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Abstract
Environmental degradation and its deterioration are due to the irresponsible 
use of natural resources. Anthropogenic activities and consumerist lifestyles 
have disrupted the balance of nature. The environment is threatened by the 
destruction of ecosystems, the extinction of flora and fauna, and the pollution 
of the air, water, and soil. Degradation of the environment is a serious global 
issue. This has led to numerous conflicts in society. As a result, many 
environmental movements emerged to protect the environment. Many such 
movements have been initiated by women. Women contribute significantly  
to protecting and restoring the environment as they have extensive traditional 
and modern knowledge of their surroundings. Women are often in charge 
of caring for and protecting natural resources within their households and 
communities. They are significantly impacted by environmental destruction 
and degradation since it eliminates their means of subsistence. Women's 
contributions to household activities are undeniable, but their contributions 
to other fields, such as social, political, economic, etc., are not prioritized. 
Women's participation in environmental protection has helped societies 
cultivate the responsibility essential for maintaining a healthy relationship 
between human needs and the Earth's resources to ensure a sustainable 
future. This paper highlights/summarizes the role of many inspiring women 
across the world who led environmental movements for a promising future. 
Some of these movements were hugely successful and changed people's 
perspectives towards the environment and conservation.
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Introduction 
In developing countries, women are predominantly 
dependent on nature for survival. Women's 
innate sensitivity to the environment, natural 
skills for resource management, and structured 
ecological consciousness make them competent 
conservationists. Women in the developing world 
are usually in charge of managing and protecting 
their families' resources. They spend most of their 
time maintaining forests, wetlands, and farms and 
obtaining and storing food, firewood, water, and 
livestock feed. They provide food for the majority 
of people, especially in rural areas. About 60 to 
80 percent of food is produced by women alone 
in developing nations.1 Moreover, women are 
devoted to children and the elderly making them 
indispensable to their communities. Communities 
also benefit from their traditional knowledge  
of biodiversity in many ways for food, medicine, and 
healthcare.2 When the availability of these resources 
reduces, due to extreme weather conditions like 
famine, unpredictable or heavy rainfall, the lives  
of women and their families get affected. Women 
are more likely to be impacted by natural disasters 
than men.3 Women account for more than half  
of the global population yet they own only 2 percent 
of land globally.1 Women do not have direct control 
over land due to inheritance laws and local customs 
that make it hard for them to own or rent land, get 
loans, or purchase insurance to safeguard their 
assets. A key barrier to women's empowerment 
and poverty reduction is the lack of fair land rights4

Over the past few decades, environmental 
deterioration has become a "matter of concern". 
The environmental concerns are mainly due  
to human activities. Industrialization, urbanization, 
and a growing population pose a serious threat to 
the environment. Lack of awareness and sensitivity 
towards the environment has led to the degradation 
of ecosystems, natural resources, loss of biodiversity, 
and climate change. Women initiated various forms 
of movements, protests, awareness campaigns, and 
community involvement programs across the globe 
in this connection. Environmental movements are 
social or ethical movements that aim to conserve 
or enhance the quality of the environment, protect 
biodiversity, promote natural resource sustainability, 
and advocate for policy reforms to safeguard the 
environment. The movements are concerned with 
ecology, health, and human rights.

Women have faced numerous challenges, but 
through their skill and determination, they have 
persevered in striving towards the betterment  
of the environment. Though often overlooked, women 
have played a pivotal role in every environmental 
movement. The contribution of women environment 
activists needs to be acknowledged to attain 
long-term growth and prosperity for a promising 
future. The roles and responsibilities of women in 
environmental movements seem very different in 
different parts of the world. In industrialized nations, 
women's concerns are often linked to issues such 
as pollution5 and the urban environment, whereas 
in underdeveloped countries they are linked to 
rural livelihood challenges. Environment protection 
movements in India like the Chipko movement, 
the Jungle Bachao Andolan, the Silent Valley 
movement, the Bishnoi movement, the Narmada 
Bachao Andolan, etc., all highlight the relevance  
of ideas and opinions of women in designing futuristic 
strategies.6 The Millennium Development Goals 
necessitate environmental sustainability and gender 
equality since they strongly emphasize people's 
welfare. Without involving women in the planning 
and policy-making, it is impossible to achieve the 
goals of conservation of natural resources and the 
environment.7

Women are more concerned and committed to 
environmental conservation on a global scale.8 
In the early 1970s, Ester Boserup attempted to 
attract attention to the link between women, the 
environment, and economic growth.9 Women were 
at the forefront of the Chipko movement in India 
in the 1970s.10 They succeeded in their protest to 
prevent the trees from being cut down by hugging 
them. Women were also able to preserve and protect 
natural water in its pristine form by preventing 
businesses from monopolizing natural water bodies. 
They were instrumental in founding several well-
known groups, such as the Green Belt Movement, 
a reforestation and restoration project launched  
in Kenya on Earth Day in 1977.11

By the 1980s, administrative officials and politicians 
gained a greater understanding of the connection 
between environmental concerns and gender 
inequalities. The first changes in how natural 
resources and the environment are to be protected 
emerged with the unique role of women in mind. The 
vital role of women participation and important links 
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between women and the environment have been 
recognized in sustainable development accords.12

