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Foreword
RECOFTC believes in a future in which people live equitably and sustainably in and 
beside healthy, resilient forests. One of its four strategic goals centres on social 
inclusion and gender equality, in which women, youth, Indigenous Peoples and other 
vulnerable groups are active and empowered contributors to forest management. 

To achieve this goal, RECOFTC recognizes that gender equality and equity are matters 
of fundamental human rights and social justice and a precondition for sustainable 
forest governance. It uses an equity-oriented intersectional approach to help expand 
the representation and leadership of women and other excluded groups. This approach 
helps increase their access to income and other economic assets, promote gender-
inclusive policy and extension mechanisms and tackle root barriers, including harmful 
gender norms, practices and knowledge gaps. 

Tackling these long-standing inequalities is a complex process that requires dedicated 
attention and resourcing. RECOFTC established Weaving Leadership for Gender 
Equality, or WAVES, based on the idea that having stronger leadership and expertise will 
improve policymaking and investments in ways that promote gender equality and social 
inclusion. RECOFTC has positioned and engaged with WAVES as a regional network that 
leads, inspires and sustains long-lasting changes. WAVES operates in partnership with 
“gender leaders” who are change intermediaries creating context-relevant inclusive 
solutions that work for women, Indigenous Peoples and youth across the forest 
landscapes. 

The WAVES results from the first nearly three years of the program, which are captured 
in this report, demonstrate innovative approaches, such as how engaging gender 
leaders and supporting them in determining national and organization-based gender 
issues and priorities can lead to locally acceptable and sustainable solutions. The 
results showcase the absolute value in power-sharing and inclusive engagement for co-
creating long-term solutions on topics of gender and social inequalities. 

The type and spectrum of changes brought about by the gender leaders that were 
evaluated for this report differed among them but were contextually relevant and 
significant.

We invite you to learn about WAVES and its gender leaders who have spearheaded 
different initiatives to make the forestry landscapes more equal and inclusive. We hope 
that WAVES will inspire you to become a gender leader, with each one of you taking 
actions to realize a more inclusive and equal world, especially in the forest landscapes.

David Ganz  
Executive Director, RECOFTC 

Kalpana Giri 
WAVES Program Manager, RECOFTC
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Executive summary 
Weaving Leadership for Gender Equality, or WAVES, is a RECOFTC initiative that 
promoted gender equality in the governance of forest landscapes in the Asia–Pacific 
region. 

WAVES built a network of 36 gender leaders from the seven countries where RECOFTC 
works. In Nepal, seven WAVES gender leaders and partners from agencies in forest 
management and gender equality, including the Ministry of Forests and Environment, 
local governments, grass-roots women’s networks and the media were supported 
in advocating for social and gender-equitable programs in their communities and 
institutions. 

In early 2021, two years into the program, WAVES evaluations were conducted at 
country and regional scale to document the results and learnings. Gender leaders, 
partner organizations and stakeholders provided inputs. 

The evaluation found that the program triggered a range of results and changes among 
the WAVES gender leaders and partners at the individual and institutional levels. Gender 
leaders reported personal and professional growth in their ability to articulate gender 
and inclusion concepts, formulate effective plans and strategies and influence both 
high-level policymakers and community leaders through negotiation and advocacy.

In Nepal, WAVES gender leaders supported government staff, Indigenous groups, 
journalists, community groups, women’s groups and students with 25 training on 
gender, relational leadership and prevention of sexual harassment. 

The gender leaders from the Ministry of Forests and Environment set up a 700-member 
Female Foresters Network. “Team 30”, within the Female Foresters Network, is a group 
of 30 young women foresters trained to become leaders. At the municipal level, there 
are now local networks for indigenous communities with committees for women, 
people with disabilities and marginalized groups. 

These networks contributed to national gender policies and helped two media networks 
with gender strategies. The media drove positive narratives on gender and forestry 
through BBC Nepali, Narayani FM and social media. 

Lessons documented through the evaluation process include:

 � An accurate understanding of the capacity of stakeholders that allow for reasonable 
timelines for complex activities and the ability of stakeholders to commit to longer-
term work plans are all important determinants of project success.

 � Gender action plans can be most effective when they are demand-driven, results-
oriented and context-specific.

 � Understanding and being responsive to intersectionality is important to achieving 
inclusion and equity.
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 � Financial support for WAVES-like interventions must be scaled up to achieve more 
widespread and sustainable impacts. Enabling follow-up action and partnerships are 
crucial to sustaining the momentum created through the activities made possible by 
WAVES. 
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The evaluation

About WAVES
Weaving Leadership for Gender Equality, known as WAVES, is a RECOFTC initiative 
that promotes gender equality in the governance, management and use of forest 
landscapes and their resources in the Asia–Pacific region. RECOFTC implemented the 
three-year WAVES program from March 2019 to September 2022. It was funded by the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida). 

RECOFTC established WAVES based on the idea that having stronger leadership 
and expertise will improve policymaking and investments in ways that promote 
gender equality and social inclusion more broadly. It also recognizes that creating 
transformative change requires identifying and supporting individuals working in 
natural resource management who can advocate for and negotiate such change at the 
institutional level. 

The WAVES initiative so far has created a network of 36 gender leaders in the seven 
countries where RECOFTC works: Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar, Nepal, Thailand and Viet Nam. Although the WAVES program has 
ended, RECOFTC continues supporting the gender leaders as they advocate for equality 
and lead gender-equitable programs in their communities and institutions. 

The gender leaders across the region encompass technical experts, senior government 
officials, politicians, academics, directors and officers of civil society organizations, 
local community leaders, business managers and a journalist. To date, WAVES has 
equipped them with the knowledge and capacity to understand, design and implement 
gender-equality measures in forest landscapes. It has built up women’s leadership 
skills to promote gender equality across public agencies, the private sector and local 
communities and has worked with men as allies to support gender equality. And it has 
supported the gender leaders to integrate gender equality into policies, investments 
and actions.

