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ABSTRACT 

	This study examines the role of gender participation in the management of protected areas under the jurisdiction of the Community Environment and Natural Resources Office (CENRO) in Northern Ilocos Sur, specifically in the Libunao Protected Landscape, Bigbiga Protected Landscape, and the Northern Luzon Heroes Hill National Park. Through a combination of surveys, interviews, and field observations, the research assesses gender roles, awareness, and involvement in management, identifies key stakeholders, and examines the strategies employed in this area. Findings indicate that both genders are actively engaged in various roles, including technical staff, park rangers, and some are members of the Protected Area Management Board (PAMB). Both sexes are also exposed to protected area activities, such as foot patrolling, information, education, and communication campaigns, as well as the crafting of a protected area management plan. Inclusive participation ensures that conservation strategies are comprehensive and considerate of the needs of all community members. The organizational culture within CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur also ensures equal treatment to all members, and gender-based bullying was not observed. Additionally, the recognition of outstanding individuals during Gender and Development (GAD) celebrations exemplifies the program's commitment to acknowledging contributions irrespective of gender, thereby motivating continued involvement and leadership. Moreover, the research emphasizes the importance of gender inclusivity in protected area management by fostering an environment where both men and women can actively participate. CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur not only enhances conservation efforts but also promotes social equity, demonstrating that gender-inclusive approaches lead to more sustainable and effective outcomes.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Protected areas (PAs) are considered natural ecosystems wherein human encroachment is restricted. This is done to conserve the unique features and biodiversity of the areas for succeeding generations. People with legitimate or historical land ownership live within the established boundaries (Tauli-Corpuz et al., 2020). Women’s and men’s relationships within the PAs and their buffer zones are crucial for the management of these natural habitats. Men and women also differ in management approaches. That is why understanding and addressing these dynamics and interactions will help in targeting efforts aimed at improving sustainability and equity in the use and management of natural resources (Ota et al., 2024).

In the study by Manfre and Rubin (2012), it was emphasized that gender roles are considered socially constructed expectations that outline the duties, behaviors, and responsibilities considered suitable for men and women. These roles are shaped by differences in access to forest utilization and knowledge about natural resources. These preferences and priorities are the result of socialization processes; wherein certain responsibilities are assigned to an individual based on their gender. Moreover, when women are empowered, they can contribute to developing programs and be equipped with the necessary competencies and resources to perform effectively in leadership responsibilities (Thelma & Ngulube, 2024).

Recognizing the perspectives of both genders provides an essential understanding of how they value natural resources and helps advance sustainable development. When women are involved, particularly in the management of forests, they can be empowered, increase their awareness of their rights, and become more aware of inequalities (de Vente et al., 2016). In addition, the participation of women in forest management and conservation contributes significantly to achieving environmental outcomes through effective forest governance, which is essential for sustainable conservation (Ameha et al., 2014).

In the context of biodiversity and natural resource management, adopting a gender perspective entails recognizing the relationships between men and women, particularly in relation to project initiatives. This approach takes into consideration the various roles and opportunities that each gender holds in accessing, utilizing, governing, and preserving natural resources. It also accounts for the differing impacts that environmental decline has on men and women (Gonzales & Martin, 2007).

Applying a gender-inclusive approach to the management and conservation of protected areas supports the initiatives set forth in the Program of Work on Protected Areas, established during the Seventh Conference of the Parties (CoP7) to the Convention on Biological Diversity in 2004 (Martin, 2007). Gender considerations also advance the objectives of the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly those related to gender equality and women’s empowerment, while addressing key priorities identified in the Platform for Action adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 (Gonzalez & Martin, 2007). The study by Jeevanasai et al. (2023) highlights that achieving SDG 5, which focuses on promoting independence and gender parity among women and girls, is crucial for attaining the other SDGs and establishing sustainable norms. Promoting gender equality can enhance productivity and, at the same time, the economic outcomes.

In the case of the Protected Area Management Office (PAMO) of CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur, the gender issues in PAs, particularly on the awareness and perception of PAs, have not been evaluated yet. Understanding the distinct responsibilities of men and women, along with recognizing the value of equitable participation, is essential for identifying issues, formulating solutions, guiding management strategies, and informing decision-making for the sustainable use of natural resources. Therefore, this study was conducted to examine the roles of men and women across different age groups in the conservation and safeguarding of protected areas in Northern Ilocos Sur, Philippines. This will also help in identifying a more efficient and participatory approach, paving the way for conservation management that is both more impactful and inclusive. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This study adapted a quantitative-descriptive research design and was conducted within the three PAs in Northern Ilocos Sur, Philippines, namely Libunao Protected Landscape, Bigbiga Protected Landscape, and the Northern Luzon Heroes Hill National Park. A survey questionnaire was used as the primary data collection instrument for the study. This evaluates the involvement, gender roles, and awareness in protected area management. The researchers also asked each participant to share any ideas they had regarding various gender-based issues. The needs of the PAMB and PAMO, particularly on the strategies to strengthen gender and development within the PA, were also gathered.