 
Two significant accords on biological diversity and 
desertification generated from the Earth Summit 
(1992) of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED), have 
guided gender-sensitive environmental action. 
The UNCED manifesto has a segment on gender 
issues that highlights women's role as sustainable 
consumers in developed countries.12 According to 
a 2007 Swedish government survey, women in the 
developed countries make the majority of "green" 
household and travel decisions and have a smaller 
carbon footprint.13

Women all over the world strive to combat climate 
change by adopting sustainable consumer choices 
and enhancing resource access, control, and 
conservation. Policy and implementation initiatives 
for the benefit of the present and future are 
dependent on their input. WEDO (Women's 
Environment and Development Organization) was 
founded with the specific goal of influencing the 1992 
UNCED through women's worldwide participation 
and inclusion. The organization is dedicated to 
promoting gender equality in decision-making 
for the benefit of economic and social justice. 
As an outcome of WEDO's efforts, the first-ever 
gender-specific text was incorporated into the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change negotiations, UNFCCC 2019. According 
to these international agreements, all women must 
have a say in the policy making decisions about 
their environment. Women have made significant 
contributions to the success of the environmental 
movements by serving as leaders, thinkers, experts, 
strategists, educators, and role models.                     
                                                                                                                    
Throughout the world, researchers have been 
making a concerted effort to demonstrate the 
connection between gender equality and a healthy 
ecosystem and how Investment in long-term 
economic, human, and environmental capital  
is essential for achieving sustainable development.
                                      
Since women's caregiving obligations and economic 
activities are largely dependent on natural resources, 
they have a key role in conservation and restoration 
initiatives. As an example, in nearly 75% of homes 
without clean drinking water, women play a pivotal 

role in sourcing the commodity.13 There is also a 
relation between environmental degradation and 
reluctance to recognize women's rights. Countries 
with more women in their parliaments are more likely 
to protect their land and sign environmental treaties6. 
According to Forbes Magazine, the commonality 
between nations with the best response to the Covid 
19 pandemic was that they had women leaders!14

 
Ecological movements arising from conflicts over 
natural resources and people's survival rights are 
spreading in regions of the Indian subcontinent. 
Most natural resources are already being over 
exploited to provide for the majority of people's most 
basic requirements. As the predatory exploitation of 
natural resources to support development has grown  
in scope and severity, so has the intensity and range 
of ecological movements in independent India.

Environmental movements in India have gained 
momentum over the past few decades, bringing to 
light a wide range of pressing concerns. Leading 
environment expert Harsh Sethi divides India's 
environmental conflicts into five groups.15

1. Forest-based policy: forest resource 
utilization,

2. Land use po l icy :  indust r ia l i za t ion , 
indiscriminate dumping of chemicals, land, 
and water degradation; resulting in loss of 
agriculture,

3. Aga ins t  l a rge  dams,  wh ich  cause 
environmental degradation, including forest 
destruction, and the forced relocation of tribal 
and non-tribal residents residing upstream  
of the river,

4. Against industrial pollution and, 
5. Against the overuse of marine resources.

In India, those who support environmentalists and 
environmental causes are the marginalized poor, 
the evicted, the Dalits, the women, the indigenous 
people, and the small or landless farmers. Women 
are the protectors of biodiversity since they do the 
majority of the work on the farm, including planting, 
weeding, and harvesting. Furthermore, women 
have a strong connection with their surroundings 
through their daily interactions as collectors of water 
and fire-woods. The theory of eco-feminism came 
into existence as a result of the close relationship 
between women and nature. 



709MATHUR et al., Curr. World Environ., Vol. 18(2) 706-721 (2023)

Environment Conservation Movements Led by 
Women in India
Women and the environment are inextricably 
connected. Women are therefore, paramount to any 
endeavor to promote sustainable development and 
environmental protection. Women have historically 
made significant contributions to conservation 
movements, exemplifying their fundamental 
leadership. Following are some of the environmental 
movements that highlight the role of women  
in leading ecological revolutions.

The Bishnoi Movement
was a wildlife protection movement, in the early 
18th century, wherein as many as 363 members 
of the Bishnoi community sacrificed their lives 
in an effort to prevent the king's soldiers from 
felling the trees so that a palace could be built. 
The Bishnoi community observes strict laws to 
defend all components of nature (plants, animals, 
and the environment). The Bishnoi community 
steadfastly opposed tree-cutting and persisted 
in its opposition to deforestation. This movement 
was responsible for creating the idea of hugging or 
embracing trees as a kind of protection. The Bishnoi 
resistance in 1730 served as a foundation for the 
1970s Chipko movement, which was a nonviolent 
uprising by Himalayan people to stop logging.  
The Bishnoi movement was one of the oldest social 
movements with an emphasis on environmental 
protection.16,17

The Community Practice 'Thengapalli'
Odisha's indigenous women have been practicing 
Thengapalli, (thenga means stick and palli means 
to turn) wherein they have been willingly preserving 
and protecting their forest area for many years, by 
patrolling in groups of four to six, each carrying a 
stick. Thengapalli originated in the early 1970s in 
the Nayagarh district of Odisha, but it didn't truly 
take off until the 1990s. Women have been in charge  
of watching the forests in at least 300 communities in 
Nayagarh, being responsible for forest conservation 
in the village of Gunduribadi, and in the rehabilitation 
of almost 500 acres of forest area.18,19,20