WAVES has helped the gender leaders maximize their potential by cultivating leadership 
skills and by providing technical and financial support as they implement their individual 
action plan. Through regular mentoring and ad hoc psychosocial support, WAVES has 
helped the gender leaders create new narratives and visions in leading gender equality 
efforts and has helped amplify their work by linking them with wider networks and 
collaborators. 

With support from the WAVES program, the gender leaders challenge conventional 
ways of thinking and promote gender equality in policies and processes related to 
climate change, REDD+, forestry, forest law enforcement, governance and trade. They 
have revived and are driving the gender agenda and reminding their societies that the 
goal is inclusion and social justice for all. 

The WAVES program is part of RECOFTC’s dedicated effort to achieve its strategic goal 
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4 on social inclusion, gender equality and public action. In its work  RECOFTC tackles 
systemic inequities and marginalization prevalent in the natural resource landscapes by 
using a participatory approach of critical framing and co-engagement and co-creation 
of knowledge. 

Four pillars of the WAVES program 
WAVES was designed using participatory action research principles to activate self-
discovery, analysis and actions (or co-creation) through a regional network of gender 
leaders. Participatory learning and action were activated by using engagement 
approaches that took into account the gender leaders’ demand-driven needs and 
priorities. Multiple strategies were employed to address the intersecting barriers and 
drivers of gender inequality. The four pillars outlined here are part of the co-creation 
structure that was put in place to cultivate discovery and actions.

Demand-driven 

 � The gender leaders were selected for their commitment to gender issues and their 
ability to work on context-specific issues and achieve results. They were involved in 
the program’s conception and remain involved in its implementation. 

 � Before launching the program, the WAVES manager and focal points from the 
seven countries where RECOFTC works conducted informal outreach and national 
discussions with the gender leaders. Together, they identified gender issues relevant 
to the national context and priorities and assessed potential positive outcomes as 
well as challenges, conflicts and barriers, and they planned risk-mitigation strategies. 

The gender leaders were selected based on the following criteria:
 � Demonstrated commitment: They had experience taking initiatives on gender and 

social inclusion work in forestry but were limited by the institutional set up or facing 
resistance.

 � Understanding of gender issues and activities: They had some level of understanding 
of gender issues, activities and changes that result from such interventions and 
barriers.

 � Scope of manoeuvrability: They had a mandate to create institutional influence over 
people working in gender, policy or planning who provide opportunities to influence 
institutional changes and were willing to lead work in these areas. 

 � Diversity of partners to deliver different types of changes: They collaborate with 
a wide group of organizations and people who can bring about diverse levels of 
change, from the policy level to practice, with a good representation of state and non-
state actors and the private sector.

 � Period of engagement: They were willing to commit to working with the WAVES 
program for three years (2019–2022).

 � English proficiency: They had a working level of English sufficient to participate fully in 
the program.
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Participatory engagement approach 

 � Meaningful engagement: WAVES created spaces for deliberation and dialogue. 
It enabled ownership, power-sharing, knowledge co-creation and multifaceted 
engagement strategies. The gender leaders were involved in every step, from 
program scoping and implementation to unpacking tensions and nuanced resistance 
that they encountered. Problems and solutions, including unintended changes and 
resistance, were analysed as a group. The program’s methods were defined by the 
participatory approach and power-sharing between the WAVES team and the gender 
leaders.

 � Tailored capacities: WAVES provided the ender leaders with targeted and timely 
support at the regional and national levels. They have been provided with trainings 
and workshops on various gender concepts and skill sets, based on each leader’s 
specific skills, needs and interests to implement their action plans. 

 � Learning space: WAVES has created learning channels to connect the gender leaders 
in a safe and trusting environment at the national and regional levels to share 
their accomplishments, challenges and pitfalls. WAVES focal points in each country 
moderated the learning channel at the national level.

 � Results-oriented: WAVES provided support to each gender leader to implement their 
action plan and to link with other RECOFTC programs to expand their outreach and 
garner more support. 

Intersectional interventions 

 � Different types of interventions are needed for the gender leaders to implement their 
respective action plan. 

 � The WAVES program employed diverse strategies and actions to address gender gaps 
and structural barriers, mitigate emerging risks and reduce opportunity costs.

 � Technical and financial support were provided at the regional and national levels to 
roll out interventions.

 � Interventions promoted inclusive changes at the individual and institutional levels.

Institutionalization and enabling systems

 � The WAVES program design emphasized deliberative feedback loops to formal 
and informal spaces and governance procedures so that efforts to achieve gender 
equality extended to the institutional system to address systemic inequalities. 

 � A system of direct communication channels, such as the WAVES focal points working 
directly with the RECOFTC regional WAVES project team, leveraged influence and 
encouraged adaptive planning and strategizing. 

 � The gender leaders in each country support one another and have created 
communication loops between their informal network and the formal systems. 

 � Individual leadership approaches were used to influence institutional shifts within 
each gender leader’s organization through policy changes, mandates, budgets and 
other means. 
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 � The gender leaders were connected to a larger audience and network outside of their 
institutions and forestry circle for collective advocacy and amplification. 

Of the 36 gender leaders from the seven countries where RECOFTC works, 31 are 
women and five are men. 

About the evaluation: Purpose and framework
The regional evaluation was conducted in 2021, more than two years after the program 
had begun, by independent consultant Dibya Devi Gurung, in close collaboration with 
the then-WAVES program manager Kalpana Giri, the WAVES country focal points and the 
gender leaders. 

The overarching objective of the evaluation was to review and identify the results 
and learnings of the WAVES program to date. The consultant interviewed the gender 
leaders, partners and stakeholders from all seven countries where RECOFTC works. 

The approach of the evaluation was based on the principles and practices of 
participatory learning.1 The gender leaders were guided through a process of self-
reflection and assessment through several facilitated workshops and individual 
discussions. 

