the erosion of infrastructure creates tension within communities and households, and can heighten
inequalities and the use of (gender-based) violence “as a means of control and reinforcement of power
imbalances” (Castenada Camey et al, 2020). The effects of climate change on people’s resources and access

to basic services have been widely validated across participant types and study sites in all three case study
countries (see more under Chapter 3.3. regarding specific effects on health services and 3.4. about education).

Several stakeholders interviewed in this study further highlighted disruptions to NGO-led SRHR programming.
Climate-related shocks such as droughts and floods often forced young people to prioritize immediate survival
needs over participation in community-based interventions. As one civil society representative from Malawi
recalled: “When there was a drought in Machinga, a lot of young people stopped attending the activities
implemented by the consortium,” reflecting the broader strain that climate disruptions placed on engagement
and outreach efforts.

3.1.2 Strategies for resilience

Achieving rapid emissions reductions and transformative climate adaptation requires systemic change across
sectors. While the scale is unprecedented, the pace needed is still within reach. Mitigation actions would need
to entail: reduce carbon intensity, coal phase-out, zero-carbon emission/renewable energy, access to clean
energy, reduce air pollution, clean fuel use for transport, sustainable travel infrastructure (e.g. cycling) as well as
less meat consumption (Watts et al., 2018). This means that key transitions need to involve clean technologies,
demand reduction, infrastructure design, behaviour change, social protection, climate services, and ecosystem
restoration (IPCC, 2023). Many effective, low-cost options for mitigation and adaptation already exist, though
their feasibility and impact vary by region and system.

Crucially, eradicating poverty and improving living standards in low-emission countries can be achieved
without significantly increasing global emissions. The IPCC (2023) report further stresses that integrating
climate adaptation into social protection programmes, such as cash transfers and public works programmes,
is highly feasible and can increase resilience to climate change, especially when supported by basic services
and infrastructure. The expert group further suggests that greatest gains in well-being in urban areas can be
achieved by prioritising access to finance to reduce climate risk for low-income and marginalised communities
including people living in informal settlements.
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To work towards climate justice, and limit/reduce the structural effects of climate change on SRHR,
gender equality and education, there consequently is an impediment to:

« Move towards a just energy transition with renewable energies that can help guarantee adequate health
provision and reduce the existing damaging effects of toxic energy mixes such as coal (Watts et al, 2015).
Workshop participants in Malawi specifically endorsed the need for a shift to renewable energy and green
technologies, urging their government to “increase awareness on usage of biogas, green energy, greenhouse
solutions to decrease the effects of climate change.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

Join the Cleen Revolution

switch to clean energy and
help create a sustainble
future for our planet.

Picture 6 Knowledge product developed during workshop

by youth advocates in Lilongwe/Malawi focusing on

#YouthEmpowerement #ClimateCh M it L. .
awareness raising for energy transition

Stakeholders in Mozambique emphasized the importance of replacing firewood with cleaner energy sources,
such as solar-powered electricity for cooking. This would also serve as a means to reduce deforestation. In
Zambia, a community leader, shared that charcoal burners are discouraged from burning charcoal as that is
causing deforestation and carbon dioxide and that they are assisted with alternative businesses. However this
stakeholder was also critical about the success of this measure: “Ok, fine, here we have charcoal burners who
have converted and they are earning and living life like this, have we seen that? Zero. So many people you
can get them in the workshop by USAID or whatever is it, one week later (they are) back to charcoal burning.”
(Chief, Zambia)

+ Youth in Malawi linked failure to adapt to modern farming methods - such as planting on hillsides or not
rotating crops - with worsening climate impacts and persistent poverty. A youth advocate from Machinga
noted: “Failure to follow modern farming methods further exacerbates the effects of climate change”. To
increase resilience, it is thus recommended to reduce climate sensitivity of livelihood activities, particularly
in agriculture (Leal Filho et al., 2022; Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020; Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner et al., 2022) to
better ensure food security and income stability in progressively unpredictable climatic conditions (Randell &
Gray, 2019). In this regard, in Zambia civil society representatives also shared that in Eastern Province, where
the main activity is small holder farming, through the Farmer Input Support Programme (FISP) and other
climate-smart agriculture projects farmers are supported to use more climate resilient agricultural practices.
“Farmers are supposed to (...) take advantage of drought resistance crops, we are also reminding them to
consider using indigenous agriculture systems and most individuals have taken that root. Crop diversification
is also promoted as we saw that most of them concentrate on one crop but they must be able to diversify by
planting soya beans, cassava, maize and also some cash crops and mainly support income and food security
at household level. (...) Taking care of the eco system by utilizing natural resources such as Dambo (seasonally
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waterlogged grassy wetland) areas, taking advantage of the water not to be disturbed because they are using
it for irrigation for off-season crops such as vegetables, so that is key. So that is something they are taking
seriously and even just acquiring information about these things is something important to them” (Civil
society representative, Zambia). The same stakeholder stressed the need to expand the training to farmers
on how to grow drought resistance crops. Young people in Zambia also talked about community meetings
climate change in the communities. They noted that they had attended some of the meetings. The meetings
focused on promoting tree planting and providing information on the dangers of cutting trees.

Picture 7 Knowledge product developed by
youth advocates in Zambia, advocating for

community meetings on climate change to

increase resilience around draughts

« Efforts to address the numerous macro-systems level challenges that AYP experience, such as poverty,
inequality (influencing the heightened vulnerability of women girls and marginalized groups), educational
shortcomings, health crises and violence (Bandeira et al., 2023; Cuartas et al., 2023; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and
Queen Mary University of London, 2023)

« Guarantee universal access to essential services such as health, education, clean water and adequate food,
considering systems-based approaches to public health (Orievulu et al., 2022; WHO, 2015), including mental
health (Leger-Goodes et al, 2022).

« Promote and scale up integrated (community-based) adaptation measures that combine livelihood
strengthening with climate resilience, such as supporting Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLASs)
(CARE, 2024). Youth participants in Malawi strongly advocated for extending such “economic empowerment
initiatives for young people” as a key resilience strategy. Similar priorities emerged in Zambia, where
participants described government-led programmes such as the Cash for Work initiative and skills training
under the Constituency Development Fund (CDF) as providing income and vocational pathways to youth,
including training in food production or roles such as community health assistants. Community-based
mechanisms such as village banking and group farming were described as particularly effective. As one
participant explained: “In the village group is when people come together to do farming as a group. They
plant a crop and help each other with farming inputs such as buying of fertilizer, chemicals for spraying etc.
Then when they harvest, they share the food or crop.” (Youth advocate, Chipata/Zambia). A civil society
representative from Zambia further suggested, that upon completion of vocational training initiatives,
participants should be given some capital as starting packages for implementing innovative ideas. In reality,
however, implementation challenges - especially perceptions of corruption and favouritism - were frequently
raised. In Mozambique, support for livelihood diversification includes initiatives such as promoting the
production and export of various types of nuts, aimed at strengthening community resilience to climate
change.
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+ Scale-up multisectoral public health prevention programmes or programmes to keep girls in school as that
promote education, safer sex and reduce the odds of marriage before 18 (Gambir et al., 2024; Hertzog et al.,
2024; Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020; Watts et al., 2018). Study participants from Zambia affirmed that financing
mechanisms such as the social cash transfer programme and the Keeping Girls in School (KGS) initiative were
seen as promising avenues for resilience, especially when tied to education and SRHR outcomes. However,
sustainability and coverage reportedly remain limited without stronger alignment to climate financing
streams.

+ Taking a social justice and rights-based approach to family planning that does not blame population growth
for the climate crisis, and recognizes the impact of poverty and vulnerability on family planning efforts
(Otzelberger Agnes, 2014).
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3.2 Policy context

3.2.1 Content and framing of available policies

IPCC assessment reports find that policies and laws addressing climate mitigation have consistently expanded
globally; however gashouse emissions from human activities in 2030 implied by nationally determined
contributions (NDCs)2 make it likely that warming will exceed 1.5°C during the 21st century and make it harder
to limit warming below 2°C (IPCC, 2023). The following sections summarise climate commitments and efforts at
policy-level at a global, and where available, regional and country-specific level.

Climate and health

Key findings of the 2024 report of the Lancet Countdown on health and climate change show that just 35% of
national governments mentioned the nexus of health and climate change in their annual UN General Debate
statements in 2023 and as of February 2024, less than half of third-round NDCs submitted mentioned a health
keyword (n=35), which is a substantial drop versus previous rounds (Romanello et al., 2024; UNFPA and Queen
Mary University of London, 2023). At the same time, National Adaptation Plans (NAPs)3 are increasing, with

50 countries worldwide having formally assessed their health vulnerabilities and adaptation needs and 43
countries having a Health National Adaptation Plan (HNAPs) (Romanello et al., 2024).

Climate and SRHR

As a global review by UNFPA and the Queen Mary University of London (2023) on SRHR in climate commitments
found, SRHR is insufficiently addressed, with only 38 out of 119 NDCs mentioning related issues - mostly
related to maternal health (23 countries) and GBV (15 countries). In contrast, other SRHR components received
significantly less attention. SRH information and services were mentioned in only six NDCs, while issues such
as HIV and sexually transmitted infections (STlIs), sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, and sex
characteristics (SOGIESC), and adolescent and youth SRHR appeared in just two or three submissions each
(UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023), another review by YLABS (2025a) pointed out that other
essential aspects such as infertility, reproductive cancers and abortion were completely absent for NAPs

and HNAPs. References to harmful practices were also almost entirely absent. Only one NDC - Viet Nam’s -
explicitly discusses child marriage, acknowledging that climate-induced economic pressures could heighten
the risk of early marriage as a negative coping mechanism. There were no direct references to female genital
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) across the reviewed NDCs (UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023).
Lack of contraceptive services was at times noted as a climate vulnerability factor but NAPs and HNAPs tend to
overlook voluntary and rights-based approaches. Only 5% (n=3) of NAPs and 15% (n=3) of HNAPs mentioned
contraceptive services (YLABS, 2025a). No NAP or HNAP mentioned all components of SRHR (YLABS, 2025a).
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Table 2 Overview of policies focusing on Climate Change and Health/SRHR in the three countries

The National Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (2017-2022) Policy does not include any linkage
between SRHR and climate change.

The Malawi National Strategic Plan for HIV and AIDS (2020-2025) reflects lessons from recent climate-related
disasters. It highlights the need to strengthen government capacity and emergency preparedness for the delivery
of HIV services in emergencies, acknowledging the compounding effects of extreme weather events.

The Malawi National Youth Friendly Health Services Strategy (2022-2030) recognises the impact of natural
disasters on young people’s SRHR. It highlights internal migration due to floods and emergencies as major barriers
to accessing health services and information. It calls for the integration of guiding principles into operational plans
to ensure continuity of care during emergencies, including disruptions to the school calendar.

The National HIV and AIDS Policy (2022-2027) explicitly identifies climate change as a priority issue affecting
HIV risk, access to services, and vulnerability. It highlights that displaced populations—especially women, men,
boys, and girls—are at increased risk of HIV due to limited access to resources and heightened exposure to sexual
violence, GBY, and trafficking. The policy advocates for HIV service provision and coordinated responses for
vulnerable populations during emergencies.

Malawi’s updated Nationally Determined Contributions recognizes health, gender, and education as among
the sectors most affected by climate change. The document highlights multiple co-benefits of climate action,
showing how investments in cleaner transport, reduced pollution, and improved waste management can directly
strengthen public health. It also emphasizes the importance of resilient infrastructure to withstand cyclones

and strong winds, thereby preventing disruption of essential health and education services. In addition, the NDC
underscores the role of education in raising awareness and building adaptive capacity for climate change, while
mainstreaming gender to ensure that women, men, and vulnerable groups are equally considered in climate
responses (Ministry of Forestry and National Resources, 2021)

The National Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation Strategy (2013-2025) establishes Mozambique’s
framework for responding to climate change, aiming both to strengthen resilience to climate impacts and

to reduce greenhouse gas emissions While the strategy does not explicitly address SRHR, it underscores the
importance of supporting vulnerable populations, with an emphasis on gender and system resilience.

The Health Sector Strategic Plan (2014-2019) sets out priorities for improving population health and well-being,
particularly among vulnerable groups such as women, adolescents, and youth, by ensuring equitable access to
quality health services. The plan also introduces a climate dimension by recognizing natural disasters as threats
to public health. It highlights the need to expand access to family planning, maternal health services, and HIV
prevention, thus linking health sector strengthening to resilience in the face of climate risks.

The National Strategy of Disaster Risk Reduction (2017-2030) seeks to build resilience to extreme events and
the effects of climate change on communities, their livelihoods, health, and public and private infrastructure

by strengthening a culture of prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery. Although it does not explicitly
reference SRHR, the strategy incorporates relevant cross-cutting principles, including gender equality, the
participation of women and girls in disaster risk reduction (DRR) planning and response, and the promotion of
resilient and inclusive basic services.