Chipko Movement
The movement had spread throughout Uttarakhand 
in the Himalayas, started in Chamoli district in 
the year 1974, led by protestors Bachni Devi and 
Gaura Devi. The protest was in response to the 

approval by the state government corporation for 
commercial logging. In an effort to save their forests 
rural women gathered to hug trees as contractors 
approached to cut them down. One of the most 
noticeable characteristics of this movement was 
the widespread, voluntary participation of women 
from the village. The Chipko Movement aimed to 
preserve the ecological equilibrium in the vulnerable 
Terai or lowland region, where an ecologically 
balanced relationship with the environment has been 
historically maintained by the hill people. The Chipko 
movement had an effect well beyond Himalaya’s 
Uttarakhand area. The movement influenced 
similar efforts to preserve forests in other parts  
of the country.21,22

The Silent Valley Movement
opposed the Kerala government's decision to 
construct a dam in the Silent Valley Forest for a 
hydroelectric project (1975-1984). An important 
figure in this movement was the environmentalist 
and Malayalam poet Sugatha Kumari. Residents, 
particularly women, were against the hydroelectric 
project despite the potential for employment and 
development in the region. Silent Valley became a 
national park in 1984 after the project was scrapped 
in 1980 due to direct intervention by the country's 
then-prime minister, Indira Gandhi.23,24,25

The Appiko Movement
was sparked by the Chipko movement, in the 1980s to 
safeguard the jungle in Uttara Kannada, Karnataka. 
The movement was led by Panduranga Hegde. 
A number of industries such as paper mills, and 
plywood factories, overexploited forest resources, 
and a chain of hydroelectric dams sprouted which 
submerged vast forest and agricultural areas.  
By 1980, all these activities resulted in the shrinking 
of the forest to about a quarter of its original size. 
In light of this catastrophe, the Appiko Movement 
emerged intending to protect and preserve the 
Western Ghats26. During 1983 and 1990, residents 
of Karnataka, India, used a technique called 
"tree hugging" (Appiko) to prevent any further 
deforestation.27 In southern India, the movement 
helped raise awareness of environmental protection, 
and many rural women were involved.

Gandhamardan Movement
The Gandhamardan hills are widely recognized as an 
"Ayurveda Paradise" due to the extraordinary variety 
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of medicinal plants, orchids, and other unusual 
species that can be found there. Furthermore, 
bauxite is abundant in the hills. The hills, which 
support the livelihood of the tribals and are crucial for 
maintaining the ecosystem of the area, have been the 
venue of one of India's most outspoken individuals 
battles to protect forests and their way of life.  
The struggle to defend Gandhamardan Hill began 
with the Balco (Bharat Aluminum Company) mining 
operations in the 1980s by the tribal people whose 
survival was directly impacted by the extraction  
of bauxite reserves. Balco's operation to extract 213 
million tons of bauxite was shut down as a result of 
a five-year-long, persistent campaign by the locals. 
It was a big victory for both the local environment 
and the inhabitants of western Orissa, who were 
dependent on the forests. The BALCO project 
posed a threat to desertifying and deforesting the 
hill slopes where people had been performing their 
religious practices. It put thousands of independent 
farmers whose families had farmed the same 
land for generations in danger of losing their way  
of life. The Gandhamardan Hills' local communities 
launched a campaign to protect the area's abundant 
biodiversity. The tribal people disagreed with the 
contemporary development idea, which involves 
displacing locals and enabling mining. The locals 
have been successful in defending the forests and 
resources from commercial exploitation.28,29

Jungle Bachao Aandolan
was a protest started in 1982 by the tribal people 
from the Singhbhum district in Bihar, to oppose the 
decision of the politicians and government officials to 
replace the Sal trees in the forests with the plantation 
of commercially profitable teak. The movement to 
swap out the Sal forests for economically viable 
teak, became popular as "Greed Game Political 
Populism". The movement, which was born out of a 
fight to restore the forest rights of the tribal people, 
later moved to Orissa and Jharkhand. The tribal 
people realized that the best way to safeguard their 
forests was to assert their ownership rights over 
them. Suryamani Bhagat helped organize resistance 
and talks with the government, which led to the 
Forest Rights Act being passed in 2006.30,31

Deccan Development Society
was established in 1983, with the goal of helping 
the most vulnerable families in Andhra Pradesh's 
arid Medak district. The society has 5000 women 

members, from 75 villages, it envisions a participatory 
development, with special emphasis on food 
security, eco-friendly agriculture, and alternative 
forms of education for everyone. Women's groups, 
or sanghas, play a significant role in society. Society 
is making an effort to preserve traditional knowledge 
of agriculture and health, through a variety of land-
related initiatives like The Community Grain Banks, 
The Community Gene Funds, Permaculture, The 
Community Green Funds, and The Collective 
Cultivation. These are efforts to undo the damage 
done to the environment and the socioeconomic 
principles of the local population over time in the 
region.32 The society has received many prestigious 
awards for their initiatives towards sustainable 
development, and biodiversity conservation 
practices. Their wisdom and practice of working in 
harmony with nature, to protect the environment 
and conserve the rich biodiversity has led them 
to firmly establish the belief that millet crops have 
an extraordinary capability to withstand changes 
in climate and the nutritive significance of these 
traditional crops. The women organized a country 
wide campaign as The All-India Millet Sisters (AIMS) 
to ensure that millets are included in India's Public 
Distributive Systems as promised by the Food 
Security Act of 2013.33