Framework for evaluating individual and institutional change
The framework for individual and institutional change,2 which was also used to design 
the WAVES program, was adapted for the assessment. The framework focused on 
changes that took place at two distinct but interrelated levels.

Individual change: The performance and behavioural change of the gender leaders 
were assessed based on their understanding of gender and leadership concepts and 
how they were able to apply these concepts to their personal and professional lives. 
The evaluation also considered informal changes, such as increased confidence and 
capacities of leaders on gender integration into the efforts they have led towards 
influencing internal policies and programs.

Institutional change: The evaluation examined how WAVES effected changes in 
organizations’ programs, policies, structures and work culture. It considered both 
informal changes, such as each institution’s networks, peers, norms and values, and 
the formal changes, such as introduction of policies and programs to support gender 
equality. 

Evaluation process
The evaluation process was guided by a framework designed by the RECOFTC WAVES 
team with the consultant and the gender leaders. The framework was used as a guide 
to examine the WAVES results at the country and regional levels. The following section 
describes the evaluation process.
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Design and framework for evaluation

 � The design and framework were developed by RECOFTC in consultation with the 
consultant and gender leaders.

 � A first workshop was organized to create a common understanding of the evaluation 
framework among the consultant, the gender leaders and the WAVES RECOFTC team.

 � The evaluation framework was then used to facilitate the country and regional 
evaluations.

 � The evaluation was designed at two levels. First, workshops and meetings drew out 
evidence and learnings that occurred within each country. Then the learnings from 
the national evaluations were condensed into a regional perspective and shared at a 
regional evaluation workshop in March 2021. 

Project documentation 
The evaluation drew on all project documentation:

 � WAVES concept report 
 � WAVES framework
 � Country reports 
 � Meeting minutes 
 � Case studies 
 � Documents related to participatory action research, gender and leadership 

Meetings and workshops conducted for the evaluation

 � Country evaluation workshops: Country-level evaluations were made within a span 
of two months, from February through March. Each evaluation was conducted 
with a mixed approach of face-to-face meetings, virtual workshops and interviews 
and group discussions. One in-person workshop was conducted each in Lao PDR, 
Nepal and Viet Nam. One virtual workshop was conducted in Indonesia. Interviews 
and discussions were conducted in Cambodia, Myanmar and Thailand. The gender 
leaders shared their progress, learnings and achievements, including examples 
and evidence. The country-level workshops and meetings were used to assess the 
achievements, results, gaps and possibilities that the gender leaders had observed 
through their engagement with WAVES. Information derived through each country’s 
evaluation process was then synthesized and consolidated to collate results and 
learnings at the regional level. 

 � Regional workshop: A three-day regional workshop in March gave the gender 
leaders the opportunity to present and discuss their results, learnings, challenges, 
opportunities and recommendations with all stakeholders, including partner and 
donor agencies. 

 � Meetings: Two meetings were organized between the consultant and the RECOFTC 
WAVES team to discuss and provide feedback on the draft reports. In addition, several 
rounds of in-depth discussions with the RECOFTC WAVES manager, the WAVES country 
teams and communication and learning experts were organized to gain a better 
understanding of the context and validate the findings.
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Limitations of the evaluation
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the evaluation had to be conducted virtually. 

This made it difficult to discern behaviour changes and expansion of informal spaces, 
especially through the remote interviews. The pandemic made it unrealistic to visit 
the gender leaders’ workspaces and conduct face-to-face interviews with them and 
their colleagues, subordinates, supervisors and partners, which could have provided 
further insights on the gender leaders’ leadership practices and their influences on 
their colleagues’ behaviour and institutional norms for gender integration. This also 
limited the face-to-face interaction with the WAVES leaders, except for Nepal, where the 
consultant is based. 
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WAVES in Nepal 

Gender leaders 
RECOFTC supported seven WAVES gender leaders and partners from various 
government agencies involved in forest management and gender equality, including 
the Ministry of Forests and Environment, local governments, grass-roots women’s 
networks and the media.

The gender leaders were carefully selected based on their commitments to gender 
activities, their scope to create changes in policies and practices at the national and 
local levels and their potential to affect gender transformative shifts in their respective 
organizations. The program’s main objective was to promote gender-inclusive 
participatory approaches in forestry policies and community activities.

Name Organization Position 

1. Januka Parajuli Chautara Sangachokgadi Municipality 
(government)

 Deputy Mayor

2. Srijana Shrestha Climate Change Management Division, 
Ministry of Forests and Environment 
(government)

Under-Secretary 

3. Deepa Oli Planning Division, Ministry of Forests 
and Environment (government)

Forest Officer

4. Saraswati Aryal Divisional Forest Office Kathmandu, 
Ministry of Forests and Environment 
(government)

Forest Officer

5. Madhuri Mahato Radio Narayani, Association of 
Community Radio Network and BBC 
Nepali Service correspondent (media)

Journalist 

6. Rama Paudel The Himalayan Grassroots Women's 
Natural Resource Management 
Association (HIMAWANTI) (civil society)

President – 
Madhesh Province 

7. Kalpana Shrestha Bhumlu Rural Municipality (government) Vice Chair 

Implementation of the WAVES approach 
As this section elaborates, RECOFTC provided step-by-step, demand-based inputs and 
some financial support to each WAVES leader to implement their specific plan to meet 
the program’s objectives. The focus in Nepal was on strengthening community forestry 
networks to include and better represent women, particularly ethnic and marginalized 
women. 

Within Nepal, the WAVES approach evolved with the following primary inputs.
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Country-level scoping meetings and orientation workshops
The RECOFTC WAVES focal point in each country was oriented on the overall WAVES 
approach and provided them with guiding criteria to help identify prospective partner 
organizations and gender leaders. One country-level scoping meeting and one-on-
one in-depth discussions were conducted with prospective participants to determine 
their vision for gender equality in forestry work, map out major barriers they faced 
to integrate gender in their work and to understand their interest to engage with a 
program like WAVES. After a few months of careful preparation by the RECOFTC country 
team and through the scoping meeting, the gender leaders were selected. They then 
attended a training workshop to learn about different gender concepts and analytical 
tools, how to apply them in a gender situation analysis and how to develop strategies 
and plans based on the situation analysis. 

