
1.	OVERVIEW

The Asia-Pacific region is currently facing the 
onset of a strong 2026 El Niño event, overlapping 
with severe economic shocks stemming from 
the 2026 Middle East Escalation. Building on 
previous UN Women analyses of the gendered 
impacts of climate extremes, this alert aligns 
with the latest 2026 tiered risk classifications by 
the United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs, Food and Agriculture 
Organization, World Food Programme, and 
World Meteorological Organization to guide 
governments as well as development and 
humanitarian actors. Discriminatory gender 
norms, structural inequalities, and heavy unpaid 
care burdens mean that the compounding crises 
of climate variability and market shocks will 
disproportionately harm women and girls. Without 
targeted, gender-transformative anticipatory 
action, the 2026 El Niño threatens to deepen 
poverty, escalate gender-based violence (GBV), 
and severely compromise women’s food security.

2.	TIERED RISK ANALYSIS AND 
GENDER IMPLICATIONS

Based on the latest multi-model seasonal 
forecasts, regional risks have been categorized 
into specific tiers, each presenting unique threats 
to women and girls.

Highest concern for emerging drier 
conditions

Fiji, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Solomon 
Islands, Timor-Leste, and Vanuatu

•	 Time poverty and water scarcity: In these 
countries, the developing El Niño brings high 
probabilities of below-normal rainfall, elevating 
drought risk. During droughts, women and girls 
bear the primary responsibility for securing 
water, often walking long distances and 
queuing for hours. This drastically increases 
their unpaid care burden, worsening their “time 
poverty” and forcing trade-offs with productive 
labour, income generation, and education.
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•	 Heightened GBV exposure: Traveling longer 
distances to access depleted water and 
firewood sources exposes women and girls 
to a greater risk of sexual and gender-based 
violence, trafficking, and exploitation. The Asia-
Pacific Gender-Based Violence in Emergencies 
Working Group recently published an overview 
of key GBV risks during El Niño events.

Elevated concern for drier 
conditions later in 2026/2027 

Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Philippines, Thailand, and Viet Nam

•	 Feminization of agricultural distress: 
As drought and heat impacts peak, men 
frequently migrate to find alternative work, 
leaving women behind due to entrenched 
care responsibilities and restricted mobility. 
Women are left to manage agriculture under 
extreme climatic distress, often suffering 
greater crop losses than men due to structural 
barriers like a lack of land tenure, technology, 
and climate-smart capacity. 

•	 Heat stress and income loss: Elevated 
temperatures disproportionately affect 
women working outdoors in highly informal 
sectors, such as agriculture and street 
vending. Extreme heat ruins perishable goods 
and causes physical exhaustion, resulting 
in severe and immediate financial losses for 
female workers. Evidence shows that farm 
plots managed by women lose significantly 
more crop value than those managed by men 
during periods of heat stress.

Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan

•	 For Tier 3 countries, the climate outlook 
presents mixed signals regarding El Niño-
driven drier conditions, with weather patterns 
more heavily influenced by the Indian Ocean 
Dipole (IOD) and localized extreme events like 
severe heatwaves. However, these countries 
are also highly vulnerable to the economic 
spillovers of the Middle East crisis, particularly 
through soaring imported fuel and fertilizer 
costs.

•	 Women in Tier 3 countries risk severe income 
loss from heatwaves. Heat stress has been 
shown to cause up to a 30 per cent income 
loss for women homeworkers in South Asia. 
Female outdoor labourers, such as street 
vendors and agricultural workers, face severe 
physical exhaustion and financial losses as 
their raw materials and perishable goods are 
ruined by the heat.

Potentially wetter-than-normal 
areas

Afghanistan, Kiribati, Nauru, Sri Lanka, and Tuvalu

•	 Flooding is not gender-neutral: It amplifies 
pre-existing inequalities by increasing 
women’s and girls’ physical vulnerability, 
disrupting access to health, water, sanitation, 
and hygiene (WASH) and humanitarian 
services, and heightening protection risks—
including GBV in insecure shelters and during 
displacement.