Additionally, site coordination and drafting of letters were completed prior to the survey's conduct. The study randomly selected participants from the PAMB, while all staff members of the PAMO were surveyed (Table 1). Face-to-face and online surveys, conducted using Google Forms, were employed during data collection. The collected data were tabulated and analyzed using descriptive statistical tools, including frequency, means, and percentages. The sample size is relatively small, and the findings are shared as descriptive insights specific to this group, rather than making broader generalizations.
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Figure 1: Map of the Three Protected Areas of CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur, Philippines

Table 1: Breakdown of Respondents from the Three Protected Areas of CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur, Philippines

	Bigbiga Protected Landscape

	Position
	Male
	Female

	Protected Area Superintendent
	
	1

	Assistant Protected Area Superintendent
	1
	

	Ecosystem Management Specialist
	2
	

	Protected Area Ranger
	2
	1

	Technical Staff
	1
	

	Protected Area Management Board Member
	1
	5

	Northern Luzon Heroes Hill National Park

	Protected Area Superintendent
	
	1

	Assistant Protected Area Superintendent
	1
	

	Ecosystem Management Specialist
	1
	1

	Protected Area Ranger
	7
	

	Technical Staff
	1
	

	Protected Area Management Board Member
	7
	2

	Libunao Protected Landscape

	Protected Area Superintendent
	
	1

	Assistant Protected Area Superintendent
	1
	

	Ecosystem Management Specialist
	
	2

	Protected Area Ranger
	2
	

	Technical Staff
	
	1

	Protected Area Management Board Member
	3
	4

	Total
	30
	19



3. results and discussion

I. SOCIO DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

Results showed that males (61.2%) comprised the majority of respondents, while females accounted for 38.8%. Although men dominate the sample, the presence of a substantial proportion of women indicates that female participation in PA management is recognized and valued. This gender representation supports inclusive and socially responsive approaches in the management of PAs. Moreover, the involvement of both men and women allows the integration of diverse perspectives, which is essential for designing effective conservation strategies, enhancing decision-making processes, and ensuring that management objectives reflect the needs and insights of different stakeholder groups. This ensures that programs/activities are aligned with both men's and women's perceptions and priorities (Martin, 2007). Ensuring a balanced representation of both men and women in the management of protected landscapes and involving them in IEC campaigns and fieldwork assignments helps promote productivity and equity (Gutierrez et al., 2025).


Based on the staffing data from CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur, a clear gender disparity is evident in role assignments among hired PAMO personnel (Table 1). Male employees predominantly occupy field-based and enforcement roles, including two Assistant Protected Area Superintendents (APASUs) and 11 PA Rangers. In contrast, there is only one female PA Ranger and no female APASU. Conversely, women are more represented in leadership and administrative roles, with two Protected Area Superintendents (PASU) being female and both genders equally represented in Information Officer positions. Notably, the technical role of Ecosystem Management Specialist (EMS) demonstrates gender balance, with three male and three female staff members, indicating progress towards gender equality in scientific and planning roles (Recabar et al., 2019). These patterns suggest ongoing efforts to mainstream gender in environmental governance while acknowledging persistent gaps in field-based roles.

The data reveal that individuals involved in managing the PAs are well-educated (Figure 2). It was found that 66% of the respondents graduated from college with various degrees, such as forestry, education, agricultural and biosystems engineering, and environmental science. These allow them to develop expertise in their field, especially in crafting orders and regulations, implementing conservation efforts, and conducting ecological assessments within their jurisdictions. Moreover, 2.10% hold a doctorate degree.  This was supported by a study by Richardson et al. (2020), which found that individuals with high educational levels develop a deeper understanding of environmental issues, and education plays a crucial role in effective management. 


Figure 2: Educational Attainment of Respondents
As shown in Figure 3, a significant proportion of respondents (34%) fall within the 31-40 age range. However, the distribution indicates a considerably balanced age representation of the working class in the three PAs. The presence of multiple age groups within the workforce is a good indicator of developing an innovative workplace with diverse skills and leadership of different generations. 