Organized and strengthened several gender networks and sub-groups
A network was created among the gender leaders to track their individual action plan 
and provide them with coaching, mentoring and backstopping support. The gender 
leaders later reorganized the network to suit their context. 

Regional launch, training workshops, coaching, mentoring and technical support
A regional leadership workshop was organized in Bangkok to launch the WAVES 
program. The workshop examined training on gender concepts, including negotiation, 
communication and networking. Participants were encouraged to critically analyse their 
situation and explore solutions and opportunities for developing their individual action 
plan based on their needs, priorities and context. 

After six months of implementing their action plan, the WAVES gender leaders attended 
another regional training in Bangkok on relational leadership and gender analysis. 
This Leadership Pathways and Change workshop focused on developing frameworks 
on domains of change and gender assessments, managing resistance and self-care, 
training of trainers with facilitation skills, designing training courses and developing 
delivery skills.

Demonstrated actions
After returning to their organization, the gender leaders started implementing 
their individual action plan in coordination with RECOFTC’s WAVES focal point from 
the country office. RECOFTC provided some financial support to help them execute 
their action plan. A Messenger group was created to enable regular meetings and 
exchanges among the gender leaders. RECOFTC’s WAVES focal points, together with the 
regional WAVES coordinator based in Bangkok, provided regular support to the gender 
leaders through technical backstopping, needs-based guidance, regular monitoring 
and addressing their queries and challenges both at individual, interpersonal and 
institutional levels. These regular exchanges helped the gender leaders and RECOFTC 
staff analyse and identify needs and challenges to develop demand-based, tailor-made 
capacity-building programs for them. 

Some examples of the WAVES activities implemented in Nepal include: 
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Regular meetings and workshop through federal and provincial networks
Monthly Zoom meetings were conducted to track and update the progress of the 
gender leaders’ action plans. Periodic WAVES group discussions were conducted to 
provide technical and emotional or psychosocial support (if needed), to identify and 
address emerging issues, needs and opportunities and to plan appropriate responses. 

Two platforms were established to provide this support: at the national level among 
the gender leaders and the country WAVES focal points and at the regional level among 
the gender focal points from the seven focal countries and the RECOFTC Main Office. 
In addition, the gender leaders felt the need to expand these networks and form other 
networks within their thematic areas so that they could include more participants and 
increase their outreach. 

The three WAVES gender leaders from the Ministry of Forests and Environment were 
instrumental in strengthening and mobilizing the Female Foresters Network to support 
female foresters inside and outside the forest bureaucracy. The Female Foresters 
Network now has more than 700 members who are recognized as a strong force to 
tackle gender issues in the forestry sector. 

With support from RECOFTC, the Female Foresters Network organized 30 young 
women foresters to develop second-generation women leaders in the forestry sector. 
The gender leader from the municipality formed provincial networks comprising 67 
participants (55 women and 12 men), including 14 members from the Indigenous 
community. They also established separate committees for women, people with 
disabilities and marginalized groups at the ward and municipality levels. 

Conducted trainings based on the needs and demands of the networks’ members 
and partners
Based on the needs and issues identified in the monthly and periodic meetings, 
specific training, coaching and mentoring sessions were conducted. The gender 
leaders mobilized their institution’s internal resources to conduct training on gender 
awareness, gender integration in the planning cycle and sexual harassment. More 
than 10 trainings on gender awareness, analysis and integration, relational leadership 
and sexual harassment were conducted by the gender leaders. The participants of 
the trainings were from diverse groups and thematic areas, such as government staff 
at the federal and provincial levels, civil society organizations including Indigenous 
groups, journalists, local government officials, community groups, women’s groups and 
students. 

Workshops and webinars to increase outreach, visibility, influence to promote 
relational leadership and gender equality
Due to the COVID-19 situation, the gender leaders from the Ministry of Forests and 
Environment conducted a series of webinars on some critical issues and subjects. They 
used this space to increase their stakeholder’s understanding on the different types 
of gender issues within the forestry sector which were never discussed or recognized 
before. In the process of increasing the awareness of their stakeholders, they found 
these spaces and processes an excellent way to increase their visibility, influence and 
advocate for gender equality and promote relational leadership. 
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They conducted more than 10 webinars with diverse groups of peoples and institutions. 
For a webinar on toxic masculinity, they invited male and female experts and senior 
male government officials as speakers, which gave significant visibility to this issue 
within the forestry sector and was covered by newspapers and social media. The 
National Gender Workshop organized by the Ministry of Forests and Environment, 
with substantive support from the Female Foresters Network and RECOFTC, was also a 
milestone for discussing gender issues beyond programming and capacity-building. 

In addition to these webinars, workshops and consultations were conducted to provide 
inputs in the national gender strategy for the forestry sector. Training was also provided 
in collaboration with gender leaders under their action plan on Gender Integrated 
Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation Process with 14 municipalities for relevant staff 
as well as vice mayors and civil society organizations in the forestry sector, such as the 
Federation of community Forestry Users Nepal and the Himalayan Grassroots Women’s 
Natural Resource Management Association, and journalists.

Mass awareness
The journalist gender leader produced 10 stories on gender in forestry and 60 stories 
on gender for the BBC Nepali radio and Narayani FM over the past two years. She used 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to disseminate gender in forestry information and 
stories. 

Regional trainings and workshops
The gender leaders were provided with a series of high-level trainings at the regional 
level. For example, the Leadership Pathways and Change provided a framework on 
domains of change, a framework for gender assessments, managing resistance and 
self-care and training of trainers with facilitation skills, training designs and delivery 
skills. 