The updated Nationally Determined Contributions (2021-2025) outline Mozambique’s climate action plan under
the Paris Agreement. The plan aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 40 million tonnes of carbon dioxide
equivalent by 2025, targeting key sectors such as energy, forestry, agriculture and fisheries, waste management,
industry, urban development, and coastal zones. Like most climate change policies in Mozambique, the NDC does
not explicitly address sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR); however, it emphasizes gender equality,
social inclusion, and sectoral integration, including health.
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The National Climate Change Policy (2016, launched 2017) focuses on climate adaptation, disaster risk
reduction, mitigation and low - emission development - related actions, while also strengthening institutional and
human resource capacity. On gender, the policy acknowledges the importance of equality and equity in climate
action. It calls for incorporating gender differentiation in the implementation process; improved participation

of women, youth and children; and equitable access to climate finance. Priority is placed on female-headed
households, who are disproportionately vulnerable to drought due to increased household responsibilities, and
the policy also recognizes the specific needs of people with disabilities.

The National Adaptation Plan (2023) does not directly address SRHR but highlights the needs for vulnerable
groups such as women, girls, youth and persons with disabilities.

The National Health Policy (2012) did not integrate climate change; however, the Strategic Plan for National
Health (2022-2026) mainstreams climate considerations, identifying climate change as a major global health
threat in Zambia. It links climate impacts, such as floods, droughts, diarrhoeal diseases outbreaks, and food
insecurity, to negative health outcomes.

The Health National Adaptation Plan (HNAP, 2019), which expired in 2025 without being implemented, was
designed to protect population health from climate impact. Among its objectives was to increase the proportion of
health care facilities implementing climate adaption and mitigation measures from 55% in 2020 to 80% by 2026.

The National Reproductive Health Policy (revised 2022) explicitly links gender equality, SRHR and climate
change. It highlights barriers to health access for women and girls, as well as risks of gender-based violence

and harmful practices such as child marriage. Importantly, it outlines objectives for addressing climate impacts
on SRHR, including advocating for funding to mainstream climate risk reduction into SRHR programmes,
implementing climate-informed policy interventions, and ensuring climate adaptation is embedded within SRHR
planning.

The National Adolescent Health Strategic Plan (2022-2026) states that climate change crisis continues to impact
all aspects of health for both teenage boys and girls and young people, with the already marginalised and most
vulnerable adolescents, such as those with special needs and disabilities at a higher risk. Adolescent girls are
more vulnerable to child marriages, increased gender inequality and risk of sexual violence because of daily chores
such as drawing water from long distances. Proposed strategies include educating adolescents so that they can
participate in climate change planning and natural resource management.

Zambia’s updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) Implementation Framework, launched in 2023 for
the period 2023-2030, outlines climate action across key sectors including forestry, agriculture, energy, transport,
and waste, among others. Notably, it includes a dedicated outcome for health—enhancing the resilience of the
health sector to climate change. However, it makes no explicit reference to SRHR (NDC Partnership, 2023).

Climate and vulnerable groups, including youth

The majority of NDCs (101) acknowledge population vulnerability to climate change, with 84 integrating
considerations of vulnerable groups - most commonly acknowledged were women, youth, older persons, low-
income communities, persons with disabilities, and Indigenous peoples - into their mitigation and adaptation
strategies. Other people of interest mentioned in fewer NDCs include people of African descent, waste workers,
residents of less developed areas, smallholder farmers, older people and coastal populations. The majority

of countries (100 or 84%) reference youth in their NDCs in some way - most commonly in relation to youth
participation (62), and notably with most references in East and Southern Africa (UNFPA and Queen Mary
University of London, 2023). Nearly half the NDCs (57) recognize youth as particularly vulnerable to the impacts
of climate change.

In 2019, at COP25 in Madrid, a group of world leaders joined youth activists to sign an Intergovernmental

Declaration on Children, Youth and Climate Action, presenting the first-of-its-kind commitment to accelerate
inclusive, child and youth-centered climate policies and action at national and global levels (UNICEF, 2019).
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Table 3 Climate change and youth-related policies in the three countries

The National Youth Policy (2023-2028) includes environmental restoration and climate change as key priorities.
It envisions the engagement and empowerment of young people in managing a safe and sustainable environment
that mitigates the effects of climate change. While it does not directly link climate change to SRHR, gender, or
education, these connections can be inferred from its focus on youth and environmental impacts.

Mozambique

Mozambique's Youth Policy Implementation Strategy (2024-2033) aims to operationalise the National Youth
Policy, focusing on empowering young people and integrating them into national development processes. It
highlights youth participation in various sectors, providing detailed plan for the execution of youth-related
programs and process tracking mechanisms, assuring alignment with national development goals. The strategy
does not mention climate-change, but youth-led initiatives have influenced national climate policies.

The National Youth Policy (2024) recognizes that young people are key actors in addressing climate change and
environmental degradation. The policy commits to supporting youth participation in environmental protection
and climate action, while also promoting sustainable production and consumption patterns among young people.
Furthermore, it seeks to strengthen youth engagement in environmental management programmes and to and
build their capacity in green technologies and green skills, positioning them as drivers of a more resilient and
sustainable future.

Climate and gender

More than half of the NDCs (72) worldwide are cognizant of gender- and climate-related vulnerabilities, referring
to various elements of gender-related vulnerability, including: poor access to land, finance, information and
technology; limited adaptation options and poor decision-making; gender-bound roles in households and

in agriculture, including time devoted to domestic tasks and hence the economic disparities and gender
imbalances in hardship; and poverty and inability to diversify income (UNFPA and Queen Mary University

of London, 2023). Despite the high proportion of gender mentions, most NDCs remain limited in their
operationalization of gender-transformative approaches or in presenting concrete, costed interventions.

At the same time, evidence shows that gender also influences who sets the agenda and drives responses

to climate change. The latest review from the Lancet Countdown, in this regard, has stressed that greater
representation of women in parliament is associated with stronger climate change policies (Romanello et al.,
2024). Another review by Plan International (2019) stressed that only three countries’ make explicit reference to
girls in their NDCs; both in the context of their needs rather than competencies.
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Table 4 Climate change and gender-related policies in the three countries

National Climate Change Policy (2016, launched 2017) The key focus policy issues include climate adaptation
and disaster risk reduction, mitigation and low - emission development - related actions, strengthening the
institution and human resource capacity. Specifically for gender, the policy acknowledges the importance of
equality and equity in the implementation of climate change programs. It states that climate change programs
should incorporate gender differentiation in the implementation process; improve participation of women, youth
and children; including promoting gender equity in accessing climate finances. Priority should be given to female-
headed households as they are more vulnerable to drought, as their household responsibilities increase due
drought experiences. The policy also targets peoples with disabilities.

The National Climate Change Management Policy (2016) advanced Malawi’s commitment by recognising gender
and reproductive health as cross-cutting issues that heighten vulnerability to climate change. It calls for the
mainstreaming of gender and the needs of disadvantaged groups in all climate change-related strategies, plans,
and programmes.

The National Gender Policy (2015), although not detailed in this summary, provides a foundational commitment
to gender equality, informing later documents such as the NAP Framework and climate change initiatives with a
gender-responsive approach.

The National Adaptation Plan (NAP) Framework (2020) strongly integrates gender and climate change. It
prioritises the needs of women, youth, and vulnerable groups in adaptation strategies. Informed by the 2015
National Gender Policy and international frameworks such as CEDAW, the NAP promotes gender-responsive
planning through sex-disaggregated data, gender analysis, and expert input. It ensures women’s participation in
decision-making, assesses the gendered impacts of adaptation efforts, and works to improve women’s access to
key resources. The Ministry of Gender leads this integration.

Malawi is currently developing its National Climate Change Gender Action Plan with support from the NDC
Partnership. This plan seeks to place women and girls at the centre of climate change responses, acknowledging
their heightened vulnerability. It is being developed through collaboration between the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Climate Change and the Ministry of Gender, Community Development and Social Welfare.

Mozambique was the first country globally to adopt a national strategy and action plan addressing the intersection
of gender, environment, and climate change with its Gender, Environment and Climate Change Strategy and
Action Plan (2010, Phase Il - 2014). The plan aims to promote gender equality in climate change mitigation and
adaptation efforts by ensuring equal access to and control over natural resources. It does so through capacity
building, community-based adaptation projects, and policy advocacy to mainstream gender into environmental
governance.

The Gender Policy and Implementation Strategy (2018-2025) aims to promote gender equality across

all sectors, recognizing that women often face greater risks from climate-related shocks. It underscores the
importance of involving women in efforts to adapt to climate change and reduce disaster risks. Although climate
change is not explicitly mentioned, the strategy’s focus on inclusion, resilience, and gender-responsive planning
creates a strong basis for weaving gender considerations into climate policies and actions.

As mentioned earlier (table 2), the updated Nationally Determined Contributions (2021-2025) emphasizes
gender equality, social inclusion and sectoral integration while aiming to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
through targeting key sectors such as energy, forestry, agriculture and fisheries, waste management, industry,
urban development, and coastal zones.
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The National Gender Policy (2023) outlines that climate change such as floods, droughts and increased disease
adversely affects more women and girls than men and boys.

The Climate Change Gender Action Plan (2018) aimed at mainstreaming gender considerations to guarantee that
women and men can have access to, participate in, and benefit equally from climate change initiatives; supporting
the development of gender responsive climate change action plans; and building the capacity to implement
gender responsive actions.

Climate and education

The UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London (2023) review found that 42 NDCs made specific reference to
education and/or awareness. Also according to another 2019 review, 68% of NDCs talked about education but
reportedly were generally formulated in vague terms, including awareness raising, and not necessarily targeted
at young people, or part of a national curriculum to combat the climate crisis (PLAN International, 2019). While
the PLAN International review identified only one clear reference to girls’ education across NDCs, no country
formally recognised the contributions that investment in girls’ education could make toward their climate
strategy.

Table 5 Climate and education policies in the three countries

In 2013, Malawi launched its first Climate Change Learning Strategy (2013) to promote systematic climate
change knowledge generation, packaging, and dissemination. The strategy aimed to support low-carbon and
climate-resilient development to improve the quality of life for all Malawians.

In 2021, the updated Climate Change Learning Strategy (2021) was launched, replacing the 2013 version. Its
vision is to establish a knowledge-driven, climate-resilient Malawi by 2030. The strategy focuses on building
individual and institutional capacity, including integrating climate change training into primary, secondary, and
tertiary education systems.

The National Education Sector Investment Plan 2020-2030 identifies climate change—especially flooding and
drought—as a cross-cutting issue that has caused stress among learners and teachers. It recognises climate change
as a barrier to inclusive education, affecting learning outcomes at all levels.

The Education Sector Strategic Plan (2020-2029) outlines the priorities for access, quality and inclusion in
education. Recognizes the need for disaster preparedness and resilient school infrastructure in response to
climate risks. Focuses on strengthening the education sector’s ability to remain operational during shocks and
continue services during climate crises.

The National Strategy for Environmental Education (2019-2029) aims to integrate environmental education
into both formal and non-formal education systems, promoting sustainable development and conservation
through awareness-raising and capacity-building initiatives. The strategy does not directly address climate
change, but emphasizes the importance of developing knowledge, skills, and competencies related to
environmental conservation.

The Strategic Plan for the Ministry of Education (2022 - 2026) for the Ministry of Education has considered
environmental developments. To address negative effects of climate change on education, the 2026 Strategic Plan
recommends investing in the development of climate resilient education infrastructure, the promotion of climate
change and the conservation and protection of wildlife in schools; as well as mainstreaming the Climate Change
Policy into the education system.
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Climate-centred policies with attention to the interlinkages between SRHR, gender and/or education

Table 6 Climate policies with attention to interlinkages between effects on SRHR, gender and/or education

The National Climate Policy (2012) was one of the earliest documents to explicitly recognise the interlinkages
between climate change and population dynamics. It adopts an integrated approach that promotes awareness
and education on the connections between climate change, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR),
gender, and population. It also calls for investment in health programmes and the implementation of targeted

initiatives to build resilience among vulnerable groups.

The National Climate Change Management Policy (2016) further advanced Malawi’s commitment by recognising
gender and reproductive health as cross-cutting issues that heighten vulnerability to climate change. It calls for the
mainstreaming of gender and the needs of disadvantaged groups in all climate change-related strategies, plans,
and programmes

Mozambique

The in table 4 earlier mentioned Gender, Environment and Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (2010,
Phase Il - 2014) is the most explicit policy addressing the interplay between climate, gender, and health with
structural capacity-building that links to education. It does not make a direct link to SRHR and education as such
though.