Figure 3: Age Distribution of Respondents

Results also revealed that a great majority (59.6%) of the respondents are married. Civil status can significantly influence an individual's perspectives and priorities. However, it was a notable observation that, despite their varying civil statuses, the respondents were able to consistently develop a sense of responsibility in managing PAs within their jurisdiction. In the study by Sirgy & Lee (2017), it was emphasized that a work-life balance is a strategy that helps individuals balance their personal and professional lives.


Figure 4: Civil Status of Respondents
II. SUPPORTING AGENCIES
There are various agencies that support members in managing their PAs. These include the Department of Science and Technology, the Philippine National Police, the Provincial Government of Ilocos Sur, the Office of the Congress, state universities and colleges adjacent to the PAs, local government units of the municipalities of Narvacan and Santa, and various people’s organizations. They help with the approval and implementation of projects and resolutions proposed by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources for the PAs. The successful management of PAs is influenced by the active participation of different stakeholders and other agencies. It helps foster collaboration, support community engagement, conservation efforts, and participation in decision-making to promote sustainability continuously. The study by Dalton et al. (2012) emphasized that stakeholder engagement can help ensure that decisions are better supported. In addition, it will help ensure that the rules implemented are more widely accepted and that the goals align with management's objectives. Stakeholders’ engagement ensures long-term success in the conservation efforts. Participatory decision-making can lead to a smoother enforcement of legal orders (Masagca, 2018). It is indeed important for protected area management authorities to facilitate effective partnerships; this collaboration can be achieved through the form of agreements or Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) (De Koning & Avramoski, 2021). Local communities' involvement in PA governance or administration is a fundamental component of many PA co-management strategies. It involves a quick conversation before PA creation to active involvement in day-to-day management decision-making, and participation can take several forms (Sterling et al., 2017; Reed, 2008; de Vente et al., 2016). Engaging both men and women in decision-making processes, coming from different sectors, ensures that conservation strategies are more comprehensive and reflective of the entire community's needs and priorities. This inclusive approach not only enhances the effectiveness of conservation policies but also promotes social equity and community resilience. For instance, in Bangladesh's Sundarban mangrove forest, women's participation in forest co-management has been influenced by factors such as family expectations and societal norms. Addressing these barriers through training and awareness campaigns can lead to more equitable and effective forest governance. (Begum, et al., 2024).

III. STRATEGIES FOR GENDER INCLUSIVE APPROACHES
The most frequent response from respondents regarding the gender strategies applied in the PAs is that members are treated equally regardless of gender (Figure 5). This result highlights the importance of equal treatment, particularly in promoting social equity.

In addition, the CENRO in the province of Ilocos Sur has adopted various strategies aimed at promoting a gender-inclusive environment. As highlighted by the respondents, their attendance in the GAD trainings and seminars related to violence against women and basic gender sensitivity orientations allows them to strengthen their connection with the other gender. These strategies, as outlined in the Magna Carta of Women and the Philippine GAD Agenda, are applied by CENRO Ilocos Sur. In response to a strengthened global agenda, biodiversity conservation activities now promote gender equity and increasingly recognized both men and women in effective management (Lau,2020). This aligns with the research conducted in the Maasi societies, where the rights of women were recognized. They have rights in creating decisions, financial matters, and involvement in employment opportunities (Muiruri, 2024). 


Figure 5: Gender Inclusive Approaches to Protected Area Management
Through the years, the inequality between men and women has been one of the concerning issues in the world. However, the value of women is now being recognized. They are actively involved in the decision-making process, which is crucial for reconstruction efforts. Utilizing women's capacities, including their skills and knowledge, can help in risk identification and building security for families and communities (United Nations, n.d.). Moreover, the voices and ideas of women members of PAs were incorporated into the crafting of regulations and policies, as well as various conservation activities within their jurisdiction.  It was also emphasized that women empowerment and inclusion in the activities can help solve issues. Women involvement in projects can make environmental outcomes more likely to succeed (Hargrove & Sommer, 2022).

IV. RESPONDENTS’ AWARENESS OF GENDER ISSUES
The respondents emphasize that they are aware that PA management is considered gender transformative, obtaining the highest percentage in all the categories (Fig
ure 6). This type of management contributes to promoting gender equality and gender-responsive efforts. It highlights the essential role of establishing gender-responsive management to foster inclusive development for both the environment and PA members. PA members in the jurisdiction of CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur consistently champion gender-transformative leadership and management. Regardless of gender, each member is given equal opportunities to express their ideas and suggestions during meetings and other activities, such as the formulation of rules and regulations. They also have an influence on the implementation of DENR projects and activities. Members are given the opportunity to exchange information on various strategies that can be applied in managing the areas. A gender-transformative protective management plan is crucial for addressing and mitigating gender-based vulnerabilities, particularly in contexts such as disaster risk reduction and humanitarian response.