•	 Floods deepen women’s economic and 
care burdens: Damage to livelihoods, food 
insecurity, and reduced access to information 
and decision-making force many women and 
girls into negative coping strategies, while 
increasing unpaid care work and prolonging 
recovery.
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High risk countries but have mixed 
signals with El Niño drier conditions 
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3.	COMPOUNDING SHOCKS: 
HOW CLIMATE EXTREMES 
AND THE 2026 MIDDLE EAST 
ESCALATION CONVERGE ON 
WOMEN AND GIRLS   

The interaction of the 2026 El Niño with fuel and 
fertilizer price spikes linked to the Middle East 
escalation could create a devastating compound 
shock. 

•	 Food insecurity and malnutrition: Higher 
global fertilizer and fuel costs reduce crop 
yields and inflate food transport prices exactly 
when El Niño heat constrains agricultural 
production. In contexts of food scarcity, 
discriminatory intra-household allocation 
often dictates that women and girls eat last, 
skip meals, or reduce portion sizes to prioritize 
men and children. This heightens the risks of 
maternal malnutrition, severe anaemia, and 
low birth weights. 

•	 Negative coping mechanisms: The 
convergence of income loss, high food prices, 
and climate stress is a well-documented driver 
of child marriage, as families use it as a coping 
mechanism to reduce household expenses 
or secure dowries. Economic stress also 
escalates rates of GBV.

4.	RECOMMENDATIONS

Building on Before the Storm: A review of how 
gender equality, disability, and social inclusion 
(GEDSI) is integrated into Anticipatory Action 
across Asia, the following recommendations 
are aimed at improving gender-responsive 
anticipatory actions.

I.	 Prioritize and fund gender-responsive 
anticipatory action.

•	 Targeted unconditional cash: Scale up 
anticipatory multi-purpose cash assistance 
specifically targeting women-headed 
households, women with disabilities, and 
pregnant/lactating women before disasters 
peak. 

•	 Bridging the digital divide: Ensure financial 
inclusion by supporting women to obtain 
necessary identification (IDs) and access 
mobile phones. Stringent requirements for 
digital cash transfers often exclude women 
due to lower literacy and phone ownership 
rates.

•	 Inclusive Early Warning Systems (EWS): 
Deliver risk messaging through gender-
transformative communication channels—
such as local women’s groups and radio in 
local languages—to ensure warnings reach 
female outdoor labourers and marginalized 
women.

II.	 Ensure protection, GBV prevention, and sexual 
and reproductive health integration. 

•	 Embedding GBV mitigation and services: 
Explicitly integrate GBV risk mitigation, 
protection mechanisms, and clear, survivor-
centred referral pathways into all disaster 
management protocols and food security 
programmes. This requires scaling up direct 
protection services—such as GBV hotlines, 
one-stop crisis centres, and psychosocial 
counseling—with a specific focus on highly 
vulnerable groups like displaced women, 
migrant workers, and returnees.Photo: UN Women/Michael Fountoulakis
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III.	 Empower local women-led organizations. 

•	 Direct financing: Mandate that a defined 
percentage of both anticipatory action ‘build’ 
(planning) and ‘fuel’ (implementation) funds 
are allocated directly to women-led and 
inclusion-focused local organizations. Adapt 
funding mechanisms to be simpler, faster, and 
more accessible.

•	 Co-designing interventions: Ensure 
that women-led organizations have an 
institutionalized role in national anticipatory 
action coordination spaces. Conduct 
specific consultations with local women-
led organizations to co-design early actions 
based on their specific priorities and lived 
experiences.

IV.	 Enhance data, risk analytics, and monitoring.

•	 Collecting and utilizing Sex, Age, and 
Disability Disaggregated Data (SADDD): 
Systematically collect SADDD throughout risk 
analysis, forecasting, and post-distribution 
monitoring.

•	 Monitoring gender and protection outcomes: 
Go beyond traditional access metrics. 
Integrate explicit gender and protection 
indicators into Monitoring, Evaluation, and 
Learning frameworks to track whether 
anticipatory actions are actively reducing 
exposure to GBV, preventing harm, and 
empowering women.

Further resources can be found at:

•	 UN Women Asia and the Pacific Humanitarian Page

•	 Asia Pacific Gender in Humanitarian Action Working Group

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/focus-areas/humanitarian-action-and-disaster-risk-reduction
https://response.reliefweb.int/asia-and-pacific/gender-humanitarian-action-working-group

