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Addressing Existing Gender Gaps in Kenya’s Petroleum Sector 

In our last chapter we looked at the existing gender gaps within Kenya’s petroleum sector and 
provided a few solutions to the gaps. Any policy and instruments (for example licenses, permits, and 
contracts) that a government develops in relation to the extractive industries should clearly state 
the expectation that companies respect human rights, including the rights of women, throughout 
their operations (OXFAM INT’L, 2017). Our focus is going to be on solutions to specific gender gaps 
with a few examples from extractives countries that have achieved gender mainstreaming.  

1. Unequal employment opportunities 
If women were given similar opportunities as men, productivity would be increased and there would 
be fewer costs involved in running businesses (World Bank, 2013). Studies suggest that women are 
more reliable, follow rules, obey health and safety regulations, and can be more reliable employees 
compared to men (World Bank, 2013). 

In order to ensure that women and men enjoy equally benefitting employment opportunities, it is 
paramount for the government to formulate legislation through regulations that encourage fair 
employment practices within the petroleum sector. Such legislation should adequately cater for the 
rights of women, curb discrimination between men and women in job openings and ensure proper 
regulation of social and environmental impacts of the industry (OXFAM INT’L, 2017).  

The government and petroleum companies also need to ensure that organizations in the industry 
encourage promotion of women to decision-making roles and reward those organizations that 
promote it. Companies can also monitor and identify suppliers with a high percentage of women 
employees by requiring a percentage of women to be part of the business as part of selection 
criteria when submitting requests for proposal. In South Africa, Lonmin has awarded a 45 million 
Rand contract to three companies managed largely by black South African women for the 
conversion of single-sex mining hostels to family housing units (Platinum Today, 2007). 

Companies need to promote and encourage women in recruitment and hiring by creating a friendly 
work environment. This includes providing nursing stations, flexible working hours, day care centres, 
washroom facilities that are gender sensitive, paid maternity leave as well as adequate leave days to 
allow them to cater for their family needs.  

Companies should promote women into leadership roles at the same footing as men and encourage 
both men and women to speak out on issues that affect them. To achieve this, the companies may 
need to conduct a gender audit to monitor progress on promotion of women at the work place 
which may include gender diversity among staff; potential for men and women to be promoted; 
retention of both male and female staff; suitability of the physical work environment for men and 
women; and the extent to which men and women are consulted in community engagement (IFC 
Gender Toolkit, 2019).  

CSOs also need to manage programs that promote and improve access and ability of women to lead 
SMEs. Not only do women typically have high repayment rates, but profits accrued to women often 
contribute directly to the well-being of the family (IMF, 2012). In Angola for example, the 
government and petroleum companies set up the Centro de Apoio Empresarial, an enterprise 
development centre which provided training and certification to local SMEs, later placing them in 
the supplier’s directory, thus opening up access to the market (Sigam & Iddrissu, 2013). 
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The government also needs to develop a Local Content Policy and enact local content legislation 
that is gender smart. This ensures that Kenyans are placed at the forefront of any emerging 
opportunities within the sector and coupled with a gender equality policy, women and men will 
have equal opportunities to benefit from the sector. 

In an effort to ensure gender equality, companies should be required to provide periodical reports 
showing statistics on how gender inclusiveness has been taken into account in as far as employment 
opportunities are concerned. This can also be part of the company’s CSR projects. British-Australian 
multinational Rio Tinto for example has a stand-alone gender commitment which gives detailed 
guidance to its staff on incorporating human rights and gender issues into the community (Rio Tinto, 
2009). 

2. Cultural Norms 
Kenya has a vast number of cultures and customs, many of which do not value the importance of 
women in decision making. In most communities, women are not involved in meetings concerning 
land rights and are not considered legible heirs to property, especially land. This is mostly because of 
the belief that women will be married to men elsewhere and can share that property with their 
husbands, creating an assumption that all women are to be married. At the same time, as men’s 
purchasing power increases, so can their decision-making within households (World Bank, 2009). 

In order to best deal with these issues, the government needs to develop diversity programs to 
break down social and cultural stereotypes that discourage women from pursuing professions 
within the industry. This can be through providing educational scholarships to women especially in 
communities that still abide by archaic customs.  

Petroleum companies equally need to understand the various roles and responsibilities of women in 
the communities where they operate and include both men and women when negotiating the terms 
of operations in the community. Understanding the practices in communities helps the companies 
formulate policies that are accommodative and inclusive for both men and women. Where a good 
relationship exists between companies and communities, gender bias can be averted. 

The government needs to create programs to challenge social and cultural biases that exclude 
women from pursuing and leading business opportunities related to the extractives. This may also 
be a requirement of company CSR projects. It would further be important for the government to 
sanction and prosecute those who are guilty of promoting cultural biases against women within the 
sector. 

Women are generally left out of meetings due to misguided cultural beliefs. There is need for the 
government and companies to ensure that women and men are equally represented during free, 
prior, and informed consent (FPIC) to a project and all their views taken into consideration (OXFAM 
INT’L, 2017). 