Navadanya Movement
was founded in 1984 by environmentalist Vandana 
Shiva to promote conventional farming practices in 
India.  "Navadanya '' is the largest organic farming 
movement which means nine crops. It is a nonprofit 
organization that supports organic farming methods 
and the preservation of biodiversity. The organization 
has promoted premium organic food to consumers 
in addition to helping farmers establish markets. 
Navdanya's primary objective is to protect seed 
diversity in the face of biopiracy, and for this they 
set up 111 community seed banks across 17 Indian 
states. They are fighting against GMO (Genetically 
Modified Organisms) seeds and are involved in 
biodiversity conservation efforts. Most members  
of the Navadanya Movement are female farmers 
from all over India.34

Narmada Bachao Andolan
is a social movement organized and led by locals, 
environmentalists, and human rights activists. It was 
organized to resist the multiple massive dam projects 
across the Narmada River due to their significant 
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ecological and socio-economic implications.  
One of the largest dams on the river Narmada  
is the Sardar Sarovar Dam, providing electricity 
and water for irrigation to Gujarat, Maharashtra,  
and Madhya Pradesh.

Several species of ethnobotanical significance were 
predicted to become extinct as a result of the area 
being submerged due to the construction of the dam, 
according to an environmental impact assessment 
report on the Narmada Sagar Project conducted by 
the Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun. The project 
was opposed by tribal organizations and villagers 
who had been uprooted by the reservoir's flooding. 
To stop the project from destroying local ecosystems 
and displacing roughly a million people, there were 
several large demonstrations.35.36

Women at the Helm of the Environmental 
Protection Movement 
Amrita Devi
is India's first documented female environmental 
activist. Around 300 years ago, Amrita Devi led a 
protest in Rajasthan, India, against the felling of 
trees to make way for a palace for the Maharaja 
of Jodhpur. The failure of her attempt provoked 
significant outrage in the community. According to 
folklore, the king vowed not to ask local communities 
for wood again. Amrita Devi belonged to the Bishnoi 
community, which is well-known for its reverence 
and love of nature.37

 
Rachel Louise Carson
 was a marine scientist and environmentalist from 
the United States. Her book Silent Spring (1962), 
and other writings that focus on environmental 
science, initiated the launch of a nationwide 
environment movement that faced strong resistance 
from chemical industries. However, it ultimately 
resulted in the establishment of the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) in the United States and 
a change in national policy that banned DDT and 
other pesticides. The book provides evidence of the 
harm that careless pesticide use has wreaked on the 
natural environment. She insisted that the chemical 
business was propagating incorrect information and 
that the government officials had hastily accepted 
the industry's advertising claims. President Jimmy 
Carter presented Carson with the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom posthumously.38,39

Parbati Barua
is a specialist who has worked on improving human-
elephant relations. She is a trainer, teacher, and 
counselor to elephant handlers and Forest Service 
officials around the nation because of her reputation 
as a guru and elephant whisperer. She recently 
received honors for her efforts to save elephants. 
The Kolkata International Wildlife and Environment 
Film Festival has honored her with the lifetime 
achievement award.40

Gaura Devi
the pioneer of the Chipko (which means "to 
embrace") movement, advocated for women to hug 
trees to protect them and prevent them from being 
cut down. In the Reni village, where she served as 
the Mahila Mangal Dal's leader, she led 27 women 
to oppose the lumbermen on the day they were 
scheduled to cut the trees. The movement was 
based on the Gandhian philosophy of peaceful 
resistance, to oppose the destruction of ecological 
balance. Taking its cue from Gandhi's advocacy  
of nonviolent resistance, the core of the movement 
was an effort to peacefully stop the destruction 
of the planet's delicate ecological harmony.  
The government's decision in January 1974, to 
auction 2,500 trees overlooking the Alaknanda 
River, because the forest property was being given 
to a manufacturer of sporting goods, served as the 
impetus for the Chipko Movement, when the women 
from Uttarakhand's Chamoli village started hugging 
trees to prevent them from being cut, despite being 
threatened. They stayed up all night watching 
the trees until the lumbermen gave up and left.  
As soon as word of the movement reached nearby 
villages, more residents joined in. In other parts  
of Uttarakhand, a similar mode of protest was used, 
indicating that women were campaigning for the 
environment.10, 41,42,43,44 

Sarala Behn
joined Gandhi's nonviolent, socially just cause 
and supported the struggle against colonialism, 
imperialism, racial injustice, and gender inequality. 
She later became a renowned environmentalist 
and played a significant role in raising awareness  
of environmental issues in post-independence India. 
She influenced and led the Chipko movement as an 
environmental activist by raising awareness of the 
environmental crisis engulfing the Himalayan region. 
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The Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal was founded by 
her in 1961 with the primary objectives of organizing 
women, establishing forest-based small-scale 
industries, and protecting forest rights. The Mandal 
and its members labored assiduously to counteract 
the commercialization of forests. In response to 
the Stockholm Conference in 1972, she launched 
the Chipko Movement with a public protest in the 
Yamuna valley, near the spot where the colonial 
government had killed activists in the 1930s while 
they were opposing the commercialization of forests. 
The Chipko Movement was organized in 1977 to 
protest the widespread felling of trees for timber 
and excessive resin extraction from pine cones, 
Sarla Behn was an integral part of strengthening 
the movement. She wrote 22 books on issues like 
environmental protection, gender equality, and 
conservation. Her works include Reviving Our Dying 
Planet and A Blueprint for Survival of the Hills.45,46