No specific policy in Zambia was identified

3.2.2 Policy implementation

A recent literature review by Baschieri and Udeh (2025), reflecting on the principles of the ICPD Programme

of Action, underscores that developed countries failed to meet their longstanding annual $100 billion climate
finance commitment - originally set at COP15 in 2009 - until the end of 2022. Even then, the vast majority of
funds (89%) were provided in the form of loans rather than grants, primarily channeled through multilateral
development banks. For many vulnerable regions, particularly in Africa, this has posed substantial challenges:
only $29.5 billion was mobilized for the continent in 2020, far below the estimated $250 billion annual
requirement. This funding shortfall not only limits the scale and effectiveness of national climate responses but
also contributes to increasing financial dependency and debt burdens.
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Table 7 Policy implementation and climate financing context in the three countries

Malawi’s climate change and disaster risk management is organized across multiple governance levels. At

the national level, the Malawi Environmental Protection Authority (MEPA), established under the revised
Environmental Management Act of 2017, oversees environmental protection and the sustainable use of natural
resources. Other key institutions include the Environment Affairs Department (EAD), the Department of Climate
Change and Meteorological Services (DCCMS), and the Department of Disaster Management Affairs (DoDMA), all
tasked with developing and implementing relevant policies. Technical coordination is provided by the National
Technical Committee on Climate Change and Disaster Risk Management (NTCCC-DRM), which advises the
National Steering Committee on CC-DRM. The Steering Committee is chaired by the Secretary to the Office of the
President and Cabinet and composed of representatives from multiple ministries and agencies. At the district
level, implementation is led by District Executive Committees, supported by sub-committees on environment
and civil protection. These structures are further localized through Area and Village Development Committees
(ADCs and VDCs), which carry out community-level activities through their environmental and natural resource
subcommittees, ensuring alignment with national priorities. In terms of climate financing, Malawi remains
heavily reliant on international support, complemented with national contributions. Funding is drawn from the
Green Climate Fund, the African Development Bank, the Adaptation Fund, and the Global Environment Facility.
For example, in 2024, Malawi and Zimbabwe jointly secured a $34 million grant to strengthen resilience among
vulnerable populations (African Agribusiness, 2024). In 2018, the Green Climate Fund pledged $12.3 million to a
government and UNDP-led early warning system project benefiting two million people, and more recently (UNDP,
n.d.). Malawi received $4 million from the Global Environment Facility to enhance resilience in the Lake Chilwa
Basin (UNDP, n.d.)

The implementation of Mozambique’s National Strategy for Adaptation and Mitigation to Climate Change
(ENAMMC) 2013-2025 is coordinated by the Climate Change Unit within the Ministry of Land, Environment

and Rural Development. This unit is responsible for coordinating sectoral actions and monitoring progress
(Ministério para a Coordenagao da Acgdo Ambiental, 2012). A broad range of actors are involved in the strategy’s
implementation, including public and private sector stakeholders, civil society, community-based organizations
(CBOs), and cooperation partners. To support financing, the Environmental Fund (FUNAB) was established as a
Financing Coordination Agency. Despite the existence of institutional mandates, the operationalization of climate
commitments remains highly dependent on external technical and financial support. For instance, in 2022,

the World Bank Group approved a USD 300 million grant to strengthen institutions and advance Mozambique’s
climate objectives (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2024). In the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR),
the Ministry of Health leads policy implementation with support from UN agencies such as UNFPA. While the
Government of Mozambique allocates portions of the national budget to all sectors, the specific allocations for
climate change and SRHR in 2025 could not be verified in this review. However, the health sector received 12.1% of
the national budget in 2025, down from 14% in 2024 (Diario Econémico, 2025).

Zambia’s climate change governance is coordinated by the Ministry of National Development and Planning,
which leads the implementation of the National Policy on Climate Change adopted in 2016. A high-level Steering
Committee, comprised of Permanent Secretaries from key ministries—such as those responsible for national
development planning, local government, health, energy, agriculture, environment, communications, minerals
development, information and broadcasting, works and supply, home affairs, disaster management, and gender—
oversees policy implementation. The Steering Committee is responsible for mainstreaming climate change into
national and sectoral plans, monitoring and evaluating progress, mobilizing resources, ensuring alignment of
climate-related programmes, and supporting the implementation of international climate agreements. The
Ministry of Finance plays a central role in securing funding for climate action. In addition, several line ministries
and departments, including those for education, health, and gender, have integrated climate considerations into
their policies and are tasked with coordinating implementation within their respective sectors. In 2023, Zambia
launched its Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) Implementation framework (see also table 2) with a
related budget of US $ 17,2 billion in the period 2023-2024 (NDC Partnership, 2023)
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“I think currently we all recognize that even politically or even at the higher levels of decision-making processes
that climate change is here. We have examples of this direct impact but again, first and foremost, | think we are
still very much um influenced by the donor community. So our response, especially as government, much as

it may be well-intentioned, but it still feels that we are constrained with several issues. They may be structural
in nature, they may be financial, they may be institutional, but the response itself feels more constrained than
what it would have been.” (Government official, Malawi)

Within this already constrained financing landscape, adaptation remains significantly underprioritized,
receiving only 28% of total global climate finance (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). More critically, gender-responsive
approaches are systematically underfunded. Only 1.5% of climate-related official development assistance and
a mere 2% of adaptation finance have explicitly targeted gender equality. As highlighted in a 2023 analysis

by UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London (2023), most NDCs fail to include costed measures related to
gender and SRHR, and only 6% of countries’ adaptation communications reference health and well-being at all.

These financing and integration gaps are compounded by limited cross-sectoral coordination. The family
planning and reproductive health (FP/RH) sector, for example, reportedly remains largely disconnected from
country-led adaptation planning and climate finance processes. Also a government official from Malawi
stressed: “We have good structures, but coordination across sectors is kind of hard... we operate separately.”
In Zambia, the existence of structured and policies were acknowledged, but awareness about these were said
to be low. Furthermore, stakeholders and workshop participants mentioned that the responses were more
reactive, then proactive looking at prevention opportunities.

“Some of the key issues are (...) not talked about frequently, even as we talk more about climate change
interventions, we are not talking about the preventative part as a policy in terms of how do we prevent this.
We are more on the reactive part. And the stakeholder in the community such as the headmen, how much
knowledge do they have about the policy around climate change that the government has implemented. We
need (...) more interventions to talk about what the policy say” (Civil society stakeholder, Zambia)

In Mozambique, stakeholders noted that the national action plan has not been operationalized across
ministries—whether gender, youth, or others—preventing its priorities from being effectively translated into
action. This gap was attributed both to limited institutional capacity and to a lack of clarity within ministries
regarding their specific roles in implementing the plan. This disconnect further represents a missed opportunity
for integrating rights-based and gender-sensitive approaches into climate resilience strategies (Mogelgaard,
2018). An academic expert interviewed from Malawi further shared: “The negativity came in from people
pushing climate justice... saying that by promoting family planning, you want to victimize the victims of climate
change.” This shows that particularly the inclusion of family planning in climate adaptation is a politically
sensitive and ideologically contested space.

Even when national policies reference gender or SRHR, implementation might also remain weak due to

the absence of enabling systems and structures. McLeod et al. (2019) point out that governments in many
countries vulnerable to climate crises lack adequate systems to monitor or respond to environmental changes
in a timely and inclusive manner. This is especially problematic in marginalized or remote areas, where the
impacts of climate change are often most severe but where resource allocation and institutional attention are
most limited. Across youth and key informant stakeholders interviewed, policy implementation challenges
were also reported. For example, following Cyclone Anna in Malawi, a civil society representative described
mismanagement of emergency aid: “The council had to control [aid distribution]. At some point there was
mismanagement. UNFPA withdrew their support and identified a local partner to take over.” Such incidents can
weaken coordination and diminish the trust needed for multi-stakeholder emergency responses.
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3.2.3 Between policy paralysis and prioritization in times of climate crisis

While few reviewed documents provided explicit insights into how climate change has directly shaped national
policy responses in relation to youth, SRHR, gender, or education, a few critical observations emerge. For
instance, a global literature review focusing on eco-anxiety among children reported that communities affected
by climate change tend to perceive governmental responses as inadequate or misaligned with lived realities
(Keevers et al., 2024; Léger-Goodes et al., 2022), reinforcing a sense of institutional neglect. This perceived
policy inaction or underperformance can contribute to feelings of vulnerability and political disillusionment.
These concerns were validated by youth and key informant participants in Malawi, who noted that government
disaster preparedness efforts often exclude SRHR: “During the planning stage, mostly they don't have the
delivery allocation towards SRHR. When the floods have happened, they just mobilize the resources towards
food, shelter, and what not.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

Scarcity of already limited availability of critical resources—such as clean water, sanitation, or arable land—

can further heighten competition and fuel local disputes. In climate crisis-affected settings, inadequate policy
response may not only deepen social and political inequalities but also risks igniting or intensifying pre-existing
tensions between groups (Munala et al., 2023). The absence of effective state response mechanisms thus not
only undermines basic rights and service delivery, particularly in SRHR and education, but can also erode public
trust and contribute to broader instability in already precarious regions.

At the same time, there are signs that crises can result in policy-level change. For instance, in Mozambique,
after Cyclone Idai in March 2019, the government established the Post-Cyclone Reconstruction Office (GREPOC)
to supervise the Planning, Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation, Recovery, and Reconstruction in

the affected areas. A Post-Cyclone Reconstruction Program (PREPOC) was approved by the Government in
August 2019 to guide the financing, implementation, monitoring, reporting, and evaluation of the recovery
and reconstruction efforts over the next five years (GREPOC, n.d.). Some participants in this study viewed the
increased visibility of climate impacts as a catalyst for policy responsiveness: “I think the shock from Cyclone
Freddy helped that we needed to push these strategies faster.” (Academic expert, Malawi). One interviewee
noted that the Ministry of Health is now more vocal about climate-related drivers of teenage pregnancy:

“The Ministry of Health they are making a lot of noise on that one because they have realised that the teenage
pregnancies are still going up and some of the contributing factors are floods or climate change related issues,
droughts etc. It is something that has raised and alarm to say look where are we missing, what is it that we can
do it differently so | wouldn’t really say that it is posing some challenges but rather | think it has acted as an eye
opener.” (Civil society representative, Malawi)

That climate crisis can also build momentum for increased international investment can be illustrated by
Zambia’s implementation of multiple recent donor-supported adaptation projects - such as AWARE, PPCR Phase
I, SCRIKA, TRALARD, SCRALA, the Ecosystems-Based Adaptation project, and the Local Climate Adaptive Living
(LoCAL) mechanism - across various sectors and regions (Ministry of Green Economy and Environment., 2023).

3.2.4 Policy-related strategies for resilience

Multi-sectoral and inclusive governance

As highlighted across literature and participants in this study, a resilient climate response requires coordination
across sectors and actors:

+ National adaptation planning should involve a multi-level and multi-sector response (Baschieri & Udeh,

2025; Burns & Mutunga, 2024; Castafieda Carney et al., 2020; Cuartas et al., 2023; Gambir et al., 2024; IPCC,
2023; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; PLAN International, 2019; UNICEF, 2019; Watts et al., 2018; WHO, 2015).,
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i.e. climate change focal points designated within ministries as well as inter-ministerial units and bodies
between Ministries of Health, Education, Gender, Youth, Agriculture, Environment etc. Identified as a

good practice in this review and implemented in some countries, the World Health Organisation has been
championing a strategic approach to bring together climate change and health agendas by covering the costs
of multistakeholder workshops during the development of strategic plans to mainstream climate in the health
sector, which enables the Ministry of Health to collaborate with other sectors and communities (WHO, 2021).

Representation ensured in main climate change processes at national, regional and global levels (e.g. UNFCCC
meetings and Conference of the Parties (COP), NAP, national communications to the UNFCCC) (WHO, 2015),
something that key informants highlighted was already increasingly happening in Malawi, Zambia and
Mozambique.

+ Validated as a priority across case studies, effective coordination and risk monitoring such as surveillance
systems, information exchange and adaptive management strategies should be established (IPCC, 2023;
Opoku et al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Watts et al., 2018; WHO, 2015; Women
Deliver, 2021) - including capacity building efforts within relevant Ministries. In the words of a UN agency
representative from Mozambique:

“I'think they need to be better planned, really... It’s like the cyclone is a shock every time for some reason,

as an oh it’s happening again? (...) so | think preparedness of the state needs to be really strengthened,
because | think again, the burden should not be on communities, we should not put the burden to be resilient
on communities, | think the burden should be on the state to ensure that communities are resilient.” (UN
Representative, Mozambique).

