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1. Introduction 
 

This gender assessment provides a summary of the Democratic Republic of Congo’s (DRC) 
gender equality situation with a specific focus on addressing the intersectional nature of 
energy poverty in the target areas. The assessment identifies entry points to increase 
understanding of the intersectional nature of energy poverty, and support the participation of 
women and youth in the renewable energy sector of the DRC. 
 
 

2. Background 
 

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is the biggest and fourth most populated African 
country, with a population of around 80 million people – 52% of which are women - with 33% 
of total population under the age of 15. The DRC has one of the lowest electrification rates in 
the world at 9% - 27% in urban areas, and less than 1% in rural areas. The DRC has a 
population growth rate of 3.2%; an HDI ranking of 188/176 /1 (in 2014); and a Gender 
Inequality Index valued at 0.7. A SIGI Value of 0.4276 highlights high gender inequality 
reflecting a discriminatory family code, inequality in physical integrity, limited access to 
resources and assets, and lack of freedom as a citizen. The Gender Development Index for 
the DRC is 0.833, placing women’s human development at about 83% that of men. The 
country has an adult illiteracy rate of 34.1% female, and 11.2% male. 
 

Political participation of women is limited - following Ordinance No. 17/025 establishing the 
powers of ministries, there have been 5 women, or 10.8% of the 46 members of the 
Government; in the National Assembly, there are only 49 women out of 500 elected 
deputies; and the Senate has six women out of 108 senators. The 2015 revision of the 
electoral law dropped the 30% quota for women, which could be viewed as a challenge to 
increasing women’s political participation. The provincial and local level has even lower 
representation of women in political, economic and administrative affairs. In 2017, there was 
only one woman among 26 heads of the provincial executive; in 2015, 43 of 684 Provincial 
representatives (6.2%) were women. 
 

The fragile political situation in the DRC as a result of longstanding conflict has contributed 
to the majority of the population being faced with limited access to education, health and 
employment opportunities. Economic and social inequality among the population continues 
to widen with 63% living under the poverty line. Strong male-dominant gender norms 
determine gender relations in the country, and discriminatory legislation persists, especially 
in the Family Code – which stipulates that men are the head of the household and women 
must obey them. Traditional harmful practices such as early and forced marriage still exist – 
37% of girls in the country are married before their 18th birthday.  
 

 
3. Gender Policy Framework in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

 

The country ratified several regional, sub-regional and  international legal instruments on 
gender and human rights including: the SADC Memorandum of Understanding on Gender 
and Development; Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination  Against 
Women; Maputo Protocol (The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s 
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa); UN Convention on the Rights of the Child; the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights; and the UN Security Council Resolution on Women, 
Peace and Security (UNSCR1325). Implementation of policies remains a challenge due to 
difficulty in awareness raising as a result of the size of the country, insufficient budget 
allocation by government, limited capacity of public implementation agencies, and continuing 
conflicts in certain areas. 
 

The Ministry of Gender, Family and Children is in charge of gender mainstreaming, with a 
gender focal point assigned to each line ministry. A gender mainstreaming mechanism was 
established but poor technical and coordination capacity of the Gender Ministry and gender 
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focal points has meant sufficient progress is yet to be made. A minister in charge of gender 
is allocated to each provincial government, with a Gender Division in its administration. The 
Thematic Group on Gender can be found at national level to coordinate stakeholders, but it 
is poorly managed.  
 

The DRC developed a National Gender Policy (2017-2021), which aims to achieve gender 
equality and social empowerment. Five strategic axes were selected for its implementation: (i) 
the consolidation of gender equality and the empowerment of women; (ii) strengthening the 
role and place of women and girls in the economy and employment; (iii) increased access of 
women and girls to decision-making spheres; (iv) fight against forms of sexual violence; and 
(v) strengthening the institutional mechanism for implementation of the National Gender 
Policy. 
 

 
4. Participation in the Economy 

 

Women’s labour force participation stands at 50%, however women face more challenges 
than men. Women have less access to skilled jobs compared to men (8% in paid 
employment against 12% of men), and they tend to be marginalized in the labor market 
outside the agricultural sector. In 2014, women’s unemployment rate was 6.7% compared to 
9.4% for men, and only 45.3% of the population aged between 15 and 24 years is 
economically active. Among 15-24 year olds, the female-male ratio of unemployment is 
104.8% - young women are more affected by unemployment than young men. Women’s 
labour is mostly concentrated in subsistence agriculture (70%) and small business in the 
informal sector (60%), and they participate in economic activities as much as men. Only 
2.8% of salaried workers are women. 
 

The rural population accounts for 70% of the country’s total population, 60% of whom work 
in the agriculture sector – the majority at subsistence level (70%) practiced on small 
individual or family farms.  
 