Professor Wangari Maathai
is a political, social, and environmental activist 
from Kenya. She made history by being the first 
woman from her continent to receive the 2004 Nobel 
Peace Prize. She established the GBM (Green Belt 
Movement) in the year 1977 which is run by the 
National Council of Women of Kenya. The movement 
aims to solve the issues of rural Kenyan women 
regarding the drying up of streams, the dwindling 
food supplies, and the increasingly longer trek to 
obtain firewood for fuel and fence. GBM focused 
on planting trees, protecting the environment, and 
providing women with equal opportunities and rights. 
GBM motivated women to plant trees and raise 
seedlings, to improve the quality of soil, collect and 
store rainwater, increase food and wood supplies, 
and also earn some money in exchange for their 
labor. She was conferred the Right Livelihood Award 
for her efforts in converting Kenya's ecological 
concerns into extensive reforestation efforts. She 
served as an Honorary Councilor for the World 
Future Council. In addition to being an activist, 
Maathai was a brilliant thinker who made significant 
contributions to our understanding of sustainable 
development, gender concerns, and African cultures 
and faiths.47,48,49,50

Suryamani Bhagat
is a tribal forest activist from the Kothari village of 
Jharkhand. She collaborated with other women to 
safeguard forests. She pioneered the Jharkhand-

Save the Forest Movement with only 15 tribal 
women to oppose government officials' plans to plant 
expensive teak trees that would be useless to the 
community that relies on the forest.29

Sugathakumari
is a poet and environmentalist, who has devoted 
most of her work to the natural world. Sugatha 
kumari played a significant role in the Save Silent 
Valley Movement, one of India's earliest modern-day 
environmental movements, which began in 1978 and 
ended when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi canceled 
a controversial hydroelectric power project in 1983. 
The contentious project could have destroyed 
valuable forests in 89.52 square kilometers of land. 
One of the first activists for environmental protection 
in contemporary India, she was an important figure 
in the Save Silent Valley Movement.51

Lois Gibbs
is an environmentalist and executive director of The 
Center for Health, Environment, and Justice. She has 
been an influential force in leading the environmental 
movement in the US for many years. The narratives 
of chemical pollution near Niagara Falls, New York, 
alarmed her in 1978. She suspected that the peculiar 
health issues of her children and people living in her 
neighborhood were caused by their exposure to 
chemical waste. She realized that her community 
known as the Love Canal, was constructed over a 
pile of twenty-one thousand tons of chemical waste. 
Despite her lack of prior expertise, Gibbs was able 
to rally people in her neighborhood to form the Love-
Canal Home-owners Association. She successfully 
organized the movement against local, state, and 
federal governments. Over 800 households were 
evacuated and Love Canal cleanup began after 
years of struggle. Lois Gibbs became famous 
through national press coverage. Her work also led 
to the creation of "Superfund," which is used by the 
US Environmental Protection Agency to find and 
clean up dangerous sites all over the country.42,44

 
Marina Silva
is an Amazonian Rainforest warrior from Brazil. She 
collaborated with Chico Mendes and spearheaded 
campaigns in the 1980s to end the government's 
exploitation of the rainforest. She became a politician 
and advocated for sustainable development, 
environmental conservation, and social justice. From 
2004 to 2007, when she was in office, deforestation 
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dropped by 59%. Ms. Silva has spent her whole life 
fighting for social justice. She fought against forcing 
indigenous people off their traditional land, and for 
better access to education, and women's rights. She 
has also been awarded the Sophie Prize (2009) and 
the Goldman Environmental Prize (1996).52 

Kinkri Devi
led a protest against illegal mining in the mountains 
in Himachal Pradesh. Quarrying activities spoiled the 
hills, destroyed the paddy fields, and disrupted the 
water supply. She vowed to fight the mining interests 
after seeing the damages. Devi filed a public interest 
lawsuit against 48 mine owners, accusing them  
of callous limestone quarrying, supported by 
People's Action for People in Need, a voluntary 
organization. The quarry owners disregarded her 
campaign, claiming she was merely extorting money 
from them. She waited for a long time but received 
no response to her lawsuit. She went on a hunger 
strike for 19 days until the court agreed to hear 
her case. The hunger strike attracted the attention  
of both national and international media. In addition 
to imposing a stay on mining in 1987, a total ban on 
blasting in the hills was also ordered by the High 
Court. Furthermore, the Supreme Court rejected the 
mine owners' appeal in July 1995, further boosting 
Ms. Devi's popularity.53