+ Policy development must include the voices of people living in precarious contexts (5), girls and young people
(PLAN International, 2019; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; UNICEF, 2019; Zimba et al.,
2021) as well as grassroots organizations, particularly women-led CSOs (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Burns &
Mutunga, 2024; Ipas, 2022; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; YLABS, 2025a).
Youth and community inclusion in policymaking was also affirmed by participants in this study. In Lilongwe,
youth advocates emphasized: “We’re pushing for youth participation in governance, but we’re not there
yet”, while a UN stakeholder from Mozambique said: “We are also supporting youth to position themselves
to speak on Mozambique’s behalf at key platforms, dialogues, and policy spaces on climate change and
its impact on adolescents and youth” In disaster risk committees or camp-level structures, adolescents
and young women are reportedly often underrepresented. Youth advocates from Malawi shared that while
some national strategies (e.g., AGYW and National Youth Policy) included youth input, others - especially
in climate-related spaces - have yet to institutionalize meaningful participation beyond tokenism. Also in
Zambia, limited understanding of climate policy among local leaders and communities was noted, with a civil
society representative stating that climate discussions remain 'reactive’, not preventive, and should be more
connected to grassroots knowledge. A youth advocate from Lusaka suggested hosting policy-innovation hubs,
where young people engage with policy-makers to pitch innovative solutions and be considered for grants.

A UN stakeholder in Mozambique mentioned the provision of seed funding for young innovators to develop
solutions that help communities address the impacts of climate change.

« Consider an ecological, intersectional and cumulative risk perspective (Cuartas et al., 2023; Tomita et al.,
2022; UNFPA, 2022). In conversations with youth and key informants across countries it emerged clearly that
resilience strategies should not treat climate, health, gender, and social inequalities as separate domains.
Rather, they should be grounded in the realities of how risks accumulate and intersect in the lives of young
people - especially those who are already marginalized.
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Equity in climate finance and global solidarity
To address the global justice dimension of climate change:

« High-income countries must be cognizant of the disproportionate impact of green house emissions
compared to lower income countries and fulfill climate finance commitments (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; PLAN
International, 2019; UNFPA, 2022; Watts et al., 2018). This consideration is crucial and was strongly validated
by participants across countries, who emphasized the need for equitable climate financing and accountability
from high-emitting countries. Although in the Mozambique workshops, participants strongly emphasized
the importance of not waiting for others to act, but instead taking a proactive stance themselves. “We are
experiencing a serious problem, namely, mental poverty. Asking others to do things for us, without using our
mind and hands. We are waiting and waiting for others to things” (Teacher in Nametil, Mozambique)

« International cooperation is a critical enablers for accelerated climate action, but adaptation and mitigation
financing will need to increase many-fold (IPCC, 2023). While such global commitments are critical,
stakeholders in all case study countries highlighted the constraints of shrinking donor support and limited
domestic fiscal space. Malawi participants cited USAID funding cuts as a key barrier, noting that SRHR
services previously funded through external partners are now at risk, with little indication that government
budgets are absorbing the gap. In Mozambique, stakeholders noted that PEPFAR is no longer supporting the
construction of resilient youth-friendly service facilities, which had previously benefited many districts.

Governments should systematically increase domestic financing dedicated to addressing the interlinked
impacts of climate change on SRHR, gender equality, and education (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Burns & Mutunga,
2024; Cuartas et al., 2023). This includes earmarking climate adaptation and resilience funds to support gender-
transformative and youth-responsive interventions in health and education systems. As part of such resilience
strategies, domestic resources should be invested in strengthening capital and human assets, especially for
those most affected by climate vulnerability. For example, Musa et al. (2024), in their study of Phalombe District
in Southern Malawi, highlight that improving access to information, education, and livelihood opportunities—
particularly for female-headed households—can significantly enhance community-level resilience to climate
impacts. A stakeholder in Mozambique noted that cyclones and other natural disasters have led to the diversion
of funds away from health and SRH services toward emergency disaster response. This not only constraints
SRH service provision, but also limits longer-term investments in climate resilience. “For example, we had
Cyclone Idai in Sofala, and we also had Cyclone Kenneth in Cabo Delgado. Most of the resources were directed
to respond to those. Although we recognize that most of the victims and survivors are adolescents and youth,
in terms of resources, it means that the resources which could have been allocated to respond to the needs of
sexual and reproductive health for girls and young women are not there, they are used to respond to the crisis.”
(UN stakeholder, Mozambique)

Monitoring, evaluation, and accountability
Robust and evidence-informed systems are essential to ensure effective policy implementation:

+ Key informants from Malawi highlighted that, although policy documents frequently reference SRHR,
implementation and monitoring remain weak. In particular, SRHR indicators are often absent or insufficiently
developed in national monitoring and evaluation frameworks, especially within disaster risk reduction and
NDC-related tracking systems. A similar concern was raised in Zambia, where the Adolescent Health Strategy
acknowledges climate factors but lacks concrete metrics or accountability mechanisms. In Mozambique,
youth advocates stressed the need for stronger accountability systems to ensure that leaders effectively
prioritize and implement climate change initiatives linked to education, health, and gender. Moreover,
Mozambique’s NDC does not include any SRHR-specific indicators, underscoring a significant gap in linking
climate policy with SRHR outcomes. Policies must therefore include clear targets, gender-responsive
indicators, and transparent monitoring frameworks (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Hlahla, 2022; IPCC, 2023; UNDP,
2016).
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« Empower civil society and community groups to actively participate in emergency preparedness, risk
identification and prevention of hazard exposure and institutionalize accountability at all levels (UNFPA, 2022;
WHO, 2015). The importance of community-led evidence was also highlighted in interviews and workshops:
several stakeholders across countries stressed that policy design remains top-down, with inadequate
attention to context-specific adaptation strategies or lived realities in different ecological zones (e.g.,
irrigation practices in Chikwawa). A grassroots civil society representative from Eastern Province in Zambia, in
this regard, suggested: "We can also create small committee in these chiefdoms to help in solving problems
when they come.”

« Support multidisciplinary research partnerships, knowledge management networks and rosters of local
experts (WHO, 2015) to strengthen the research agenda on climate change and promote scientific consensus
about climate change occurrence (Garcia Vinuesa et al., 2022), including how the climate crisis impacts the
health and well-being of youth (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Watts et al., 2018) and specifically their SRHR (Ray-
Bennett et al., 2024). Key informants across countries echoed significant data gaps, particularly in relation to
how climate change impacts youth health and well-being, including their SRHR, underscoring the need for
strengthened research and knowledge systems.
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3.3 Climate change and health, with a focus on SRHR

3.3.1 Effects

Disruption of (health) infrastructure and services

Youth and key informant participants in this study stressed that damage to infrastructure such as roads and
bridges significantly restricts access to essential SRHR services, particularly in rural and flood-prone areas.
Washed-out roads, impassable rivers, and destroyed transport routes prevent service providers and community
members from reaching health facilities. As one key informant from Zambia explained:

“When we have heavy rainfall sometimes, the bridges are washed away and some health posts are very far. We
need a strong system of outreach services. There are times it is very difficult to get to those areas and provide
SRHR services to people. We have a challenge with transportation. Most motorbikes don’t work at all. So those
people in those areas are mostly left out. For example, at our office we only have 2 vehicles.” (Health service
provider, Zambia)

And another from Mozambique further shared:

“Looking at Cyclone Jude (...) Many roads were broken, and there was a lot of difficulty accessing the
communities, which | believe affected access to sexual and reproductive health services, because we have many
communities without health posts, which normally already makes access difficult. And when this cyclone came,
hmm, it limited even more this access of families to health services. (Civil society representative, Mozambique)

Youth workshop participants also developed messages around how deforestation and climate change caused
reduced access to health care amongst others because of destroyed roads. See picture 8.
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Several studies further stress that climate-related disasters - such as floods, droughts, heatwaves, and cyclones
- cause widespread damage to health facility infrastructure, hindering the delivery of maternal health care,
contraceptive services, HIV prevention, and emergency care, including safe abortion services (Baschieri &
Udeh, 2025; Logie et al., 2021; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al., 2021; UNFPA and
Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 2025b). A cross-sectional population-
based study using data from 21 Sub-Saharan Demographic and Health (DHS) surveys confirms that flooding
results in structural damage to clinics and public health infrastructure (Nagata et al., 2022). Healthcare facilities,
especially in rural areas, often lack adequate insulation, ventilation, and space, making them unsafe and
uncomfortable during periods of extreme heat (Lusambili et al., 2023; Nakstad et al., 2022). A quantitative study
concluded that climate change is straining public health systems in the sampled African countries (Ethiopia,
Ghana, Kenya, Namibia, Nigeria, South Africa) due to weak institutional capacity - marked by poor stakeholder
coordination, limited funding, insufficient infrastructure and personnel, inadequate training on climate-related
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health risks, and a lack of emergency response resources (Opoku et al., 2021). These findings have been strongly
validated by local data in Malawi, Zambia, and in Mozambique. Climate-induced disasters damage SRH facilities
and compromise care provision.

“For example, at Chikando health facility, mothers were in danger because the infrastructure roof was blown
out, so this was the maternity ward. This means more women were doing home deliveries.” (Youth advocate,
Chipata/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. This is a facility where
people were coming in to access health services, it's now gone. So you can see how a population can be affected
just because of a damage that has come from the climate change itself.” (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 (ARVs); many of them saw their viral
load increase because they couldn’t go to the hospital to collect their medication. Some adolescents who use
contraceptive methods couldn’t access them anymore as they ran out at home. Many use pills because of the
taboo surrounding implants; people say they cause health issues. So, they prefer pills. These situations show
how climate change negatively influences responses related to sexual and reproductive health.” (Civil society
representative, Mozambique)

These real-world examples emphasize the chronicity and life-threatening implications of infrastructure damage,
especially in maternal health and youth-friendly spaces. It’s worth noting that affected facilities were not
quickly rebuilt or replaced, as shown by long-term disrepair. In Mozambique, youth advocates in the workshops
generally reported limited direct observation of health facility infrastructure damage in theirimmediate
surroundings, noting instead that Youth Friendly Health Services are only available at district headquarters.
Stakeholders acknowledged that cyclones had damaged health infrastructure but not directly in Nampula and
Nametil. These stakeholders remarked that such damage further weakened the already fragile health system in
the country in which the average distance to the nearest health center is about fifteen kilometers.

Interrupted supply chains and stockouts

Frequent climate-induced disruptions to supply chains have led to stockouts of critical SRHR commodities, with
family planning services being especially vulnerable to climate-related disruptions concerning injectables, pills,
and emergency contraception (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University
of London, 2023; YLABS, 2025b). As household incomes shrink during crises like droughts, women further
struggle to afford privately purchased alternatives. This results in higher rates of contraceptive discontinuation
and unplanned pregnancies, particularly where free public options are unavailable or difficult to access due

to damaged roads or transport services. 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)

Workforce shortages and burnout

Extreme weather and poor working conditions exacerbate healthcare workforce shortages and productivity
(Watts et al., 2018; YLABS, 2025b). Staff are frequently overwhelmed, undertrained in climate-responsive
care, and exposed to unsafe or unsanitary environments. Retirements and low recruitment levels contribute
to ongoing capacity gaps, and staff motivation, misinformation, and religious beliefs have also been cited as
barriers to SRHR service provision in crisis settings (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024). First-hand accounts from youth
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advocates and key informants in Malawi and Mozambique provided concrete examples of logistical and human
resource challenges, and the dependence on underqualified staff, with direct risks to service quality and patient
safety. In the words of a participants in Malawi:

“There are no nurses at the center. And then someone who is not well trained. But we are looking at that person.
We are depending on that person. (...) So, there's someone who we are looking- untrained like [name of another
peer in the workshop], having injectables and whatnot.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

Youth advocates in both rural and urban areas of Mozambique reported not having observed significant health
workforce shortages. However, other stakeholders noted that staff from Youth-Friendly Services are often
redeployed during disasters, further reducing the availability of providers dedicated to youth-focused care.

Community norms around SRHR services during crisis

At the community level, social norms and structures can both influence SRHR decision-making and magnify
health inequalities during climate-related disruptions. A systematic review identifying what menstrual
regulation, safe abortion and post-abortion care interventions exist at global levels to promote resilience in
the health system in disaster settings found that due to the persistence of taboos, especially around topics
such as contraceptive use and safe abortion, women and girls often avoid professional health services (Ray-
Bennett et al., 2024). This reportedly leads to low uptake of SRHR services during climate crises, when access
to reliable health information and care is arguably most crucial. At the same time, in times of environmental
stress, some women express a preference for delaying or limiting childbearing. This creates a higher demand
for contraception - particularly long-acting methods - yet community-level stigma and structural barriers often
undermine access, showing a disconnect between need and availability (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al.,
2021). Conversations with youth in Malawi and Zambia further highlighted how climate change undermines not
only clinical access but also trusted SRHR support structures that young people rely on, suggesting a loss of
continuity in services where trust had been built with specific providers or youth-friendly offers.

