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Bitter cassava and women:
an intriguing response to food
security

Linley Chiwona-Karltun, Chrissie Katundu,
James Ngoma, Felistus Chipungu,
Jonathan Mkumbira, Sidney Simukoko and
Janice Jiggins

Many farmers not only prefer, but also
grow a higher proportion of bitter cassava
cultivars than sweet cultivars - despite
higher levels of toxins and more work
required to process the bitter cassava.
Women in particular prefer the bitter
cassava cultivars, despite the additional
processing work, because they have
superior end-product qualities and because
the toxin protects the crop from intruders
of all kinds, man and beast alike. This
article looks at the difficulties faced by
farmers in Malawi, where the dominant
maize crop does not provide food security.
The farmers were having problems in
obtaining cassava stem cuttings with
desirable characteristics, and genderbalanced exchange visits between farmers
in different areas were successful in
helping to address this problem. The needs
of women farmers that were single, de jure
or de facto, became clear in these visits they were keen to select as many bitter
cassava varieties as possible, in order to
minimise the risk of crop failure.

22 Small change crops - the
marginalisation of women
farmer’s priorities
Carine Pionetti

“Small change” crops are suited to
dryland conditions, grow without any
extravagant need of inputs, and meet the
food and fodder requirements of the
household. As a woman farmer from Pipri
said “If we only grow cotton, where is the
fodder for our cattle going to come
from?”. Yet, a majority of agricultural
extension officers, agricultural scientists,
breeders, rural bank managers and even
policy-makers pay no attention to the
queries and concerns of women, especially
when they are ‘merely’ poor farmers. In
domains that are typically under women’s
responsibility, like seed saving, weeding,
and cooking, it is quite vital that women’s
concerns be allowed to emerge and to
inform policies. This article looks at the
difference in women’s and men’s
perceptions, and the need for a sustained
effort on the part of agricultural extension
workers, scientists and policy-makers to
understand women’s practices and
perceptions in agriculture, including
cultural, social and symbolic dimensions.
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Members of Salato Women’s Groups
have been successful in developing
several important food security items
that group members are now
producing for household level use.
While the PTD methods have already
resulted in several good products, the
Salato Group members have learned
that technology development is an
ongoing process and they continue to
seek new and better ways of
preserving their meat and milk
products. Positive outcomes of their
work have included increased income
and other benefits - from a camel drug
fund to greater food security.

DEAR READERS
There seems to be general agreement on the fact that in many parts of the world, women are taking on
an increasing responsibility for agricultural production, as men are becoming increasingly absent from
farms and rural areas. The reasons behind this trend are many - including factors such as low prices for
agricultural produce and the need to increase cash income, leading to male migration to urban centres in
search of work; and the AIDS epidemic, which is increasing its toll on the most productive generation,
leaving older women and children behind with the task of supporting themselves. So what are the
responses to this trend? How does the formal agricultural system tackle the challenge of supporting
women and children with appropriate technologies and supportive measures such as credit?
These were the issues we wanted to explore in this issue, and we tentatively called the theme the
“Feminisation of Agriculture”. Unfortunately, we quickly became frustrated. We simply could not find
good examples of practical solutions. We found lots of studies about the problems and constraints women
farmers face and about how important they are as food producers. But almost nothing on how to assist
them. We started to wonder if we were looking in the wrong places. Surely, after thirty years of gender
focus in development co-operation there had to be something positive happening for the women involved
in agriculture?
After a lot of searching we compiled the material that you will read in this issue. It is less practical and
offers fewer solutions than we had hoped - instead it provides an understanding of the challenges that
women farmers face and of how important it is to understand the gender dimensions in agriculture if you
are hoping to change things for the better.
However, we are not satisfied with this. We are still hoping that we have actually missed lots of
interesting and useful approaches that benefit women farmers. Please get in touch with us if you have
good experiences to share!
The Editors