Figure 6: Respondents' Awareness of Gender Issues in Protected Area Management

Furthermore, a gender-transformative management plan helps address gender-based vulnerabilities while also identifying disaster risk and environmental responses. The assessment of men and women in planning, policies, and programs is a global strategy that helps promote gender equality and ensures it becomes a central focus of plan and activity development (Alston, 2014). The Hyogo Framework for Action (2005–2015) of the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) emphasized that gender is a crucial component of disaster risk management and should be included in plans and policies. Including all genders in management processes is beneficial for generating solutions to problems (Kaur & Arora, 2020). Additionally, various projects have demonstrated the benefits and positive results of involving women in decision-making, monitoring, implementation, and evaluation (Westermann et al., 2005).

V. RESPONDENTS’ INVOLVEMENT IN PROTECTED AREA MANAGEMENT

The study highlights that respondents strongly agree that men and women were both involved in the management of the area (Figure 7). This was supported by the involvement of members in crafting policies, implementing projects, and conducting meetings. Men and women perceive that gender bullying is not a very alarming issue since most of the respondents strongly agree that there is no gender-based bullying.  It is also a good indicator that the higher authorities within the organization promote and formulate activities about gender and development. Members were also involved in activities, such as establishing retail stalls that offered a variety of goods at affordable prices, including agricultural crops. This activity enables them to establish a connection with the opposite gender, promotes environmental awareness, and helps combat violence against women. Another recognition is the awarding of the most outstanding Juan (male) and Juana (female) employee during the GAD celebration.   Some of the identified gender roles include PA technical staff, park ranger, EMS, PASU, APASU, and members of PAMB. Wherein both men and women are involved in these various roles. 

Figure 7: Respondents' involvement in the management of the Protected Area

When examining problems and creating solutions, women's diverse expertise, perceptions, experiences, and interpretations can enhance management and offer new perspectives (World Bank, 2015). Additionally, women's involvement produces a distinct type of leadership that can help navigate challenging policy issues (UNEP, 2015). According to Di Chiro (2008), women’s participation and gender analysis facilitate the resolution of issues such as justice and equity. It can also help identify the various contexts in which different actors work and produce conservation efforts. Empowering women in decision-making, extension activities, and skills training is essential. These are practical ways to support women and recognize their contributions to natural resource management (Bilal Ahmad Bhat and Samreena Aushiq, 2023).


4. Conclusion

The integration of gender-responsive approaches in the management of PAs in Northern Ilocos Sur, Philippines, signifies a progressive stride towards inclusive environmental governance. Both men and women actively contribute to the development and implementation of policies, ensuring that diverse perspectives are considered in decision-making processes.

A notable indicator of this inclusivity is the equal treatment of all members, regardless of gender, as reflected in the strategies applied within the PAs. This approach aligns with global initiatives that recognize the importance of women's involvement in conservation efforts. For instance, the development of the protected area management plan, which involves women in decision-making, emphasizes the enhancement of women's roles within protected area governance, aiming to increase their influence and participation in decision-making processes. Furthermore, the absence of gender-based bullying among respondents highlights a positive organizational culture that fosters respect and equality. This environment is conducive to collaborative efforts, where both genders can work together towards common conservation goals.

The active participation of both men and women in various roles, such as technical staff, park rangers, and members of the PAMB, demonstrates a practical application of gender equality principles. This inclusive participation ensures that conservation strategies are comprehensive and considerate of the needs and contributions of all community members. Hence, the efforts of CENRO Northern Ilocos Sur in promoting gender equality within PA management not only enhance conservation outcomes but also contribute to the empowerment of both men and women in the community. By fostering an inclusive environment, the program sets a precedent for sustainable and equitable environmental governance.

RECOMMENDATION 

This study recommends the formulation of more Gender and Development (GAD) training and seminars to strengthen the relationships among members, regardless of gender. Engage stakeholders through team-building activities to ensure a grounded and actionable outcome for projects and policy implementations. In addition, future researchers can utilize the study's results to inform policy guidelines that incorporate gender equity in PA management. Lastly, this study recommends assessing the impact of gender-inclusive management through further research to identify socio-cultural and institutional barriers in PA management.
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