Climate change consequently poses significant risks to the realization of AYP’s SRHR

Several studies report on climate-related hazards, such as extreme weather events and conditions influencing
the destruction of SRH facilities, displacement and forced migration, heat exposure, increase salt intake

in drinking water, spread of vector-borne diseases (e.g. Malaria), air pollution, and food insecurity and
undernutrition leading to adverse pregnancy and maternal health outcomes such as anaemia, eclampsia, low
birth weight, preterm birth, miscarriage, and stillbirth (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Nakstad et al., 2022; Ray-Bennett
et al., 2024; Women Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 2025b) as well as climate variability affecting timing of menarche,

with long-term implications for women’s fertility (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). Food and water insecurity is further
associated with increased HIV vulnerability via pathways like poverty and its interlinkages with survival sex,
poor hygiene, reduced condom use and/or reduced adherence to antiretroviral therapy (Burns & Mutunga, 2024;
Logie et al., 2021; Nagata et al., 2022; Orievulu et al., 2022; Treibich et al., 2022; UNFPA, 2022). Participantsin
this study stressed how climate shocks disrupt access to SRHR services and information, leading to unsafe sex
and increased STl risk, underscoring the compounding effect of service gaps and low SRHR literacy. Figure 2
illustrates the different pathways that climate-induced events can have on SRHR outcomes.
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Climate-induced effects on the Break Free!’s key issues

Several studies show that families increasingly resort to child marriage during climate-related shocks during
crises (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Castafieda Carney et al., 2020; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London,
2023). This has been documented for Southern Africa specifically, in qualitative studies from Mozambique
(McLeod et al., 2019) and Zambia (Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner et al., 2022), and a mixed-methods study from
Zimbabwe (Gambir et al., 2024). Changing rainfall patterns and environmental degradation have been reported
to disrupt livelihoods (e.g., fishing, farming), which can push families to see marriage as a way to reduce
economic burdens or obtain dowries.

In areas affected by drought or floods and the breakdown of community protection structures and lack of
access to SRH services, girls experience increased exposure to transactional sex (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; Logie
etal., 2021; Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner et al., 2022; Women Deliver, 2021) and sexual violence (see below) which
increases unintended pregnancies. Arise in teenage pregnancy is further linked to disrupted education and
reduced access to contraception as a result of climate change. A qualitative study from Zambia reported that
economic hardship during droughts shifted fertility preferences, with many expressing a desire for smaller
families (Rosen et al., 2021). This can lead to greater motivation to use contraceptives, even as access to SRH
services becomes more difficult. These patterns were strongly confirmed in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia,
where workshop participants and key informants reported visible increases in teenage pregnancies and child
marriages after recent droughts and floods.
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“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 reportedly noted a “50% increase in teenage pregnancy
during the 2023-2024 drought in Mambwe and Kasenengwa.” Participants in all case study countries described
transactional sex as a common survival strategy during climate-induced shocks, including as result of climate
change induced migration.

“Here in the eastern province we have been hit too much with teenage pregnancies (...)just trying to find out
why we have such huge numbers you'll find that migration of people also contributed to this teenage pregnancy.
Migration that happened because of climate change, it could be people who are running away from the areas
going to other areas. 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 youth advocate in Zambia shared, “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.” Similarly, Malawian participants linked
lack of basic needs like sanitary pads to girls engaging in unprotected sex: “They will indulge themselves in
unprotected sex so that they can buy sanitary pads.” These accounts add critical context on gendered coping
strategies and power imbalances.

While evidence is less widespread, some studies and reports suggest that female genital mutilation/cutting
(FGM/C) may increase during crises (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University
of London, 2023). FGM/C did not appear as a recognized climate-related SRHR issue in Malawi, Mozambique or
Zambia based on key informant interviews and workshop discussions.

Climate change negatively affects menstrual hygiene management through water scarcity, displacement, and
loss of school-based sanitation facilities (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Tanner et al., 2022). A
qualitative study from Zambia and Zimbabwe showed how limited water access during extreme weather made
menstruation harder to manage, leading to absenteeism, reduced self-esteem, and increased school dropout
among girls (Tanner et al., 2022). Study participants from all three countries also noted worsened menstrual
hygiene due to water scarcity, loss of sanitation facilities and limited privacy in face of climate crises. In the
words of a key informant from Mozambique:

“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).

Climate stress, mental health and shifting household dynamics

Mental health and caregiver stress also needs to be unpacked as climate-related resource scarcity, financial
stress, and food insecurity can increase stress and aggression among men, women's disempowerment, severed
connection and intra-household inequalities, intensifying child abuse, GBV and mental health burden among
AYP (Cuartas et al., 2023; Karaliuniene et al., 2022; Keevers et al., 2024). Climate-induced male out-migration,
unemployment, addiction and crime may further alter household structures and community dynamics
(Karaliuniene et al., 2022; Rosen et al., 2021). As a qualitative study from Zambia stressed, this shift increases
caregiving burdens and restricts women'’s ability to pursue employment, reinforcing gendered economic
vulnerability (Rosen et al., 2021).

Situations of crisis can further lead to child neglect, harmful decisions about AYP’s SRHR, witnessing contextual
or experiencing direct forms of violence and other traumatic events for children (Cuartas et al., 2023). Climate
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change is therefore a growing source of psychological stress for youth as, across diverse settings, AYP report eco-
anxiety, anticipatory grief, and hopelessness (Cuartas et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes et al., 2022; Marks et al., 2023;
Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; YLABS, 2025b)
. Climate-related worry among AYP can range from concern for others to fear for their own future (Léger-Goodes
et al., 2022). First-hand narratives from participants across case study countries strongly substantiated these
findings, highlighting how displacement-driven trauma and loss, stress contagion within families, and worries
about their future affect adolescents’ and young people’s well-being. In Zambia, a civil society representative
spoke about increased rates of youth suicides in his district. Youth advocates in Mozambique called for the
establishment of a comprehensive mental health strategy, a recommendation that was also endorsed by other
stakeholders. In Malawi, youth advocates reported that they have observed peers engaging in new, often
unhealthy behaviours, during their temporary stay at shelters in events of climate crises. Prompted why they
considered youth in camps were more susceptible to engaging in smoking marijuana or drinking alcohol, a
participants had this to say:

"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)

Another participant built on this, pointing to the role of social pressure and changes in environment.
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3.3.2. Strategies for resilience

Starting from the health sector building blocks, and taking into account existing global and regional mandates,
the WHO operational framework (see Figure 3) elaborates on 10 components that together provide a
comprehensive approach to integrating climate resilience into existing health systems (WHO, 2015). These can
provide the structure for a health adaptation plan, including the allocation of roles and responsibilities, as well
as human and financial resources.
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Figure 3 Operational framework for building climate resilient health systems (WHO, 2015)
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outlined in Chapter 3.2.1, all three case study
countries - Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia -
have made some progress in integrating climate
change considerations into national health sector policies. To effectively embed climate resilience across all
health-determining sectors, it would further be recommended to develop and fully implement health-specific
national adaptation plans (HNAPs) accompanied by sector-specific operational guidance.

+ Prioritise SRHR inclusion in disaster risk reduction, emergency preparedness, and climate-health adaptation
plans (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021;
YLABS, 2025a). Qualitative data from Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia confirm that SRHR needs - especially
menstrual hygiene, family planning, and reproductive care - require more attention during an emergency
response. While there are some efforts underway, these tend to remain fragmented and insufficiently
institutionalized. As a key informant from Malawi explained:

“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 legal and regulatory systems, institutional mechanisms, capacities and structures which protect
health-related emergency policies and disaster risk management (WHO, 2015; Women Deliver, 2021).

Secure both core funding and climate-specific financing to strengthen health system resilience and maintain
essential services under climate stress (WHO, 2015). Allocate increased climate finance to health and SRHR
(Burns & Mutunga, 2024; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; WHO, 2015; Women Deliver,
2021). While supportive of this recommendation, youth participants across case study countries urged

that funding mechanisms should also consider specific investments into youth mental health services and
facilities, as well as integration into education curricula (further addressed under 3.4.2) A key informant from
Malawi remembered how they interviewed community members in Mitundu, after a tornado and participants
shared having recurring nightmares.
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“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)

This underscores a critical gap in post-disaster response. Mental health - particularly for youth and women

- must be recognized as central to climate-resilient health systems and explicitly funded within climate
financing frameworks.

Integrate climate and health topics into medical and public health education, developing competencies
across professions (Opoku et al., 2021; WHO, 2015). In both interviews and workshops, stakeholders in all
three countries stressed the need for strategic training toolkits that integrate climate and SRHR, adapted
to different professional cadres. They advocated for integration of these themes into the core curriculum of
medical training and community health education.

Health system resilience and service delivery
Health institutions must further prepare for and withstand climate-induced disruptions to deliver essential
services, particularly in SRHR, by:

« Training and equipping the health workforce and civil society on climate-health linkages - alongside
implementing capacity-building and communication strategies informed by vulnerability assessments

- to address institutional gaps, enhance response to health and SRHR needs during climate events, and
strengthen risk communication with key audiences (Azan et al., 2025; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et
al., 2021; WHO, 2015). In Malawi and Zambia, capacity-building was reported through MISP trainings led

by UNFPA and partners. However, participants noted that such trainings were often project-based and not
scaled nationally. A key informant from Malawi suggested mainstreaming this into health worker pre-service
education. In Mozambique, stakeholders mentioned the training of institutions and community leaders on
climate change, with linkages to SRHR, GBV and other aspects of UNFPA’s mandate.

Developing and implementing innovative capacity-building plans that address institutional and human
resource gaps, while integrating adaptation costs, contingencies, and potential climate-related losses into
investment strategies (Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; WHO, 2015). In this regard, some participants in this study
proposed community-based emergency training for health workers, CSOs, and local government, aligned with
local risks.

Ensuring SRH interventions meet the global standards of availability, accessibility, acceptability, and quality
(AAAQ) (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024). Key informants in this study suggested implementing a comprehensive and
integrated health package. When prompted about the priority recommendation to address climate-related
challenges in Malawi, a key informant answered:

“I would advocate for integration of services. One package as | 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. |
still feel that could be a game changer.” (National-level policy-maker, Malawi)

Promoting climate-resilient and sustainable health systems by selecting low-impact medical technologies
and leveraging innovative tools - such as eHealth and satellite imagery - to strengthen service delivery

and system performance under changing climate conditions (Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; WHO, 2015). For
contraception and abortion-related care, for instance, this can happen through approaches such as mobile
clinics, community-based distribution, and telehealth to ensure continuity and accessibility during climate-
related disasters (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024). In the workshop in Lilongwe, youth proposed drone technology
as a way to address supply chain disruptions, such as transporting samples or commodities during floods.
However, they also questioned its practicality given limited resources, advocating for smart but cost-effective
alternatives.
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« Ensuring that health operations and infrastructure are designed and equipped to withstand changing
environmental conditions and extreme weather events by appropriately locating new facilities, securing
essential services (e.g. water, sanitation, energy, transport), and implementing protocols for the safe storage
and delivery of medical supplies under climate stressors (13,37,48). Informants across countries emphasized
the need for solar-powered facilities to maintain health services during climate-induced power outages,
especially in flood-prone areas. Others advocated for disaster-resilient health posts to be included in all new
health infrastructure investments.

+ Ensuring that health operations and infrastructure are designed and equipped to withstand changing
environmental conditions and extreme weather events by appropriately locating new facilities, securing
essential services (e.g. water, sanitation, energy, transport), and implementing protocols for the safe storage
and delivery of medical supplies under climate stressors (13,37,48). Informants across countries emphasized
the need for solar-powered facilities to maintain health services during climate-induced power outages,
especially in flood-prone areas. Others advocated for disaster-resilient health posts to be included in all new
health infrastructure investments. During crises, ensuring that SRH services continue to be guided by a rights-
based approach that prioritizes the health and autonomy of women and girls, rather than being driven by
resource management (Otzelberger Agnes, 2014).

+ In Zambia, participants additionally emphasized the need to strengthen referral pathways, noting that
climate-induced disruptions to SRHR services heighten reliance on coordinated linkages between providers.
Strengthened mechanisms were seen as essential to ensure continuity of care when services are interrupted
or inaccessible.

Dialogue meetings between NGO and Govt
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3.4 Climate change and education

3.4.1 Effects

Impacts on education systems and schooling

Climate change threatens to reverse progress in education, especially where school infrastructure is inadequate
or where SRHR education is already limited (Romanello et al., 2024) through damage to infrastructure,
transport, and displacement (Tanner et al., 2022). This was echoed by many testimonies from participants
across countries, where youth and stakeholders reported that school buildings damaged by past cyclones,
remained unusable years later, disrupting students’ access to classrooms.

“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 in this study further drew attention to the fact that in disaster scenarios, schools often serve

as shelters, halting education entirely for extended periods. Following Cyclone Freddy, for instance, some
schools in Malawi remained closed for months as they were repurposed for displaced families. Stakeholder in
Mozambique shared that schools have been much more affected than health centers, that is also linked to the
fact that there are more schools in a district than health centers.