Medha Patkar
a well-known environmentalist, led a powerful 
movement, the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), to 
prevent the construction of dams on the Narmada 
River in 1985. A multi-crore project, the Sardar 
Sarovar Dam, was feared to cause the displacement 
of more than 320,000 people. The rehabilitation  
of these people was the point of contention in the 
Save the Narmada Movement. The local people 
were offered some money and forced to abandon 
their comfortable, modest dwellings, where they were 
content to earn a living. The monetary compensation 
was just a grant-in-aid and in no way adequate to 
enable a family to purchase property elsewhere.  
The movement was in support of local people 
who were being displaced and discriminated 
against, totally in violation of their human and 
democratic rights, and also refuted laws protecting 
the environment. The only compensation to those 
who were to be impacted by the construction of the 
dam was an offer of rehabilitation which also worried 
Medha Patkar. To perform a nonviolent protest, she 

founded the NBA in 1989 and frequently fasted, and 
consequently, the NBA raised public awareness.54  

Suprabha Seshan
is an environmental activist famous for work on 
conservation of plants, restoration of habitat, and 
nature education. She is the recipient of the Whitley 
Award, which is the UK's top environmental award. 
Her expertise is ex-situ conservation (wherein 
plants are grown through nursery and gardening 
techniques), rehabilitation and reforestation followed 
by natural farming. According to her, plants should 
not just be for edible purposes but as the creators  
of environments. Nature is the source of everything  
of real essence, including wisdom, spirituality, 
intellect, enjoyment, beauty, art, food, and inspiration, 
in our lives. It's critical to give back to nature instead 
of only extracting. The primary task should be to 
take care of the existing biodiversity. Furthermore, 
we need to tend to the plants that make up the 
vegetation and make the environment habitable 
for humans and other animals. She is credited with 
restoring endangered lands in high-elevation areas. 
She is committed to preserving the natural forest 
and reforesting degraded areas. Her team has 
painstakingly revitalized a rainforest environment 
teeming with countless plant species; they call their 
efforts "ecosystem gardening".55

Berta Isabel Cáceres Flores
was an environmentalist and indigenous rights 
leader from Honduras (Lenca). She started the 
Honduran Council of the People’s Indigenous 
Organizations (COPINH). Berta received the 2015 
Goldman Environmental Prize for a campaign 
wherein she effectively pressured the world's biggest 
dam construction company (a Chinese state-owned 
company) to withdraw from the Agua Zarca Dam 
at the Gualcarque river. Her concern was that the 
hydropower project of four dams would harm the 
conventional way of living by restricting their access 
to food, water, and medical supplies.8

Dayamani Barla
is a tribal woman from Jharkhand. She has been 
working for the upliftment of society, involved  
in numerous movements and protests, ensuring that 
the development is not at the expense of Jal, Jungle, 
and Jameen. She has opposed corruption because 
the only form of development it would lead to would 
be unsustainable. In 1995, she organized a protest 
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against the Koel Karo dam's construction at Torpa in 
Khunti, her birthplace. As a grassroots-level worker, 
she visits the Adivasis and promotes awareness 
of the rights guaranteed to them by the Indian 
Constitution. She is protesting the eviction and land 
grabbing of the Adivasis in Jharkhand by claiming 
that separating them from their land will prevent 
them from breathing. She is a conservationist who 
has spent nearly four decades working to protect 
her people's land, forests, and rivers. She is also a 
journalist, author, and climate change activist. She 
is the Iron Lady of Jharkhand.7

Menaka Gandhi 
is an environmentalist and an animal-welfare activist. 
As the Minister of the Environment, she implemented 
several significant steps to protect the environment 
and ecology. She established India's Animal Welfare 
Ministry and became its first minister. Under her 
leadership, the members of CPCSEA (Committee 
for Control and Supervision of Experiments  
on Animals) conducted random checks on labs 
where animals were being used for scientific 
experiments. CPCSEA took action against those 
who were cruel to animals. Her initiative mandated 
that all cosmetic and edible products be labeled as 
green (for plant-based products) or red (for animal-
based products), depending on the ingredients. She 
spearheaded the largest animal welfare organization 
People for Animals (Shah, 2015). For her exemplary 
work on the environment, and animal welfare, she 
received Dinanath Mangeshkar Aadishakti Puraskar 
in 200156  

Julia Butterfly Hill
an American activist, is well known for her 738-day 
tree-dwelling protest against the destruction of 
environmentally valuable forests by engaging in civil 
disobedience. She aimed to prevent deforestation. 
For almost two years, Hill lived in a millennial 
California redwood tree by the name of Luna to bring 
attention to the environmentally destructive logging 
practices of a Lumber Company. The tall California 
Redwood forest trees were rescued owing to her 
two-year-long protest57  

Isatou Ceesay
is an activist and social entrepreneur from Gambia 
who is often called "The Queen of Recycling." She 
started a recycling movement in the Gambia called 
"One Plastic Bag." Through this movement, she 

taught women in Gambia how to turn plastic trash 
into things like yarn and make small hand-held bags 
that they could sell and make money. Not only has 
her project called the N’jau Recycling and Income 
Generation Group (NRIGG) gotten rid of a lot of 
trash from within her community, but it also gainfully 
employs hundreds of women and gives them a 
steady source of income every month.52,58