Contribution in policy process
The gender leaders contributed to developing four new policies or revising policies. 
A gender strategy was developed for two municipalities, the Himalayan Grassroots 
Women’s Natural Resource Management Association in Madhesh Province and for 
Radio Narayani. 

Findings and results
Review of outcomes
The new ideas that the gender leaders received during their trainings generated several 
results. The results are varied and subject to the position of the gender leaders within 
their organization and the type of organization it is, the number of years of experience, 
the degree of support from their organization, the type of networks they are linked 
with and their socialization at home. All the gender leaders felt that they are able to 
see the gender equality issues more clearly and from multiple angles than before and 
have pushed themselves to deeply analyse the root causes and be innovative in finding 
solutions. They said they feel empowered. 
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Recognized as knowledgeable and skilled gender resource persons and trainers 
within and outside their institutions
The gender leaders are recognized for the quality trainings they provide through 
their institution and partners. The trainings are appreciated for deeply engaging the 
participants so they can understand the gender concepts and use them to analyse their 
situations and develop their own plans. This approach allows the gender leaders and 
the participants to be in touch after the training ends and has made the participants 
feel that they have learned something that they can apply. The gender leaders said 
their training participants often tell them that their training allows them to see things 
that they would not have noticed before. For example, before, they accepted technical 
meetings that only engaged male staff as panellists or members, but now such 
situations make them highly uncomfortable and they question these arrangements. 

The gender leaders are often invited as gender resource persons by their institution to 
provide gender training or inputs into planning processes and policies. In some cases, 
such as the Ministry of Forests and Environment and municipalities, they are also invited 
by other institutions and networks to provide gender technical inputs and training. 

For example, Deepa Oli from the Ministry of Forests and Environment was invited by 
such organizations as the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development 
to provide gender training to their regional partners and by the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women Committee in Nepal to review 
the country report from gender and environmental perspectives. Januka Parajuli is often 
invited by local NGOs and women’s groups to help them conduct gender trainings. She 
is the most sought after gender resource person in her municipality. Rama Paudel was 
also invited by schools, colleges and other NGOs to provide gender trainings. 

Empowered to see multiple possibilities, ways to practice leadership and work on 
gender equality
The gender leaders now see multiple ways to view and do gender work. They said that 
even if they knew and felt the deep effects of gender inequalities in their personal 
lives and in their workplace, they were not able to fully analyse, articulate and raise it. 
For example, they must accept the linear and instrumental ways of addressing these 
deep-rooted issues, which often makes them uncomfortable and frustrated. Most 
of the gender inequality actions are limited to counting the number of women who 
participate in a project’s activities and gender training without follow-up and guidance. 
The investments in the quality of the training and inputs are not given much attention. 
In such situations, receiving new ideas and knowledge to roll it out in their own context 
with carefully designed inputs helped the gender leaders to find multiple possibilities 
and ways to design, plan and implement their programs.
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Influenced to draft, revise or develop mechanisms for gender integration
Besides providing training and conducting webinars and workshops, the gender 
leaders played crucial roles within their organization in reviewing and drafting 
strategies, plans, programs and training modules. For example, the gender leaders 
from the local governments contributed to developing the gender strategies for the 
two municipalities. The Ministry of Forests and Environment gender leaders were the 
contributing partners for the development of National Gender Strategy for the Forestry 
Sector and were able to include clauses on behavioural changes and recognize sexual 
harassment as a key component of the strategy. They developed terms of reference 
for the gender focal points in the REDD Implementation Center with the Forests 

Deepa Oli 

Deepa Oli is a forest officer with the 
Ministry of Forests and Environment. 
As a woman working in the forestry 
sector, she was making efforts to address 
workplace harassment issues prevalent 
in forestry workspaces. Although she 
was facing resistance from her peers 
and organization, she felt challenged in 
finding workable ways to move forward. 
Taking part in the WAVES program as 
a gender leader provided her newer 
perspectives to move forward. It provided 
her with better research and analytics 
skills and also ways to understand and 
address the resistance that comes with 
gender interaction.

“I had not linked the behaviours and 
attitudes of my organization with my 
performance, leadership and the way 
I conducted myself,” she said. “Now, 
to be able to discuss, analyse and 
articulate these links and understand 
the root causes is very helpful for me, 
both personally and professionally. For 
example, it was such an empowering 
moment when we conducted a webinar 
session and publicly stated that 
harassment, including sexual harassment 
and normalization of toxic masculinity, 
within the forestry sector are the major 
barriers for women’s leadership.” 

Oli added that the “elephant in the room” 
is unsafe working spaces and risks of 
gender-based violence. It deters women’s 
participation and allows the lack of 
recognition of women’s leadership and 
named before by the institution and by 
women themselves, and therefore there 
are no response mechanisms to address 
them. Most development agencies, 
including the Ministry, are happy with 
a narrow understanding of leadership 
that headcounts women in the forestry 
workforce and in leadership posts but 
does not address the underlying sexism 
and male privilege rampant in forestry 
institutions. 

“We all know now that this alone does 
not help to produce women leaders,” she 
said. “I never realized how powerful it is to 
be organized and be able to use multiple 
lenses to analyse and articulate gender 
issues and to use different strategies to 
influence the leadership. You actually get 
heard and are taken seriously. Through 
WAVES, we were able to strengthen an 
informal network of female foresters, 
and we were also able to institutionalize 
gender-based violence as a major 
gender issue that needs an institutional 
response.”
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and Environment and have a dedicated budget for gender integration. They also 
successfully lobbied to have a senior government official as the gender focal point for 
the Ministry of Forests and Environment. 