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

Climate change disrupts educational access and completion (Tanner et al., 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary
University of London, 2023), as floods, heatwaves, and long distances to school (exacerbated by unsafe roads
or impassable rivers) can lead to absenteeism and dropout. This has been validated in all three countries. A key
informant from Zambia expressed:

“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. And in Mambwe it was empirical and the government recorded that. You would
find that that disrupted access to some learning areas. In some cases, you find that infrastructure of some
schools have been blown off, so it means the community will be deprived of the educational services that the
school has to offer.” (Civil society representative, Zambia)

The effects are particularly acute for learners with disabilities, who often rely on the few available special needs
schools that may be located far from their communities. In Malawi, participants highlighted how these schools
are already scarce and poorly resourced - making any disruption due to flooding, infrastructure damage, or
displacement especially detrimental.

Youth advocates from Chipata further emphasized that what may appear as minor setbacks - such as the loss of
school materials like books or uniforms - can be sufficient to cause school dropout, particularly among students
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from resource-constrained households. This underscores how climate-related shocks, which disrupt household
economies and erode educational resources, have a disproportionate impact on already vulnerable learners.

As illustrated by the flip chart developed by youth advocates from Machinga (Picture 11 below), participants
similarly highlighted how infrastructure damage exacerbated existing inequalities. Underprivileged youth - often
commuting long distances to access formal education - were more likely to drop out when key roads or bridges
were destroyed, while those from higher socio-economic backgrounds were generally more able to continue
their education.
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affecting access to education

Crisis events and their effects on education in return increase domestic responsibilities, and link with early
marriage or pregnancy (see Section 3.3.). These findings can be illustrated with qualitative data from Zambia:
One study documented how floods destroyed roads and bridges, making schools and clinics temporarily
accessible (Tanner et al., 2022), while another study reported that reduced household income due to drought
led to increased school dropout rates, as families could not afford fees or need children - especially from
poorer household - to contribute labour (Rosen et al., 2021). The same study further highlighted that girls were
especially affected due to gender norms that prioritize boys’ education when resources are scarce. Menstrual
health challenges and risks of sexual violence during commutes further compound these barriers (see more
above). In line with this, participants from all case studies noted that climate-related disruptions often lead to
permanent dropout, especially among girls, due to increased domestic burdens or being deprioritized for return
to school after disasters. In Mozambique, climate change and access to school was also mentioned to be linked
to gender-based violence.

“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 or end 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 his house and he’s providing her with food (...) These are real situations that have
happened.” (Education stakeholder, Mozambique)
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Stakeholders noted that girls who drop out of school due to displacement are at heightened risk of child
marriage. As newcomers, they are often seen as vulnerable and escaping hardship, while communities may be
less inclined to report such cases, since entering a union is perceived as offering protection or support.

For learners who remain in-school, extreme weather events can also affect their education

Heatwaves and infrastructure damage has further been reported to disrupt learning environments as well

as student as well as teacher performance and concentration (Cuartas et al., 2023; Tanner et al., 2022). Many
classrooms - especially in poorer regions - are built from materials like corrugated iron, which intensify heat
exposure. Studies show significantly lower test scores in overheated classrooms, alongside increased teacher
fatigue (Kutywayo et al., 2022). A secondary data analysis of census data from 29 “global tropics” countries
showed that exposure to higher-than-average temperatures in utero and during early childhood is associated
with lower educational attainment in later childhood and adolescence (Randell & Gray, 2019). While this study
quotes past research mainly emphasizing rainfall, it finds that temperature also plays a major role in influencing
long-term education outcomes. A quantitative study with secondary school students from South Africa found
that during extreme heat, female learners performed worse than male learners on knowledge indicators;
however female participants were more likely to report difficulties about concentrating during hot weather
with three quarters of female participants (76.6%) experiencing these difficulties compared to 65.1% of male
participants (p < 0.001) (Kutywayo et al., 2022). In this regard, youth advocates from Malawi complemented
the literature review findings with a specific emphasis on the effect of climate-related trauma - such as loss of
homes or family - on learners’ concentration, with minimal school-based mental health support compounding
these challenges. Furthermore, disrupted school feeding programmes, due to climate-linked poor harvests,
were also reported in Malawi, with direct implications for school attendance and learning among food-insecure
children. In Mozambique, cyclones have also destroyed teachers’ homes, leading to absenteeism as they seek
refuge or relocate leading to a teacher shortage. Stakeholders in Mozambique mentioned that due to schools
being partially destroyed, classes sometimes become very large and learning ineffective.

“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 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)
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3.4.2 Strategies for resilience
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). This was echoed by participants in Malawi, who
referred to the National Adaptation Plan framework as a guiding strategy for resilient infrastructure and
learning methodologies. Stakeholders emphasized that true resilience requires not only emergency response,
but preparedness and strategic planning, including the integration of education continuity into disaster
response frameworks such as the Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP). Youth advocates from Lilongwe
underscored this point and their recommendations for continued education in a co-created 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)
Additionally, across countries, some participants reflected on the importance of re-admission policies and
efforts to reintegrate learners who dropped out due to climate crises effects, with also psychological support
being provided alongside.

« It will be crucial to build more and safer schools, including satellite schools (Tanner et al., 2022). In
Mozambique, for instance, UNICEF is working with the Government of Mozambique and partners to invest in
climate-resilient classrooms, which can stand up to the strongest storms and make sure children remain in
school - even after disasters strike. This includes risk-sensitive planning, climate-resilient infrastructure, and
advancing curricula and teacher training on climate and disaster risk reduction (UNICEF, 2023). Stakeholders
in Mozambique did confirm these efforts for building more resilient schools. When prompted about the
priority recommendation to increase climate resilience in Mozambique, a key informant responded:

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

Also participants from Malawi and Zambia underscored the urgency of constructing climate-resilient and
disability-friendly school buildings, particularly in flood- and cyclone-prone areas. In Zambia, DMMU and
INGOs were reported to have supported the rehabilitation of destroyed classrooms, the drilling of boreholes,
and the establishment of ablution blocks for girls, demonstrating practical steps toward infrastructure-based
resilience. Additionally, satellite schools were suggested in Malawi to reduce walking distances and improve
accessibility in high-risk zones.

« Integrate climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts (PLAN International, 2019; UNICEF, 2019)
, including, mental health literacy (Wiedermann et al., 2023), into school curricula to build future agency
and resilience. Across all three countries, youth advocates and key informants called for stronger and more
comprehensive curriculum integration of climate change-related content within formal education systems. A
key informant from Malawi shared:
“We have been running these short courses, but | don't think that they have gone into mainstream curriculum.
So | think there is a need that the mainstream curricula, primary school, secondary school, where we are
talking about climate change and resilience to climate change, to include specifically that women bear the
brunt of climate change. And so it needs to be included in the curriculum.” (Academic expert, Malawi)
These could also be linked to existing life skills or comprehensive sexuality education programmes. In Zambia,
for instance, the Life Skills, Health and Education curriculum is currently being revised and youth advocates
from Lusaka considered this a good momentum to explicitly incorporate climate-SRHR intersections, while
in Malawi, participants highlighted a need for tackling eco-anxiety and trauma among learners affected by
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disasters from a policy-perspective. Participants from Zambia also highlighted the need to support teachers in
their capacity to effectively deal with climate-related concerns, while navigating their own potential hardship
in this regard.

Educational institutions and climate action

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

CLUMATE

ACTION

School culture of sustainability

To build climate-resilient educational institutions, UNESO (2016) recommends adopting whole-school
approaches that include sustainable infrastructure, school governance, climate-responsive curricula, and
community partnerships (see Figure 4). In detail, this would include:

« Defining what climate action means to a respective school as part of developing a culture of sustainability
(UNESCO, 2016). For instance, some schools might see climate action as key to 'doing their part' to take
care of the planet. For other schools, it is about addressing issues directly affecting them. In Mozambique,
stakeholders noted that risk reduction committees had been introduced at the school level to address the
impacts of climate change and crises. However, limited resources have so far hindered their effectiveness."

« Establishing an inclusive and diverse climate action team that coordinates planning, implementation, and
monitoring of school-wide climate initiatives, ensuring shared responsibilities, gender equity, and meaningful
student participation in decision-making (UNESCO, 2016). Browns et al. (2023) further suggest that the design
of climate change education (CCE) should go beyond green infrastructure by actively promoting collective
student engagement and action, ensuring that learning environments not only model sustainability but
also empower students to participate meaningfully in climate solutions. Youth and key informants in this
study described meaningful student engagement in climate action, including peer education, outreach,
and recovery planning. Similarly, the empowerment of female teachers as role models and mentors in
resilience-building was identified as an underutilized but powerful strategy by a key informant in Malawi.
These participatory activities resemble the functions of school-based climate teams and point to the need to
formalize such structures with inclusive governance principles.
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+ Modeling climate action on the school campus by implementing sustainable practices (e.g. energy and
water efficiency, waste reduction, green spaces) and using the physical environment as a learning space for
student-led climate action (Tanner et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2016). Zambian stakeholders described investments
in school-based green enterprise projects, while Malawi interviewees pointed to solar energy installation in
health and education sectors as a resilience measure. These examples show that campus-based modeling of
sustainability is gaining traction, but often relies on NGO or donor support and would benefit from stronger
public investment.

+ Integrating climate change education across a variety of subjects from an early age, ensuring it is age-
appropriate, gender-sensitive, intersectional and collective action, and both 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). Integrate
Service Learning into educational settings to give students the opportunity to apply what they learn by
collaborating with community partners on real-world climate and social challenges (Romano et al., 2024).
In Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia, some youth advocates and key informants stressed the importance of
mainstreaming climate education early and ensuring it is locally relevant.

+ Integrating mental health and eco-anxiety support, using trauma-informed care and educator training to
respond to emotional and psychological climate impacts (Bandeira et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes et al., 2022;
Wiedermann et al., 2023). As illustrated in picture 13 below, youth participants in Malawi as well as

+ stakeholders in other countries repeatedly emphasized the emotional toll of displacement and disaster

« exposure, calling for better trained counselors in schools and increased structured support for grieving or
+ traumatised students.

Picture 13 Lilongwe youth advocate's knowledge product calling
for more mental health support for climate crises-affected youth

in Malawi

+ Developing strong partnerships with families, local organizations, and networks to enrich student learning,
co-create real-world climate solutions, and position the school as a community hub for awareness-raising
and collective climate resilience (UNESCO, 2016). In this regard, all case study countries offered examples of
effective partnership models. In Malawi, the Break Free project facilitated youth capacity-building in climate
awareness, SRHR, and budgeting, while in Zambia, collaboration between the Ministry of Education and
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civil society resulted in the distribution of sanitary products, construction of school blocks, and community
climate sensitization efforts. In Mozambique, following Cyclone Jude, BF! and partner organizations
distributed dignity kits—including sanitary pads, underwear, soap, toothbrushes, capulanas (traditional
cloth), and flip-flops—alongside learning materials. They also provided psychosocial support through health
facilities, supported communities with contingency planning and agricultural resilience via seed distribution,
and trained child protection focal points on sexual harassment.

Integrating school-feeding programmes that ensure consistent access to nutritious meals (Gambir et al.,
2024). The experience from Malawi, where school feeding programmes have been disrupted due to climate-
induced crop failures, further shows that these need to be bolstered with climate-proof food supply systems
and sufficient government support.

Strengthening access to quality, inclusive education for girls by removing geographic and financial barriers
(e.g. building more schools near flood-prone areas, establishing satellite schools, offering scholarships)
(Tanner et al., 2022). Across countries, this was validated as an important strategy to improve resilience.
Good practices highlighted in this regard by participants in this study included provision of sanitary pads,
scholarships, and re-entry policies in Zambia.

In Mozambique also further opportunities for distance learning were being suggested. Especially for students

in secondary school, of whom a good number have phones, so that they don’t lose classes or at least have
remedial classes.
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3.5 Climate change and gender equality

3.5.1 Effects

Gender norms, barriers and inequities

The Lancet Countdown on health and climate change reports of recent years underscore that climate change
exacerbates existing gender inequalities, especially in access to health care and social protection (Romanello

et al., 2024, 2021; Watts et al., 2015, 2018). In this regard, a qualitative study from Kenya, showed how certain
gendered beliefs and misinformation at the community level - such as restricting water intake during pregnancy,
overworking in extreme heat, and harmful infant care practices - can contribute to women’s increased health
risks and compromised maternal and newborn well-being in the face of climate change (Lusambili et al., 2023)
.In Zimbabwe, gendered inequalities in access to early warning information about extreme weather event- such
as floods - reportedly left girls more vulnerable to climate risks as community norms and routines privilege boys
and men, who frequent public spaces where information is shared (e.g., shops, bars with TVs), while girls often
rely on second-hand updates from male relatives (Tanner et al., 2022). In another qualitative Zimbabwean study
it was further described how cultural dressing norms that restrict women’s mobility - such as the expectation to
wear long garments - can hinder their ability to respond swiftly during emergencies, including floods (Mucherera
& Mavhura, 2020). These dynamics were similarly echoed by participants in Malawi, Zambia and Mozambique,
who noted that patriarchal norms and traditional systems systematically position women and girls at the
bottom of social hierarchies, limiting their access to decision-making and resources 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)

Cultural values reportedly also shape how aid is distributed, with men often controlling financial decisions and
being prioritized for leadership roles, especially during climate-related displacement. Workshop participants
from Malawi further explained that even when external support (e.g. food or loans) arrives, women are often
sidelined from both its management and its benefits, further entrenching existing inequalities. In Mozambique
it was mentioned that because women are more responsible for sustenance farming, girls are more expected to
drop out of school after a crises during which they lost their school materials than their brothers.