Mayilamma
an Indian social activist from a tribal community 
in Plachimada in Palakkad, Kerala, is the most 
well-known face of the local community’s fight for 
water conservation. She played a critical role in the 
campaign holding Coca-Cola responsible for water 
scarcity and pollution in Plachimada in Palakkad, 
Kerala. She launched a satyagraha against the 
soft drink industry in April 2002. The community 
compelled the company to shut down its bottling 
plant in March 2004 under her leadership, for which 
she received the Stree Shakti Award.31

Vandana Shiva
is a renowned environmentalist and campaigner who 
opposes genetically modified organisms, intellectual 
property rights, and free trade. In her efforts to secure 
the future of agricultural systems, she advocates 
for the use of local seeds and emphasizes the 
importance of the protection of biodiversity. In her 
2004 article "Empowering Women" she argued for a 
shift in farming practices in India that would be more 
conducive to female participation. She argues that 
the world would benefit from having more women 
involved in environmental efforts. In 1991, Dr. Shiva 
established Navdanya, to achieve food security in 
India and to preserve native seed diversity with the 
support of organic farming and fair trade. The group 
has set up a total of 124 seed banks across the 
country. Almost 3,000 different types of rice have 
been protected in India because of Navdanya.59

Sunita Narain
started working on climate change in the 1990s. 
In 1991, her book, Global warming in an unequal 
world: A case of environmental colonialism, played 
a crucial role in affirming the equity principle in the 
climate change convention.  In the year 2005, she 
received the Padma Shri award. She is known for 
her work on rainwater harvesting, for which she 
received the Stockholm Water Prize. She worked 
with the government of India in formulating new 
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policies for water management She is the director-
general of the Centre for Science and Environment 
(CSE), and the editor of "Down to Earth”. In 2005, 
the Tiger Task Force was set up by the Prime 
Minister of India following the decline in the tiger 
population in Sariska. The task force was headed 
by Sunita Narain. She was a member of the Council 
for Climate Change and the National Ganga River 
Basin Authority. Her research interests include 
local democracy (forests) and global democracy 
(climate change). Dr. Narain plays an active role 
in policy formulation on issues of environment 
and development in India and globally. Her work 
on air and industrial pollution, water, and waste 
management resulted in an understanding that 
viable and sustainable technologies are needed in 
countries where achieving equitable and sustainable 
growth are challenging.60

Radha Bhatt
started the Uttarakhand Nadi Bachao Abhiyan in 
2008 to stop the construction of several hydroelectric 
projects that would have disrupted the flow of the 
Ganges and that of the majority of its tributaries in 
the Himalayan state's fragile, heavily deforested 
ecology. She promoted women’s empowerment and 
the Chipko movement. She has taken a lead role in 
protests against open mining in the Himalayas. Her 
efforts prevented landslides in more than 50 villages 
in the area. Radha Bhatt got the Indira Priyadarshini 
Environment Award for her extraordinary work61 

Sylvia Earle
spearheaded the movement to explore the ocean. 
Earle has been underwater for about 6,000 hours 
and was one of the first to use SCUBA gear. After 
winning the TED Prize in 2009, Earle started Mission 
Blue, an association dedicated to establishing MPA 
(marine protected areas), also called "Hope Spots." 
Mission Blue aims to protect the oceans from threats, 
such as climate crisis, pollution, environmental 
destruction, introduced non-native species,  
and the dramatic depletion of ocean fish stocks. 
Earle's ongoing work is enhancing our knowledge 
of the oceans and helping to devise strategies  
to protect them.62

Kirti Karanth
is the Chief Conservation Scientist at the Centre 
for Wildlife Studies and has gained recognition 
as an environmentalist. She contributed to the 

conservation of the Environment while serving on 
the editorial boards of the publications such as 
Conservation Biology, Conservation Letters, and 
Frontiers in Ecology. Kirti Karanth is the first woman 
from Asia who was chosen for the Wild Innovator 
Award in the year 2021 by the Wild Elements 
Foundation, the organization that works towards 
identifying solutions for global sustainability and 
conservation". She is the author of more than 90 
scholarly and popular publications.63

Saalumarada Thimmakka (The Green Crusader)
and her husband, Bikkala Chikkayya, established 
a route through rural Bengaluru, Karnataka, lining 
it with four hundred banyan trees. In addition, 
she planted 8000 other trees and took care  
of them. She has earned the titles of silviculturist, 
environmentalist, and "mother of trees”. Saalumarada 
Thimmakka participates actively in state and national 
environmental protection campaigns. She has been 
an active campaigner in spreading the afforestation 
drive. In 2014, she established the Saalumarada 
Thimmakka International Foundation with the 
primary goal of raising community awareness about 
the importance of environmental preservation. She 
was honored with the Padma Shri in 2019.64,65

Jis Sebastian
is a women's rights activist and conservation 
ecologist. She inspired many to value and safeguard 
orchids by teaching them why doing so can protect 
entire ecosystems. Orchids are susceptible to 
climate and environmental changes. A decline 
in the diversity of orchids indicates the end of a 
healthy ecosystem. As a Forest ecologist, she is 
working on endangered epiphytic orchids in the 
Western Ghats and educating students about forest 
and plant conservation. According to research, all 
orchids today are descendants from the dinosaur 
era during which ecosystems got destroyed, but 
orchids evolved, diversified, and adapted to the new 
ecosystems and hence, prospered. They can adapt 
to new environments and ecosystems that other 
plants cannot. They are one of the most successful 
plant families due to their growth, survival, and 
diversification.66