Developed a culture of self-reflection and self-awareness at personal levels
All seven gender leaders said that using self-reflection as a tool helped them examine 
their own thoughts and feelings. It helped them understand their own situation and 
recognize their weaknesses and strengths more clearly. In their work, it helped them 
move beyond doing activities and reflect on why they are doing them, what and how 
they are doing, or what they should be doing. The self-reflections made them more 
self-aware about themselves and helped them develop quiet confidence. While dealing 
with resistance and barriers, if before the gender leaders were emotional and reacted 
immediately, now they try to analyse the situation first, deal with it logically and use 
appropriate gender language or behaviour. They are able to recognize the intentions of 
the people who challenge them and are confident to know when to respond and when 
not to and how. 

For example, in one of the trainings the gender leader journalist Madhuri Mahato was 
challenged during a session by a group of men. She knew that they were only trying 
to disturb her training and confidently handled it by quietly trivializing their actions 
without reacting angrily. She was confronted in her training by the husbands of her 
women trainees. They were all locked in the training hall and police had to intervene. 
But after they were released, instead of confronting these men aggressively, she held 
a meeting and dialogue with them, after which she received their support instead. She 
used her self-reflection techniques to deal with the situation. 

Learned to recognize dominant narrativ3 and and to respond with counternarratives4 
The majority of the gender leaders and their network members and partners said that 
they have been able to recognize and reframe hegemonic or dominant narratives and 
create counternarratives about themselves and others. The gender leaders are not 
only recognized as leaders but also mocked at and given names, such as “celebrity 
forester” for being vocal and providing deep analysis and questioning the institutional 
policies, programs and attitudes. However, the gender leaders have reframed this name 
and turned it into their advantage. They use their so-called celebrity status to access 
spaces in different forums to speak for gender equality. They said that this is one of the 
outcomes of the training whereby they learned to reframe and create counternarratives 
about themselves and the issues. 

Another example of creating a counternarrative is the way sexual harassment issues are 
framed in the workplace within the forestry sector. Sexual harassment is seen as a topic 
that is not to be discussed openly or reported on because it will defame the institution 
and give them a bad name. Saraswati Aryal, a gender leader with the Ministry of Forests 
and Environment, said that this dominant narrative has been reframed by the Female 
Foresters Network members in this way: “Recognizing and tackling sexual harassment 
and punishing the culprit will make forestry a safe and dignified workspace.” 

Madhuri Mahato questioned the gendered roles in her family, where women are 
fully responsible for household work and it is normal for men to shy away from these 
responsibilities. Working women are also not exempt from these roles and are expected 
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to fulfill these responsibilities. Madhuri highlighted these issues and used several 
strategies to make household chores the responsibilities of both men and women. 
She   made her brothers and other men in her family take up these responsibilities. She 
reframed this dominant narrative by telling them, “Modern and educated men in the 
twenty-first century take up household responsibilities and work together with women.” 

Embraced the power of collective action
The gender leaders had been part of many networks before, but the lessons that they 
learned from the country and regional networks formed under the WAVES program 
made them realize the different ways they can use this space for their personal and 
professional growth. In the WAVES model, the gender network is an active platform for 
a safe and dignified space where all levels of members can voice their opinions, share 
their knowledge, clarify their doubts and get backstopping support, such as technical 
and psychosocial help. The new ideas and practices they learned in the training are 
owned and rolled out by the participants. This network model was replicated and 
expanded by the gender leaders within their organizations and contexts and generated 
several important results. 

For example, in the forestry sector, the three gender leaders are also the founders of 
the Female Foresters Network. It is a women-only network, created to form a dignified 
working space across the forestry sector for female staff and other members. The 
network encourages and invites other women from their networks, and today there 
are more than 700 women members who use the space regularly for personal and 
professional discussions. The space is also used to provide formal trainings, organize 
debates and lobby for gender equality issues. 

This network had a crucial role in creating a critical mass to establish sexual 
harassment and toxic masculinities as recognized barriers to women’s leadership within 
organizations that must be addressed legally. In addition to advocacy and lobbying, this 
platform has helped women foresters gain knowledge and be informed influencers and 
contributors in organizational policymaking, planning, implementation and monitoring 
processes. They have been able to include behaviour-related clauses into the National 
Gender Strategy and provide backstopping support to lobby for making the sexual 
harassment case within the government to take action against harassers. 

The Female Foresters Network leaders within the government have also formed 
a Gender Working Group comprising women from government, civil society 
organizations, federations, media and multilateral agencies. The government consults 
the Gender Working Group when developing policies and plans. Most of the Female 
Foresters Network members are also members of this group. This collaboration of 
networks helps to form a critical mass and amplify their influence and outreach. 

Within the Female Foresters Network, the gender leaders have replicated the WAVES 
coaching model by mobilizing 30 young female foresters, known as Team 30, and 
training them to be the second-generation gender leaders. Team 30 has become an 
important entry point to expand their outreach among the youths.
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Engaged with men
Engaging men from the pre- to post-training stages was an objective of the WAVES 
program. The few men who were engaged felt that there was space for them, no matter 
how much they are limited by their socially constructed masculinity. Such activities 
have helped men engage in the process of understanding and viewing social and 
gender inequality issues from different lenses. It has also brought more people into the 
process. In Nepal, the gender leaders have started leading gender-related discussions 
and are active members of the Gender Working Group formed by the Ministry of 
Forests and Environment. 

For example, Sindhu Dhungana, senior male gender leader champion, who used to be 
the gender focal point for the Ministry, made sure that adequate investment of time 
and resources was given to review the government policies and program documents. 
He organized separate full-day “writing shops” with gender experts to carefully review 
these documents. He has also changed the way male government officials are perceived 
by openly advocating for gender equality and making himself accessible to provide 
advisory support regarding gender issues.  

Sushma Bhattarai 

Sushma Bhattarai, a member of the 
Female Foresters Network, is a lecturer 
with the Institute of Forestry and was 
trained by the WAVES leaders. During the 
training with her students, they discussed 
and identified several gender-related 
issues that were not considered as issues 
before, either by the faculty members or 
the students. 