Companies can also work with communities in changing cultural beliefs that do not consider 
women’s role in the petroleum sector important. This can be through fostering connections and 
working with women organizations within the sector to help the companies understand specific 
cultures against women in the community and come up with solutions to harmonizing the cultures 
(CSRM, 2014). 

3. Land and compensation 
As noted in our previous series, majority of land in most traditional Kenyan communities is owned 
and controlled by men. Many women are also denied the right to inherit agricultural land and 
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livestock and as such, there is no ownership and yet compensation for the use of land for petroleum 
activities benefits only registered owners (NEMA, 2017). 

The government needs to promote land ownership by women through creating policies against 
expropriation of land and resettlement. Any resettlement plans should improve or restore the 
livelihoods of those affected without gender bias (OXFAM INT’L, 2017). Further, stringent rules 
about title to land should accommodate women with equitable claim and titles processed at an 
affordable fee. 

There is need for government to sensitize communities on the rights of women to land as enshrined 
in Article 60 of the Constitution as well as the advantages of letting women inherit and own land. 
Emphasis should be made on educating women on their individual rights to land as equal to those of 
men. 

The government also needs to adopt strong legislations that protect the rights of women to 
ownership of land without prejudice. Such legislations should address gender concerns including 
compensation for land used for extractive projects (Tinyade et al, 2012).  

Furthermore, stringent measures must be taken to ensure that in distribution of benefits from 
proceeds of petroleum activities, women benefit as much as men do. This can be done through 
initiatives like education campaigns, healthcare facilities and community outreach centres that are 
for the benefit of every member of the community. The initiatives should cater for the most 
vulnerable among women like the elderly, heads of homes and those affected by HIV/AIDs (Oxfam, 
2017) 

Companies can also conduct community meetings where women are given a platform to freely 
express their grievances concerning environmental effects of the petroleum industry on their 
livelihoods. This can help the companies to take steps to avert any negative effects or correct those 
that have already happened.  

4. Environment Health and Safety (EHS) 
Petroleum activities are unfortunately an environmental risk due to gas flaring, which leads to 
release of dangerous chemicals that largely affect communities around them. In particular, women, 
who are of child bearing age or pregnant may be adversely affected as the development of an 
unborn child may be hindered or worse still, infertility may arise (WIFC, 2016).  

To protect women from EHS effects arising from the petroleum sector, the government needs to 
create a regulatory structure that includes Gender Impact Assessments (GIA) to complement 
Environmental and Social Impact Assessments (ESIA) that identify specific gender concerns and offer 
possible solutions. Gender impact assessments help identify project impacts on women, men, girls 
and boys and offer solutions to the likely impacts. Oxfam International has a GIA tool for companies 
to adopt. 

Government and companies need to provide affordable and accessible health care and training to 
cater for accidents from spillage and exposure to chemicals. Training should cater for first aid 
response before victims are transferred to health care facilities and should be provided to majority 
of adult members of the community. The National Oil Spill Response Contingency plan should as 
well include a gender aspect and cater for spills onshore. 

The government should also amend the Environment Management and Co-ordination Act, 1999 
(EMCA) to include gender specific solutions to the needs of communities affected by petroleum 
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activities. This includes protection of the rights of women and making mandatory their involvement 
in petroleum activities. 

Also, the Occupation Safety and Health (OSH) Act, 2007 should provide clear guidelines for safety 
standards for women in the industry including well fitted gloves, face masks, goggles, overalls and 
gumboots to accommodate their unique needs. It should also provide safety standards and 
guidelines for companies dealing in dangerous fumes and chemicals to prevent adverse effects of 
their activities. 

5. Sexual and Gender based violence (SGBV) 
SGBV is mostly perpetrated by men against women. Statistics show that 66.7% of women were 
affected by SGBV in 2018 alone (IDLO, 2019). Petroleum activities exacerbate the problem due to 
the general lack of sensitization for women in the affected communities about their rights against 
perpetrators. Petroleum activities make these instances possible because largely, when setting up 
pipelines and operation sites, young men are sent on site and they set up camp-in towns or 
communities that are of low-income status and take advantage of naïve and unsuspecting victims.  

The consequences of SGBV are dire and they include unwanted pregnancies which at times leads to 
abortions, which also at times may lead to death. SGBV also often leads to wide spread STDs which 
left untreated, lead to further health deterioration and inevitably, increased poverty (International 
Alert 2014). 

In order to prevent SGBV against women within the petroleum industry, relevant stakeholders need 
to avail reporting and sensitization structures on SGBV to prevent and handle incidents. The 
reporting structures should be confidential and independent to prevent intimidation of victims by 
perpetrators. In addition, cases reported should be fully investigated and perpetrators brought to 
book. 

There is also need for companies to provide a safe working environment for women in the work 
place by creating a “Zero Tolerance” approach to sexual harassment and discrimination ensuring 
provision of appropriate gear, safe and well-lit changing rooms and clear reporting structures. It 
should further be a requirement for all companies to have SGBV policies that are shared among all 
employees and periodically examined for effectiveness. 