Dr. Purnima Devi Barman
also known as Hargila Baido is a well-known 
environmentalist. She works for the Assam-based 
NGO Aaranyak as a conservation biologist.  
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Dr. Purnima received India’s highest civilian award 
for women, the Nari Shakti award. She started the 
"Hargila army" which gives women in rural areas  
a voice as tree protectors. Women were encouraged 
to join this army, which works to protect Hargila trees 
and the environment. Her unwavering dedication has 
given the communities a voice, and by encouraging 
strong ownership, she has created a model for 
community conservation.67

Greta Thunberg
a 17-year-old Swedish environmentalist, launched 
a movement called Fridays for Future, that swept 
the world by storm. Greta is well-known for her 
climate change activism. She communicated with 
the world leaders at the World Economic Forum, 
the UN Climate Conference, and the US House 
Select Committee on Climate Crisis. She has 
motivated young environmental activists worldwide 
and brought the global climate catastrophe to public 
notice.52,68

Nguy Thi Khanh
observed the negative impacts of mining on the 
environment and the health of people in her 
neighborhood. She started the Green Innovation and 
Growth Centre (Green ID) to promote sustainable 
energy and development in a nation with rapidly 

increasing energy demands. She established 
the Vietnam Sustainable Energy Alliance to 
unite national and international environmental 
organizations to promote the transition to sustainable 
energy sources. She spearheaded the successful 
efforts to persuade the Vietnamese government to 
change from a coal-reliant energy plan to a higher 
share of wind and solar power based renewable 
energy plan. She received the 2018 Goldman 
Environmental Prize for her efforts.69

Tulsi Gowda
is a veteran environmentalist from Honnali village 
in Karnataka. She received the prestigious Padma 
Shri award for her outstanding contributions towards 
protecting trees and preserving the environment. 
She has extensive knowledge of various herbs and 
plants. Tulsi Gowda can identify and obtain seeds 
from “mother trees” within a forest to regenerate the 
plant. She is considered an encyclopedia or goddess 
of forests. She has been engaged in conservation 
efforts for the past sixty years and has planted over 
thirty thousand trees.70         

Key Policy Actions
Some of the most important environmental policies 
and programs, as well as their effects on women, 
are briefly discussed.

The National Environment Policy recognizes our 
society's socioeconomic, political, cultural, and 
environmental challenges (2006). Through the 

different forms of occupational security, healthcare 
system, education, marginalized and vulnerable 
person empowerment, and gender equality, the 
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fundamental objective of reducing mass poverty is 
brought into focus. Through diverse expressions of 
economic security, healthcare system, education, 
disadvantaged person empowerment, and gender 
equality, the fundamental objective of reducing mass 
poverty is addressed.

Women were supposed to make up 33% of the Vana 
Sama Rakshana Samitis membership under the 
National Forest Policy (1988) and the Joint Forest 
Management (1990s) initiatives. The rationale 
behind the establishment was that state forest 
departments could effectively control deforestation 
if they had negotiated collaborative management 
agreements with local populations to reforest 
damaged forests.

The Biodiversity Act of 2002 emphasizes the 
significance of women's roles as collaborators and 
guardians of traditional knowledge. Historically, 
women have always been responsible for conserving 
stocks of seed reserves in agricultural communities. 

In India, the government and NGOs are working 
together to get more women involved in water 
harvesting projects.

Efforts to promote renewable energy in rural areas 
often focus on empowering women by providing 
them with biogas plants and solar panels for cooking. 
Those at the bottom of the economic ladder should 
not be denied access to safe and sustainable 
sources of energy for the kitchen. Women's 
contributions to the energy sector should not be 
overlooked, rather policymakers should actively 
include them in the process of formulating policies 
and designing projects.71,72

Conclusion
Environmental conservation is critical since the 
degradation of the environment is exceedingly 
damaging to humans, animals, and plants. Damaged 
ecosystems may take hundreds of years to restore. 
Natural resource management strategies in homes 
and communities are affected by environmental 
degradation. Throughout the world, women oversee 
the management of forests and agricultural land 
and the provision of water, food, and fuel. Women 
are more concerned about environmental issues.  
Their contribution to biodiversity preservation is 

significant. Women have a strong relationship 
with nature and pro-environmental attitudes 
and beliefs. They have developed a unique set  
of values on environmental concerns The perspectives  
of women towards nature influence how they 
approach environmental challenges.

Although women actively work to conserve 
biodiversity, their efforts are not valued. Women's 
contribution must be acknowledged if the global 
community is to achieve a sustainable future. 
The Millennium Development Goals include 
environmental sustainability and gender equality. 
The role of women in environment conservation 
would significantly aid communities in developing 
the empathy needed to keep individuals' assets and 
the earth's natural resources balanced. Traditional 
knowledge, experience, and opinion of women 
are crucial to making sustainable development 
policy decisions for maintaining a healthy planet for 
future generations, as women focus on managing 
natural resources, biodiversity, and ecosystems.  
One of the strategies to save the environment may 
be to promote gender equality by eliminating the 
plethora of social and economic disadvantages 
that render women mute and powerless. Greater 
participation of women must be encouraged  
to achieve sustainable development and stability.
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