 
5. Education and Health 

 

Articles 43 and 44 of the Constitution stipulate free obligatory education and the eradication 
of illiteracy. However, girls often drop out of school due to early marriage and pregnancy, 
which leads to a gender gap in education. 44% of school age children start primary 
education later than the official age of six. The gender gap in education is especially 
pronounced in secondary education. The reasons for girls not going to school include early 
marriage, forced marriage, and adolescent pregnancy. The double shift faced by many girls 
in rural areas whereby they have to perform household tasks such as searching for water 
and firewood further adds an increased burden. Especially since such household tasks are 
sometimes performed in the dark due to limited lighting at home and in public spaces – 
putting girls at risk of harassment and attack. Sexual harassment from teachers and early 
marriage are further burdens because schools bar pregnant students from attending 
classes, and most girls in such situations end up dropping out of school. 
 

The government has been trying to address the high youth unemployment rate by 
establishing policies, plans and councils where youth can express their opinions. Vocational 
training is one such attempt, with several ministries involved but there lacks a unified 
vocational training system. Women’s participation in technical training is low, and there are  
few options for women’s business start-ups to access skills development, finance, and 
comprehensive support.  
 

In 2015, the maternal mortality rate was 693 per 100 000 live births – well above the Sub-
Saharan Africa average of 546.234. Around 20% of women die for reasons related to 
childbirth, this can be attributed to: lack of access to medical treatment; poor health facilities; 
lack of lighting in existing health facilities; early marriage; and high birth rates. On average, 
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women give birth to their first child at the age of 19.9 years; of women aged 20-24 years, 
25% were younger than 18 years old when they had their first child. Abortion is only legal in 
cases where the mother’s mental or physical health is in danger. The contraceptive 
prevalence rate is 23.1%, and the total fertility rate per woman is 5.8 children. 
 

Five main causes contribute to 55% of deaths in the DRC – fever/malaria, diarrhea, 
respiratory infections, tuberculosis and neonatal conditions. Increasing access to electricity 
and clean cooking solutions would have a positive effect on the country’s mortality rate by 
eliminating toxic fumes and black carbon caused by kerosene and carbon, and also reduce 
incidences of burns due to improved lighting.  
 

 
6. Access to Resources and Assets 

 

Gender norms restrict women’s access to resources and assets – for example, assets 
obtained within marriage are registered under the husband’s name, and regarded as assets 
of the husband, his parents and brothers. Legally, marital property is administered by the 
husband, and women and men do not have equal ownership rights to immovable property. 
Women can inherit according to the law but they cannot own a house due to prevailing 
social norms. Women are not legally recognized to be heads of households, and there is no 
prohibition on discrimination based on marital status in access to credit. 
 
Legally, there shouldn’t be any discrimination based 
on gender for right to land concessions, but 
attitudes and customs tend to discriminate against 
women. Despite the nationalization of all land and 
introduction of formal legislation governing land use 
rights, a significant percentage of land remains 
under customary law. Women, especially those who 
are married thus have very limited access to land, 
and even though women make up the majority of 
the agriculture labour force – the best land is still in 
the hands of men.  
 

Women also lack access to new technology – 
thereby segregating them to subsistence 
agriculture. Due to gender norms,  women hand 
over their incomes from agriculture to their 
husbands and are not able to make productive 
investments for productive assets, such as 
improved inputs, technologies, seeds and fertilizers, 
which keeps their productivity low.  
 

Limited access to resources and assets increases women’s energy poverty – and women as 
both consumers and suppliers of energy remain invisible in the sector. Energy access rates 
of women tend to be lower than that of men due to disproportionate access and 
consumption levels.  
 

 
7. Access to Finance 

 

More than 95% of the DRC population is unbanked – compared to the continental average 
of 76%. Such an underdeveloped banking sector makes domestic credit scarce and 
expensive - particularly for micro, small, and medium enterprises – in 2013, only 7% of 
Congolese firms used banks to finance investment.  
 

Article 448 of the 1981 Family Code 1981 stipulated that married women cannot sign 
contracts, be employed, open bank accounts, obtain loans, start businesses, or travel 
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without their husband’s permission. This limited their access to credit and other banking 
services. The Family Code was revised in 2017, and women can now open a bank account 
without their husband’s permission – it is too early to quantify any positive impact on gender 
relations. 
 

8. Challenges and Entry Points for Mainstreaming Gender in the Energy Sector 
 

The participation of women and youth across the energy value chain is very limited – sector 
policies do not address the challenges they face, and  barriers such as lack of access to 
credit and training limit the possibilities for women and youth to develop and use energy-
based technologies and clean cooking solutions.  
 

The proposed Green Mini-Grid (GMG) Program aims to improve the DRC’s social and 
economic development by reducing energy poverty in rural areas. Energy encompasses all 
productive, subsistence and leisure activities - but women and men don’t have equal access 
to energy due to gender-defined roles in energy production, distribution and use in 
households, communities and the market.  
 