“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)

(Gender-based) violence at community level

Community violence and the erosion of cultural identity are important vulnerability factors that reportedly
amplify the negative effects of climate change (Brown et al., 2023). These dynamics intersect with class and
other social inequities, as communities with fewer resources face greater exposure to environmental risks

and reduced capacity to cope with their impacts. In this regard, GBV can serve as a mechanism to enforce and
sustain existing power imbalances and cultural gender norms, particularly around control of natural resources
at community level (Castafieda Carney et al., 2020; Munala et al., 2023). This was powerfully illustrated by an

Break Free! Synthesis Report 2025 52



interview with a key informant from Malawi, where environmental degradation and drying of the lake led to
male migration in search of livelihoods, leaving behind women and children 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)

The drying of lakes and depletion of fish stocks was further associated with the rise of harmful coping
mechanisms such as “sex for fish” and “sex for firewood.” These informal, transactional arrangements increase
exposure to GBV and reflect how resource scarcity and unequal power relations translate into direct harm

for women and girls. In Zambia, similar patterns emerged: land degradation and the expansion of charcoal
production heightened household vulnerability, while climate-induced male out-migration -particularly during
floods - reportedly left women overburdened with both income generation and caregiving responsibilities.
This dual pressure not only intensified their risk of GBV but also limited their capacity to engage in adaptive or
resilience-building strategies.

Child abuse and Gender-based violence (GBV)

Globally, several studies have shown that climate-induced crises lead to an increase of child abuse (Datzberger
et al., 2024; Karaliuniene et al., 2022) due to factors such as extreme mental pressures, inability to control
emotions, and cramped living situations. Child labour, recruitment by armed groups and risk of sexual
trafficking are further risks as families seek ways to meet their basic needs (Cuartas et al., 2023; Datzberger

et al., 2024; UNFPA, 2022; Women Deliver, 2021). In the wake of social and financial stresses, several studies
report on associations between climate shocks and increased risks of GBV (Cuartas et al., 2023; McLeod et

al., 2019; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021), including
specific reference to sexual assault and sexual violence (Burns & Mutunga, 2024; McLeod et al., 2019; UNFPA,
2022; Women Deliver, 2021) and intimate partner violence (IPV) (Castafieda Carney et al., 2020; Epstein et

al., 2020; UNFPA, 2022). Evidence from 19 DHS data-sets across sub-Saharan Africa found drought being
associated with reporting a controlling partner and physical and sexual violence, strongest among adolescent
girls and unemployed women (Epstein et al., 2020). A quantitative study from Mozambique, Uganda and
Zimbabwe similarly found that women living in regions affected by severe weather events reported higher
odds of experiencing any form of IPV compared to those in unaffected regions, with significant differences
regarding emotional IPV in Mozambique (Munala et al., 2023). Across case study countries, interviewees and
youth workshop participants validated rising IPV, child marriage, and transactional sex as coping mechanisms
in the face of economic hardship and food insecurity (also addressed under effects on SRHR, section 3.3.1).
Particularly girls dropped out of school to seek income or were encouraged by family members to "find money,"
leading to exploitative relationships. During a group discussion in Lusaka, participants further indicated a
perceived rise in polygamy, arguably to have more women working on the farm.

Disproportionate risks for women, girls and marginalized youth

A UNDP (2016) report suggests that 80% of people displaced by climate change are women. Women and girls
bear a disproportionate burden of climate impacts due to gendered roles and structural inequalities, which has
been documented in global literature (McLeod et al., 2019; Romanello et al., 2024; UNDP, 2016) and in Zambia
specifically (Rosen et al., 2021). Overall, youth and key informant participants from Malawi, Mozambique and
Zambia strongly acknowledged gendered patterns in climate change effects.
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Youth advocates in Malawi emphasized that the unequal burden of climate change manifests across multiple,
interconnected impacts—ranging from disrupted education and food insecurity to heightened risks of sexual
exploitation, poor health outcomes, and exclusion from decision-making space.

“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)

During climate crises, girls and young women are particularly vulnerable in temporary shelters, overcrowded
homes, or when traveling long distances for water and firewood (Cuartas et al., 2023; Tanner et al., 2022). In
Zambia, sexual violence has also been reported in school settings, particularly when girls were tasked with
fetching water for teachers (Tanner et al., 2022). One national-level policy-maker in Mozambique illustrated
similar accounts also outside the school setting, recounting:

“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)

In displacement camps, women’s and girls’ specific needs - such as lactation, menstruation, or protection -
were reportedly often overlooked, and inadequate camp policies exposed them to further violence and neglect.

“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 reason why | 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)

Furthermore, a qualitative study from Zambia stressed that female-headed households were especially
vulnerable as they often lack access to land, tools, and farming inputs, making it harder to cope with drought-
induced livelihood challenges (Rosen et al., 2021).

Migrant or displaced youth, rural/coastal populations, AYP living in poverty and LGBTQI+ youth and girls with
disabilities face additional marginalization, with fewer protections and access to services during climate crises,
presenting under-researched threats and highlighting a gap in data needed for effective intersectional analysis
(UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021). Probed on subgroups
most affected by climate change-related disruptions to SRHR and education, participants across countries
highlighted adolescent girls, young mothers, youth living with HIV, young people with disabilities. In some
contexts also key populations (such as sex workers and LGBTQ+ youth), and street-connected or less privileged
youth were mentioned. All groups whose pre-existing vulnerabilities are often exacerbated in crisis contexts.

As noted earlier, in Mozambique, displacement and not having access to basic resources because of natural
disasters was said to especially make you girls more vulnerable to abuse.
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“If you are displaced or don’t have access to basic resources, then one negative coping mechanism that seems
to emerge here, as in every country really, is transactional sex, survival sex, whatever you wish to call it or the
exchange of favours for sexual favours. This also has a big impact on adolescents and girls in particular.” (UN
stakeholder, Mozambique)

3.5.2 Strategies for resilience

Climate policy must be anchored in a rights-based approach and integrate a gender perspective, as emphasized
in the ICPD Programme of Action and the Paris Agreement (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025; Burns & Mutunga, 2024;
Mogelgaard, 2018), recognizing and safeguarding the rights of all human beings, with a focus on human dignity
and well-being to underpin the required policy work (Baschieri & Udeh, 2025). This framing resonated with
participants in this study. As a youth advocate from Malawi put it:

“The government should put deliberate efforts to transform the harmful norms and the power dynamics that
exist. Because they are all contributing across all those in climate change.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

In detail, this entails:

« Gender analysis should be integrated into all climate change adaptation and mitigation programmes (Ipas,
2022). This is essential to understand the varying capacities and vulnerabilities of women, men, boys, and
girls, ensuring their participation in climate decision-making and reducing their vulnerabilities. This means,
for instance, embedding gender equity into NDCs and NAPs (Mogelgaard, 2018; UNDP, 2016; UNFPA and
Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021). Additionally, consider the 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)

. Mainstreaming gender across sectors beyond health (e.g., water, energy, land, food - the WELF nexus)
(Hlahla, 2022). The importance of gender analysis across climate, agriculture, education and SRHR policy,
adaptation and mitigation, including attention to intersectional challenges, was validated by youth advocates
and key informant stakeholders across countries. Some participants reflected on gender analysis being
already performed in NGO programming, but considered that gaps remained in terms of truly transformative
approaches.

« Promoting the leadership and participation of women and girls in climate governance (Baschieri & Udeh,
2025; UNDP, 2016; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021).
A Rapid Gender Assessment from the Africa Risk Capacity in this regards recommended partnering with
community-based women'’s groups to promote gender equality and increase women’s leadership in Are Civil
Protection Committees and Village Civil Protection Committees, as well as strengthening the Department
of Gender’s role in mainstreaming gender across all Disaster Risk Management structures (Government
of Malawi, 2022). This strategy was strongly validated in all three case study countries. Women and girls
were already seen taking leadership roles in community resilience efforts, but participants considered they
required more institutional support. Examples include women organizing informal childcare to participate
in adaptation projects and the formation of women's and girls' networks/clubs focused on climate-smart
agriculture, and women-led VSLs. When prompted about their priority recommendation to strengthen
resilience efforts around climate change in Malawi, a key informant stated:

“We are not giving enough attention to the role that women play in education, in healthcare, in agriculture.
And climate change itself, success will happen if we ensure that women are empowered.” (Academic expert,
Malawi)
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+ Expand gender-responsive climate finance and budgeting. When climate finance is designed with women’s
economic empowerment in mind, that results in more household allocations to family health including taking
care of their own SRH needs, and other investments such as children’s education (YLABS, 2025a). This strategy
was strongly supported in the case study data. In all three countries, participants shared examples of seed
capital and village banking systems that enabled women and girls to secure income, return to school, or
reduce harmful coping strategies. Several participants emphasized the importance of financial empowerment
in enabling SRHR access, children’s education, and adaptive farming practices.

“The girls and women were given seed money... they invested in small businesses and supported girls’ school
fees and basic needs.”

+ Avoiding population control narratives that frame fertility as a driver of environmental degradation, and
instead centering reproductive justice and informed choice (Otzelberger Agnes, 2014). While participants in
this study did not explicitly discuss population control narratives, there was strong support for youth access
to contraception and informed SRHR choices.

Gender-transformative programming and inclusive participation

« Promote women’s equitable access to and control over water, energy, land, and food (WELF) resources
through targeted, gender-responsive adaptation initiatives that enhance their agency, productivity, and
resilience (Hlahla, 2022). The theme of women’s control over resources was present but unevenly developed.
In Malawi, gender norm shifts were reportedly evident in programmes that challenged cultural taboos around
women fishing or owning boats. 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 girls’ and women’s opportunities for paid work, particularly during and after crises, so they don’t
have to resort to jobs that risk their health and safety (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 training in reusable pad production, tailoring (such
as sewing of school uniforms for girls who dropped out of schools due to climate change), and small business
management.

« Facilitate capacity-building for local leadership, including youth and women'’s groups, in climate governance,
advocacy, and policy engagement, navigating identified barriers to their 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). The theme of capacity building emerged
consistently. 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 increasing women'’s access to timely information,
financial and technical resources, and ensuring their meaningful participation in community decision-making
processes related to disaster risk reduction (Mucherera & Mavhura, 2020). The same study suggests to provide
practical life-saving skills - such as swimming and water safety training - to enhance women’s personal safety
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and adaptive capacity during flood events. Additional gender-responsive capacity strengthening strategies
currently applied in case study countries included peer-to-peer mentorship, community radio, climate
education games, and disaster preparedness training.

+ While little of the literature reviewed explicitly addressed strategies for climate resilience within GBV service
provision, youth advocates in Lusaka highlighted promising community-based practices of village-level one-
stop centers that offer accessible support and care for survivors of GBV, reducing the need for women to travel
long distances to seek help.

+ Actively engage boys and men in community-based programmes to challenge harmful gender norms and
practises, promote equitable caregiving roles, and foster their participation in building climate-resilient
families and communities (Gambir et al., 2024; Orievulu et al., 2022). This strategy was discussed explicitly
in Malawi, where participants called agreed that more efforts should focus on engaging men in shared
responsibility for challenging harmful norms. Actual experience with engaging men at the intersection of
climate and gender equality was limited, likely due to other more pressing programmatic priorities. However,
participants identified peer-led groups, community theatre, and sensitization efforts as promising entry
points - suggesting this as an area for increased focus in future initiatives. In Mozambique, stakeholders
referred to an UNFPA gender-transformative mentoring manual used with both boys and girls. For boys, it
promotes positive masculinity, while for girls it focuses on rights awareness and information on SRH, GBV, and
HIV. Efforts are also underway to adapt the manual for climate- and conflict-affected regions.

+ Youth advocates in Nampula, Mozambique, emphasized the importance of promoting gender-transformative
approaches in house reconstruction. They noted that, according to tradition, women are often dependent on
men for (re)building, and advocated for greater collaboration so that women can actively participate rather
than having to wait for their spouses to carry out repairs (pictures 14 and 15).

Picture 14 and 15 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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4. Discussion and conclusion

This review underscored the urgent need to address the intersecting impacts of climate change on AYP in
Southern Africa - particularly in relation to SRHR, gender equality, and access to education. Climate change acts
as a systemic disruptor, deepening structural inequalities, straining fragile health and education systems, and
driving adverse outcomes such as child marriage, teenage pregnancy, and FGM/C. These impacts are neither
distributed equally nor experienced uniformly - marginalized communities, including women, girls, LGBTQI+
youth, people with disabilities, and those living in poverty or displacement, are the most exposed and least
resourced to respond.