CSOs need to partner with local community organizations to increase awareness of SGBV in the 
community. This may include training on defence tactics for women who are considered vulnerable 
to abuse as well as available reporting structures and the procedures to be undertaken while 
reporting. 

The government can help the fight by ensuring deterrent consequences are served on perpetrators 
once proved guilty. Where the available sanctions are minor, perpetrators are not worried about the 
consequences of their actions as they can bribe their way out and get back into the communities or 
serve a very short sentence and get back to life as if nothing happened. Article 6 of the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) requires governments to 
take measures to “suppress traffic in women and exploitation of prostitution of women”. 

6. Information Gaps and Participation 
Many communities affected by petroleum activities in Kenya still follow the old systems of 
communication and information sharing. This is mainly because of poverty and illiteracy that 
prevents access to modern technology like internet, mobile phones, televisions and electricity which 
are the new age form of communication. The situation is worsened by the general exclusion of 
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women from discussions concerning petroleum activities that affect them (NEMA, 2017. p.17). 
Communication is largely through notice boards at sub-national offices and only those who happen 
to get by the offices will have access to the availed information. This also means that sometimes, the 
information may only be seen after the deadlines have lapsed. 

The lack of information ultimately limits the participation of women within the sector placing them 
at a disadvantage as decisions concerning them are made without their input and consent. The 
government, together with petroleum companies thus need to spearhead promotion of women’s 
involvement in petroleum activities and incorporate their preferences in designing community-
investment projects.  

An example can be taken from the mining sector where in 2007, women in Papua New Guinea sat at 
the negotiation table for revised compensation agreements within the mine. The women secured a 
10% advantage on all compensations, 50% of all scholarships, cash payments into family bank ac-
counts and mandated seats on the governing bodies implementing the agreement. Women’s 
entitlements also became legally enforceable rights in agreements signed by the state and the 
developer (UN Women, 2014, p.4).   

CSOs can also sensitize communities through meetings, forums, print media or radio shows about 
the importance of girl child education. This includes fighting against cultural norms that do not 
support academic and professional advancement of girls and women. In addition, both the 
government and petroleum companies can offer bursaries and mobile support for girls to aid in their 
education towards bridging the information gap. UN Women Zimbabwe has for example worked 
with civil society organizations to provide policy recommendations on the creation of legal and 
policy environments to promote participation of women in the extractives sector (UN Women, 
2014).  

In addition, the government needs to provide financial and moral support for women and girls to 
study STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) courses to bridge the information 
gap. Many women shy away from STEM subjects because of the belief that they are too technical 
and difficult to pass. The curriculum should cover more of such subjects to encourage women to 
take them up. The Ministry of Education in Ghana for example organized STEM road shoes in 
collaboration with the Ghana Chamber of Mines to girl’s secondary schools to encourage interest in 
these subjects (UN Women, 2016). 

The government also needs to promote support and protection for both men and women in the 
petroleum sector to have equal access to consultation, negotiation and benefit sharing through laws 
and policies. This can be done, for example, by ensuring that revenue sharing benefits both men and 
women in communities equally. 

Furthermore, the government needs to adopt robust legislation on public participation with gender-
sensitive provisions on community engagement/consultation and contract disclosure. For example, 
it can be a requirement that before community engagements take part, 45% of the members of the 
community present should be women. 

The government should increase support to radio stations that carry out programs in the local 
language of the community to promote dissemination of information. This is because majority of 
people in communities affected by Petroleum activities use radios as their means of receiving 
information. If more radio stations are set up and allowed to carry out programs in the local 
language, the information gap will be well on its way to being bridged. Furthermore, publications 
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that are community user friendly should be published for communities that may not understand 
technical languages (UN Women, 2019). 

There is further need to maximize stakeholder collaboration between companies, governments and 
communities to promote women’s voices and participation within the industry. Women in the South 
African Extractives Industry have for example largely gained from technical capacity building 
initiatives by stakeholders thus increased entrepreneurship (UN Women, 2016).  

Government entities like the Ministry of Petroleum and Mining, Ministry of Public Service, Youth 
and Gender, and the Attorney General’s office as well as companies need to sensitize staff on 
gender gaps and how best to bridge them. They need to have a high level of understanding of 
gender and how to handle conflicts that arise therefrom. Staff also need to get regular gender 
awareness training on gender equality, human rights and anti-discrimination with those working 
directly with communities obtaining field training (OXFAM INT’L, 2017). 

Lastly, international finance institutions like the World Bank and African Development Bank (AfDB), 
which are at the forefront of supporting extractives activities, should ensure that their 
environmental and social safeguard activities recognize and respect human rights. This goes hand in 
hand with ensuring that countries supported by these institutions follow the set human rights to the 
latter. 

We hope this series on gender equality in the Petroleum Sector has been useful. Look out for our 
next insight on Transparency as we assess Kenya’s responsiveness to EITI. 

Happy Holidays!! 
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