Women and youth can play a crucial role in energy production, distribution and use if they 
are given the requisite technical assistance, and an enabling environment to participate in 
the sector. Rural electrification can have  a positive impact on home businesses by 
extending working hours, and introducing new business opportunities. Promoting the use of 
clean cooking solutions would decrease the time burden faced by women and girls; and 
positively impact public health, income generating opportunities, education, environmental 
management, and gender equality. The DRC Green Mini-Grid Program offers an opportunity 
to address the gendered nature of energy poverty in the target areas through a series of 
integrated actions to increase the participation of women and youth in the renewable energy 
sector, and promote the use of clean cooking solutions. Three entry points have been 
identified below. 
 
 

I. Policy dialogue and Capacity Building – Create an Enabling Environment 
within the Ministry of Energy and the Société Nationale d’Electricité (SNEL) 

 
The public sector in the DRC is faced with poor human and financial resources and there is 
little understanding of the intersectional nature of energy poverty. Therefore policies and 
programs of the Ministry of Energy and SNEL do not address the challenges faced by 
women and youth as a result of energy poverty. In order to create an enabling environment, 
a ‘Gender Mainstreaming Policy and Action Plan in the Energy Sector’ will be prepared 
modeled on the ECOWAS 
(https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-
Documents/ECOWAS_Policy_for_Gender_Mainstreaming_in_Energy_Access.pdf and 
Botswana best case examples (http://www.energia.org/cm2/wp-
content/uploads/2015/02/06.-Case_Study_Botswana.pdf). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

II. Employment and Vocational Training 

CASE STUDY: Solar-Powered Robotic Traffic Officers Direct Cars in Kinshasa 
 

Women’s Technologies (Wotech), a Congolese cooperative employing female and male engineers - led by 
engineer and entrepreneur Thérèse Izay Kirongozi - was hired by Congolese authorities to develop humanoid 
robots to regulate traffic in the DRC’s capital. The robots work by video recording traffic behavior and transmitting 
footage to the police to deter drivers from breaking road regulations. The robots, powered by solar panels stand 
at 2.5m high and are made of aluminum. Residents reported that they mistrust human traffic officers due to high 
levels of corruption. Officials reported fewer road incidents since deployment of the robotic models, and 
Kinshasans reported that traffic surrounding robotic officers has eased. 

https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/ECOWAS_Policy_for_Gender_Mainstreaming_in_Energy_Access.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/ECOWAS_Policy_for_Gender_Mainstreaming_in_Energy_Access.pdf
http://www.energia.org/cm2/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/06.-Case_Study_Botswana.pdf
http://www.energia.org/cm2/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/06.-Case_Study_Botswana.pdf
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The DRC is faced with high youth unemployment rates - particularly in the rural areas -and 
women are relegated to subsistence farming and unskilled work. The DRC can harness the 
untapped talent of women and youth in the target areas by: 

 

• providing training to women and youth to improve their professional skills and 
employability by the tendered GMGs in the target areas; 

• strongly encourage women-led GMGs or GMGs with a high number of 
women/youth employees to be involved in the tendering process; 

• place targets for successful GMGs to allocate a 40% minimum of out of their 
total employees to be women and youth in the target areas. 

 
II. Knowledge Building on the Intersectional Nature of Energy Poverty 

 

Lack of energy sources for lighting, cooking, heating, transport and economic production 
inhibits the productivity of women, men and society at large. Yet women and youth – as both 
consumers and suppliers – remain invisible in the energy sector. In order to design 
sustainable projects that take into account the realities of the differences in needs, 
constraints and opportunities between women and men in relation to energy infrastructure 
and the development of services. Renewable energy solutions such as solar, clean cooking 
solutions, and biogas have the great potential to aid in the development of small-scale 
enterprises. The following activities have been proposed to build evidence and unpack the 
age-gender-energy nexus in target areas: 
 

• preparation of site specific gender analyses and action plans to guide 
implementation of the program. The site specific gender analyses will look at 
the unequal position of women; their access to equal decision-making and 
control over resources and assets. Site specific gender-disaggregated data 
will be collected to establish baselines and support monitoring and evaluation 
of the program. The site specific gender action plans will identify feasible 
interventions to address some of the underlying causes of gender inequality, 
and ensure that the project attains sustainable impacts. 

• market scoping study on business opportunities for women and youth in the 
clean cooking sector of target areas. It will identify investment operations and 
technical assistance opportunities to be implemented in the later phase of the 
program with additional fund-raising.  

 
III. Stakeholder Consultations 

 

The AfDB Environmental and Social Impact Assessment Procedures require 
extensive stakeholder consultations in all projects, where target groups include women and 
youth. The tender process for mini-grids will include a requirement for complying with AfDB 
ESIA standards with stakeholder consultations including women and youth to inform 
planning and implementation. This will ensure that decision making includes women, men 
and youth - information such as the process of tariff setting and use of mobiles for bill 
payments will be collected. 
 
 

9. Conclusion  
 

Building evidence and increasing the participation of women and youth in the renewable 
energy sector will lead to: implementation of more effective renewable energy initiatives, 
greater return on investments, and the achievement of more equitable and sustainable 
climate change results.    

 
 