Conceptually, this review challenged dominant policy narratives that continue to frame women and youth
primarily through lenses of vulnerability and protection. While these framings have mobilized attention,

they risk reinforcing the feminization of vulnerability and sidelining AYP's agency and leadership. A similar
critique applies to the use of “resilience,” which is often invoked without questioning whose resilience is being
demanded and under what terms. When framed technocratically or productivist terms, resilience can obscure
structural causes and individualize both risk and response. A more critical and political understanding of
resilience is needed - one that centers justice, redistribution, and the capacity for collective transformation.

The policy analysis revealed growing recognition of the links between climate, gender, and youth across
global and regional strategies, as well as in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia specifically. Yet implementation
remains uneven. While gender and youth are increasingly referenced in NDCs and NAPs, SRHR is often absent,
fragmented, or narrowly defined. Funding for gender-transformative and integrated approaches is severely
lacking. This gap is particularly stark in low-emission countries like Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia, where
communities bear disproportionate climate burdens with limited institutional and financial support.

This study contributes important evidence on how climate change produces intersecting effects across SRHR,
education, and gender for youth. Across the three countries, climate shocks disrupt the system that connects
schooling, SRHR, and gender equality for adolescents - pushing many girls out of classrooms and into higher-
risk situations. Floods and droughts damage or repurpose schools as shelters, lengthen unsafe commutes,

and increase domestic burdens such as water and fuel collection, all of which drive absenteeism and dropout,
especially for girls and learners with disabilities. These education disruptions are tightly linked to SRHR harms:
families resort to early marriage or girls turn to transactional sex to meet basic needs, raising exposure to STIs
and unintended pregnancy; at the same time, floods and displacement interrupt access to contraception and
youth-friendly services, and water scarcity undermines menstrual hygiene, further depressing attendance. Youth
and stakeholders described these cascades in vivid terms - from “no food at home” to “survival sex”- while also
noting spikes in GBV in and around schools and camps. The result is a reinforcing cycle in which climate stress
deepens poverty, erodes educational continuity and SRHR access, and amplifies gendered power imbalances
and violence.

Despite these gaps, the review also highlighted promising pathways for resilience. Systemic change - rooted in
energy transitions, food security, social protection, and inclusive governance - is both necessary and achievable.
Acknowledging the interlinkages between climate change, SRHR, education and gender equality further means
that comprehensive resilience must be both intersectoral and gender-transformative: ensuring girls remain in
school, their SRHR and safety are protected, and restricted gender norms challenged. Practically, that means
climate-resilient school infrastructure and safe-school protocols; scholarships, re-entry policies, school-feeding
and locally relevant climate education with trauma-informed mental-health support; reliable menstrual health
management in schools; and continuity of SRHR through mobile/outreach services, telehealth, and solar-
powered facilities that function during outages - paired with community one-stop GBV support. It also means
targeted economic empowerment for adolescent girls and young women, engaging men and boys to shift
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harmful norms, and expanding gender-responsive climate finance that links social protection to SRHR and
education outcomes. These actions must sit inside coordinated governance (health-education-gender-youth-
environment) with meaningful youth participation and monitoring frameworks that track gendered and SRHR
indicators, anchored in rights-based approaches that avoid population-control narratives.

AYP must be recognized not only as vulnerable to climate impacts but as active agents of change. Their
emotional, cognitive, and civic capacities are central to building resilient societies. Ensuring their meaningful
participation in shaping climate and development agendas is both a matter of rights and a condition for lasting
impact.

In conclusion, addressing climate change through a justice- and rights-based lens - one that centers the lived
realities and aspirations of AYP- is not only a moral imperative but a strategic necessity. For Break Free! Alliance
members and partners, these findings reinforce the need to position advocacy at the intersection of climate
justice, SRHR, education, and gender equality, ensuring that policy and financing spaces recognise and act on
these interlinkages. At the same time, advocacy must challenge reductive narratives that cast youth and women
solely as vulnerable, instead promoting their leadership in decision-making forums from local adaptation
committees to global climate negotiations.

Methodological reflection

Methodologically, the study underscores the value of combining literature review with participatory validation.
The literature review helped map existing evidence, identify knowledge gaps, and frame analysis of climate-
SRHR-education-gender linkages in ways that are both context-specific and comparable across settings. At
the same time, validation exercises with youth and stakeholders proved especially powerful in grounding

and refining the findings, ensuring lived realities were captured, potential misinterpretations corrected, and
nuanced surfaced that were absent from published sources. In resource-constrained contexts, such validation
offers a cost-effective yet high-impact means of enriching secondary evidence with primary insights, enabling a
more accurate and actionable understanding of complex, intersecting effects.
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5. Recommendations to civil society actors and
youth advocates

In addition to the strategies for resilience included at the end of each chapter, this final section summarises the
key recommendations to BF! stakeholders and other civil society actors engaging at the intersections of climate
change, SRHR, gender equality and education:

Civil society engagement with policy-makers

+ Actively engage in the development and revision of national climate policies by partnering with governments,
advocating for SRHR integration and gender and generational equity, ensuring alignment with human
rights frameworks, and holding decision-makers accountable to local realities (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 policy dialogues by connecting community experiences with national planning processes
(e.g. NAPs), and ensure gender-responsive and intergenerational perspectives are represented (WHO, 2015).
Youth advocates and key informants in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia unanimously saw an important
role of CSOs to facilitate aligning policies and programmes across sectors such as climate, health, education,
agriculture, and gender. Specifically, many encouraged CSOs to mentor and support youth to participate
actively in these policy spaces and advocacy. While many spaces already include designated seats for youth,
especially participants from Malawi, emphasized the need to move beyond tokenistic representation,
increasing the diversity of youth engaged, and ensuring that their contributions are genuinely considered in
decision-making processes. As one key informant from Malawi explained:

“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, if you 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)

As a potentially promising example of youth-led innovation in climate-SRHR integration emerged, youth
advocates reportedly were spearheading the development of a training toolkit to build awareness of the
intersection between climate change and SRHR:

“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
itinforms policy and practice.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

« Ensure communities are engaged in the collection and use of data from early warning systems, vulnerability
assessments, and integrated risk monitoring to inform health policy and adapt interventions to changing
climate conditions (WHO, 2015). This recommendation was partially validated through examples such as
participatory scenario planning in Malawi, where communities were reportedly involved in interpreting
seasonal forecasts, and through calls for more inclusive data collection and use to inform locally adapted
responses. In Mozambique, it was furthermore stressed that when it comes to early warning systems, these
need to make sure that they are also accessible for those with low literacy, especially women, through for
instance the use of community radio. In Zambia, it was noted that while a sustainable food security project is
making efforts to provide early warnings to community members, a more comprehensive system that actively
involves the communities themselves is still lacking.
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« Animportant but less frequently emphasized finding emerging from the qualitative data is the role that
CSO can play in reinforcing local accountability mechanisms through bylaw enforcement and community
oversight. Participants in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia highlighted the vital watchdog role that CSOs
occupy in local governance structures.

Local knowledge, communication and leadership

+ Leverage mass media campaigns and foster collaboration with political, religious, and community leaders
to strengthen community members’ knowledge, awareness and engagement on these topics (Cuartas et al.,
2023; Kutywayo et al., 2022; Lusambili et al., 2023; PLAN International, 2019; Tomita et al., 2022). (Digital)
media pose valuable opportunities for such sensitization. For instance, the Global Partnership for Education
(GPE) launched a virtual reality film in partnership with UNICEF and the World Bank showcasing the
challenges that climate change poses on children’s education in Mozambique where viewers got to experience
Cyclone Freddy’s intensity and give them a visceral understanding of the challenges faced by the community
during this natural disaster (UNICEF, 2023). The importance of local efforts were echoed and validated by
participants in this study, who emphasized the strength of receiving climate information through familiar and
respected channels. Several key informants from Zambia, but also Mozambique, stressed the important role
that religious and traditional stakeholders can play in mobilising communities in efforts to address climate
change:
“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)
Stakeholders also acknowledged the role local radio can play in this regard.
“We need to go with the radio measures, we should get the long term measures, we need to begin to wire our
children to think about climate change from early childhood , what can we do to...for a climate change when
they are 20 years old. We need to train our children very well, are we socializing them well, are we educating
them with technology, with something, do we teach them these things. Can we tell them to plant a tree, can
we tell them to plant the grass to make sure that they don’t dry it anyhow. Can the children know how to
conserve water, to be mindful of where they go, how they...we plant the climate change ideas on the children
from zero.” (Chief, 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). This was strongly supported by participants in case study countries. A key informant from Malawi, in
this regard, stressed:

“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. The reported response
to Cyclone Freddy in Malawi vividly demonstrates the importance of resourcing and trusting disaster-affected
communities to lead their own recovery. In the Lake Chirwa basin, young people from fishing communities
used their boats and swimming skills to rescue stranded women and girls before external responders could
access the area—“the young boys did a wonderful job. They would paddle around looking for women that
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were stranded [...] and take them to high ground,” a key informant shared. 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 advocates in this study called for more support toward their
innovative solutions:

“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)

Programming for climate resilience

+ 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). While
this theme was not extensively discussed during interviews and workshops, a civil society representative
from Malawi highlighted the potential of intergenerational dialogues as a promising approach to foster
communication, shared learning, and joint problem-solving between adults and youth in the face of climate-
related 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). As highlighted by some
stakeholders in this study, young people are often at the forefront of community-level preparedness,
advocacy, and innovation. From peer-to-peer learning, local campaigns, inclusion in providing contraceptives
in times of crises to the design and implementation of climate interventions in disaster-affected districts
- youth were considered to already be demonstrating leadership and offering context-specific solutions.
However, it emerged clearly that more needs to be done to support youth-led and youth-participatory
programming and advocacy:

“How do we build their capacities so that they are able to lead at community, at district level, even at national
level? How are we capacitating them to advocate or even to provide peer-to-peer learning?” (Government
official, Malawi)

There remains a lack of sustained investment in the systemic support needed to scale them—particularly in
areas like training, innovation funding, and formal integration into policy processes. Prompted about their
priority recommendation to address climate-related effects on SRHR, gender and education, a civil society
representative from Malawi answered: “l would say invest in knowledge for young people in regards to climate
change and how these affect young people on a daily basis.” Similarly, other key informants also stressed

that without training and support, young people risk facing discouragement, especially when institutional
actors acknowledge their efforts rhetorically but fail to follow through with meaningful inclusion or resource
allocation.

+ Enhance adolescents’ and young people’s advocacy, social and emotional skills, for instance by fostering
positive peer relationships, encouraging the development of supportive, trusting, and connected friendships
and mentorship, or providing direct mental health support as key strategies to strengthen resilience among
young people (Bandeira et al., 2023; Romano et al., 2024). This recommendation was strongly validated across
countries. For instance, in Malawi, some key informant shared about existing mental health or psychosocial
support efforts, such as safe spaces where youth engage in peer-to-peer support to deal with grief, trauma
after climate-induced events. Youth peer-to-peer training was identified as an emerging good practice not
only for mental health but for broader climate resilience. As one civil society representative explained:
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“Some of the young people have also established clubs where they normally meet to discuss issues to do with
climate change and disaster, they share information as a result of capacity building. So they train their fellow
peers to become more resilient. They teach each other about the early warning signs, if that has failed and

we are now in the disaster situation, what do we do? So they are able to train each other. Mentorship | would
say for they are able to mentor each other after they have been trained in disaster risk management and
induction interventions etc.” (Civil society representative, Malawi)

+ Strengthen knowledge and advocacy capacity around climate change and its intersections with SRHR, gender,
and education. This includes the wider dissemination of existing manuals, while also ensuring access to more
in-depth, practical information on climate mechanisms that youth can readily share with their peers and
communities. In Mozambique, youth advocates highlighted gaps in understanding the links between climate
change and extreme weather events such as cyclones, as well as the ways in which large-scale deforestation
for timber exports—such as cutting trees for the Chinese market—intensifies these risks. Addressing such
knowledge needs not only equips youth advocates with the tools to engage more effectively in public
discourse but also enables them to develop locally grounded advocacy messages, as seen in Nampula where

these themes were incorporated into youth-led campaigns.

Picture 14 Youth advocates in Nampula,
Mozambique presenting an agenda about
climate change and instead of cutting trees,

planting them.

« Offering financial literacy and job training programmes can also help youth cope with economic stress and
uncertainty represents another preventive possibility (Wiedermann et al., 2023). This recommendation was
strongly validated by qualitative data across study countries, where high youth unemployment rates were
a recurring concern. Many young participants emphasized that their engagement in youth advocacy and
climate action not only contributed to community resilience but also opened pathways to employment, skills
development, and networking - highlighting the potential of such programmes to serve both economic and
social resilience goals.
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