Although they felt discomfort about 
the ways the female and male staff and 
students were treated differently, they 
had never viewed it as a serious gender 
inequality issue. She was amazed to 
uncover the number of gender issues 
within her institution: the small number 
of women in the faculty and in decision-
making positions; the low priority given 
to women and the gender agenda; the 
working culture; the disparity in the 
infrastructure provided to women and 

men students; and the verbal, written, 
sexual, emotional and professional 
harassment women experience. 

Bhattarai documented, shared and 
started advocating against these issues 
through the Female Foresters Network. 
Together with colleague Network 
members and with backstopping support 
from RECOFTC, senior male allies and 
experts, they influenced the Institute 
of Forestry to regard gender issues as 
a serious component of the institution. 
They used webinars and workshops 
to organize gender discourses and 
dialogues, particularly on such topics as 
toxic masculinity, which is usually avoided. 
They prepared guidelines and a code of 
conduct to promote a gender-friendly 
working environment and incorporated 
gender into the curriculum. 
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Recognized how leadership happens in context
One of the important learnings from the WAVES program is the different and innovative 
ways the gender leaders found to practise their leadership. Which approach they 
chose depended on where they worked, their position in society and within their 
organizations, their socialization at home and their political and social networks. For 
some, being accepted as a gender trainer and including rural women from Terai in their 
trainings was a huge step. For others, it was to lobby and be successful in influencing 
the country’s national gender strategy. 

Opportunities for WAVES in Nepal 

 � Despite the high level of awareness and increased skills and confidence among 
the gender leaders, they still face resistance and barriers in their workplace, which 
affects the quality of their performance and contributions. For example, the division 
of roles and responsibilities within the organizations are highly gendered, and 
female professionals are often given fewer challenging tasks or, as in the case of 
the journalist, are often given administrative tasks rather than assignments to cover 
challenging issues. Although the gender leaders and their networks within and 
outside the forestry sector have been successful in naming and framing the sexual 
harassment issues in the workplace, raising and addressing it is still challenging 
and requires strategic and coordinated efforts to tackle it. However, they said that 
practising relational leadership and using their analysis and communication skills has 
largely helped them to identify these issues and manage them. 

 � Gender integration within forestry institutions is still viewed as an undertaking to 
challenge and compete with men and not about gender equality and transformation. 
For example, a webinar organized by the Female Foresters Network, led and 
moderated by the gender leaders, on understanding toxic masculinities within the 
forestry sector was disturbed by someone displaying a pornographic video. There is 
still more work to be done to build on the entry points that have been created by the 
gender leaders. 

 � WAVES gender leaders and other female staff who advocate and promote gender 
within the forestry sector are not recognized for their technical knowledge, skills and 
contributions but labelled as gender advocates or practitioners. Women’s technical 
expertise is often undermined, which can have implications on their professional 
growth. 

 � The narrow understanding of gender equality and poor capacities to conduct 
gender analysis has made it difficult to go beyond counting the number of women 
in leadership positions in committees or in livelihood-related activities. This gap has 
affected designing and adequately investing programs that address gender equality 
and women’s empowerment issues. Despite having the skills to understand these 
issues, the gender leaders were unable to influence their organization to conduct 
deeper analysis and make adequate investments. 
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Recommendations 

 � The WAVES package is based on the principles of participatory action research, which 
is conceptually a rigorous process that emphasizes the deep engagement of the 
facilitators and participants in all the stages of the program. The learning experiences 
from the WAVES program showed that addressing gender equality is beyond 
increasing participation of women and capacity-building trainings. Therefore, it is 
crucial for organizations and stakeholders working to promote relational leadership 
and gender equality to be aware and educated in the principles of participatory action 
research.

 � The WAVES program has supported the creation of several platforms and entry 
points, such as the gender networks and a pool of human resources, to promote 
relational leadership and participatory approaches and methods. A momentum has 
been created and is being actively expanded within and outside the gender leaders’ 
organizations. These platforms and entry points still require support to continue 
and expand the momentum created. For example, some activities, such as the 
webinars and dialogues through the Female Foresters Network, support safe spaces 
for psychosocial support to the female professionals, participatory trainings and 
increasing male alliance, should be supported. Collaboration with other agencies 
and actors in the forestry and environment sectors and dissemination of the WAVES 
approach should be done to mobilize other organizations to adopt these approaches. 

 � The learning and knowledge generated from the WAVES program should be 
systematically documented and used to influence, educate, develop and design 
gender equality programs and to make adequate investments. 



22

WAVES: Weaving Leadership for Gender Equality in Nepal 2019–2022

Endnotes

1. Pretty, J.N., Guijt, I., Thompson, J., and Scoones, I., Participatory Learning and Action: A 
trainer’s guide, IIED Participatory Methodology Series. London: Sustainable Agriculture 
Programme, IIED, 1995; WOCAN, Training Manual-Gender Integration in Planning, 2011. 

2. Gurung, B., and Menter, H., Mainstreaming Gender-sensitive Participatory Approaches: 
The CIAT case study. In Scaling Up and Out: Achieving Widespread Impact Through 
Agricultural Research, D. Pachico, ed. Cali, Colombia: Centro Internacional de 
Agricultura Tropical, 2004; WOCAN, Framework for Assessing Participatory Action 
Research Program Activities, 2010. 

3. Dominant narrative is an explanation or story that is told in service of the dominant 
social group’s interest and ideologies. Because dominant narratives are so normalized 
through their repetition and authority, they have the illusion of being objective and 
apolitical, when in fact they are neither.

4. Counternarrative has been coined as the term regarding the stories and lived 
experiences of those not in the dominant narrative or not allowed to be a part of it.
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Annex: Actions undertaken by the gender 
leaders

Activities With whom

1. Gender Leadership Co-Lab  
(2019–2022), inception meeting

(15 February 2019)

Workshop, 11 participants: all women (4 
Indigenous Peoples); participants from civil society 
organizations and the media

2. Project Cycle Management Training to 
Leaders (27–29 April 2019)

Training; 24 participants (20 women, 4 men; 
6 Indigenous Peoples) from civil society 
organizations

3. Institutional Strengthening and Capacity 
Enhancement Workshop, HIMAWANTI 
Nepal (17–18 February 2019)

Training, 21 participants (17 women and 4 
men; 4 Indigenous Peoples) from civil society 
organizations 

4. Establish Province Level Network (22 
October 2019)

Training, 67 participants (55 women and 12 men; 
14 Indigenous Peoples) from public, private and 
civil society organizations and networks and the 
media 

5. Province 2 Gender Strategy 
Development Workshop, HIMAWANTI 
Nepal (2019) 

Workshop and HIMAWANTI Province 2 was 
established

6. School gender awareness activity (2019) Workshop, 2 schools selected, meeting with the 
school management was done and the program 
was conducted 

7. Gender-related cases (2019–2020) Media articles, 10 cases developed

8. Gender-dedicated Facebook account 
creation (2019–2020)

Social media presence and Female Foresters 
Network 

9. Radio Narayani Gender Strategy Review 
(2019)

Gender strategy development for media; 
management and journalists

10. Ward Chairpersons Gender Sensitization 
and Awareness Workshop (2019)

Workshop at municipality level with ward 
chairpersons

11. Gender and planning training (2019) Training for deputy mayors of municipalities

12. Expert Consultation Meeting for Gender 
Strategy (1 January 2020)

22 participants (19 women, 3 men; 14 Indigenous 
Peoples) from public, private and civil society 
organizations and the media 

13. Tackling Toxic Masculine Culture in 
Forestry Sector: An opportunity for 
Transformation in collaboration with 
Female Foresters Network (29 May 
2020) 

Webinar, 272 participants (202 women, 70 men; 49 
Indigenous Peoples) from public, private and civil 
society organizations, communities, networks and 
the media

14. Experience of Professional Female 
Foresters, in collaboration with Female 
Foresters Network (1 May 2020)

Webinar, 108 participants (104 women, 4 men) 
from public, private and civil society organizations, 
community, networks and the media 

15. Basic Research Tips for Beginners, in 
collaboration with Female Foresters 
Network (5 May 2020)

Webinar, 123 participants (113 women, 10 men) 
from public, private and civil society organizations 
and networks 
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Activities With whom

16. Gender Equity and Social Inclusion in 
Forestry Sector: Status, Challenges and 
Opportunities, in collaboration with 
Female Foresters Network (16 May 
2020)

Webinar, 125 participants (113 women, 12 men) 
from public, private and civil society organizations, 
communities, networks and the media 

17. She Power in Conservation: Journey 
Towards Wilderness, in collaboration 
with Female Foresters Network (11 June 
2020)

Webinar, 145 participants (137 women, 8 men; 20 
Indigenous Peoples) from public, private and civil 
society organizations, communities, networks and 
the media 

18. Indigenous Women’s Perspective in 
Forestry and Climate Change webinar, 
in collaboration with Female Foresters 
Network (24 June 2020)

75 participants (73 women, 2 men; 35 Indigenous 
Peoples) from public, private and civil society 
organizations, communities and networks 

19. Biodiversity Conservation Efforts in 
Nepal, in collaboration with Female 
Foresters Network (22 July 2020)

Webinar, 139 participants (124 women, 25 men; 42 
Indigenous Peoples) from public, private and civil 
society organizations, communities, networks and 
the media

20. Women and GIS: Mapping their Stories 
webinar, in collaboration with Female 
Foresters Network (5 August 2020)

119 participants:108 women and 11 men (41 
IPs); participants from public, private, CSOs, 
community, and media and networks 

21. Gender-Inclusive Planning and 
Development Training for deputy 
mayors on gender-inclusive program 
implementation (6–7 April 2021) 

23 participants (70% women and 30% men); 
31% of the participants deputy mayors from 
municipalities; 18% of the participants deputy 
chairpersons from rural municipalities; 30% from 
different networks and civil society organizations; 
17% government officers; and 4% ward 
chairpersons

22. Development of gender strategy for 
Chautara and Bhumlu municipalities by 
consultants (2021)

Final draft submitted to the municipality after 
revision of first draft, which is under the process of 
approval; although, formation of new government 
at the local level has affected the approval process 

23. Two awareness workshops at Institute 
of Forestry, one for diploma students 
and one for BSc students (2021)

Organized by Kathmandu Forestry College, 
Female Foresters Network and RECOFTC Nepal 
with about 200 students

24. Gender Integration in Sustainable 
Forest Management, 4 webinars in 
collaboration with the Female Foresters 
Network (2021)

Webinar series: first one for field-based 
female foresters; second for women leading 
in community forest management; third for 
women from NGOs, academia, facilitators and 
researchers; fourth for working group members 
and other stakeholders at the national level to 
provide recommendations

25. Participatory Assessment, Reflection 
and Planning Workshop (24–25 
February 2021)

Conducted to identify progress and results 
achieved through WAVES program with the 
gender champions

26. Creation of Team 30 by Female 
Foresters Network (2020–2021)

Capacity enhancement and networking of future 
gender leaders



At RECOFTC, we believe in a future where 
people live equitably and sustainably in and 
beside healthy, resilient forests. We take a 
long-term, landscape-based and inclusive 
approach to supporting local communities 
to secure their land and resource rights, 
stop deforestation, find alternative 
livelihoods and foster gender equity. We 
are the only non-profit organization of our 
kind in Asia and the Pacific. We have more 
than 30 years of experience working with 
people and forests, and have built trusting 
relationships with partners at all levels. Our 
influence and partnerships extend from 
multilateral institutions to governments, 
private sector and local communities. Our 
innovations, knowledge and initiatives 
enable countries to foster good forest 
governance, mitigate and adapt to climate 
change, and achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals of the United Nations 
2030 Agenda.
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