The feminisation
of agriculture
Editorial

The majority of the world’s agricultural producers are women.
They produce over 50% of the food that is grown worldwide
– more in most developing countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for
example, women produce around 80 percent of food, both for
household consumption and for sale. Women are usually
responsible for food processing and also make a major
contribution to food storage, transportation and marketing
– although they seldom control the revenue generated. In almost
all societies, rural women tend to work longer hours than men.
Although the gender distribution of work and responsibilities
varies with country, culture and situation, women are usually
responsible for at least a large share of food production,
preparation and processing, as well as the more fundamental roles
of nurturing and caring for children and the elderly.
Despite these recognised facts and a considerable amount of development rhetoric about gender issues, women are still restricted in
their role as farmers by unequal rights and unequal access to and
control over resources, especially land. In India, Nepal and
Thailand, for example, fewer than 10 percent of women farmers
own land. In Kenya, although 98% of women work full-time in the
agrarian sector, only 5% have land ownership titles (Schüssler
p.28). Equal rights are internationally agreed upon in a number of
instruments (see box), however this is slow to translate into practice.
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In addition, women still carry out their work without much help
from agricultural support mechanisms such as extension agencies,
input suppliers and credit institutions. Women farmers receive less
than 5% of extension services worldwide. The priorities of the
woman farmer are rarely reflected in agricultural research or
national policies, and when they are, this is often not translated
into practice in agricultural development planning. Women, as
producers, still remain largely invisible and unsupported.
Mainstream investments and development interventions tend to
focus elsewhere – and as a result, they are often ineffective.
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So far, rural women have shouldered their burdens and often
manage to cope. Modern times, however, have added to their load.
In many parts of the world today there is an increasing trend
towards what has been termed the ‘feminisation of agriculture’.
Men are becoming increasingly absent from farms and rural
areas. In the face of economic change, men are migrating from
rural areas to towns and cities, in their own countries or abroad, in
search of paid employment. In addition, war, sickness and death
from HIV/AIDS take a high toll on rural male populations.
Women are therefore taking more and more responsibility for
agricultural production, and there has been a great increase in the
proportion of households headed by women.

Single: de facto or de jure?
A woman (or man) can be “single” in two different ways: de jure or de facto.
If she is not married, or a widow, she is in fact and in the legal sense single –
she is single de jure.
If she is married and her husband is alive, but for one reason or another
is not living with her, she is considered single de facto. That is, she is not
single in a legal sense but in practice.
It is an important distinction, as a woman’s status and rights are often
strongly dependent on her marital status. In particular, a woman’s access
and rights to productive resources, as well as the income from what she
produces, is often strongly dependent on her civil status.

Ethiopian farmer and her ensete crop. Photo: Flemming Nielsen

One-third of all rural sub-Saharan African households are now
women-headed. Women heads of household are often younger and
less educated than their male counterparts, and have less land, less
capital and less labour available to them. The land and other
resources that they do use and have access to are usually controlled
by the owner (often their husband) who also has the decision
making power and retains it even if absent from the farm.
What can be done to support women farmers? The contributions
of authors to this issue of LEISA cover a wide range of issues
addressing the many facets of women’s role in agriculture.

Different priorities, strengths, and needs
Women farmers often have different priorities to their male
counterparts, and this can, in many cases, be related to their more
direct role in feeding the family. Pionetti (p. 22) describes the
stark contrast in the depiction of agricultural practices by women
and men farmers in India. Men eagerly speak of their cash crops
and commercialised agriculture, whereas women farmers speak
about the food crops they grow, and value crop diversity.
Chiwona-Karltun et al (p.14) describe how men are more
interested in sweet cultivars of cassava, because they have a wellestablished market, whereas women prefer bitter cultivars for food
security reasons, even though it takes more work to process.
In China, as in many other cultures, there is a traditional
expectation that ‘men control the outside world, and women the
inner world of the home’(Song and Jiggins p.6). Such traditional
perspectives can contribute to the lop-sidedness of “gender blind”
information, collected by outsiders with the intention of helping a
community. It is usually the men who provide information to
outsiders, as such communication belongs in the “outside world”.
This means that women’s priorities are often overlooked, unless
they are specifically taken into account.
With the “feminisation” process, women must expand their world
to include “outer world” aspects of agriculture and community
responsibilities. Not taking women into account can mean
ignoring not only the particular needs of women as opposed to
men, but whole households headed by women who now have to
take on double the responsibility.

The social effects of a changing economy
Economic change, driven by external forces, can unbalance
gender relations and leave women with limited options. Lapoutre
(p. 24) describes a process of community upheaval where rapid
appraisal methods, which mainly focus on tangible information,
were simply not sufficient to understand the processes of social
change. By digging deeper and understanding the social dynamics
of the situation, members of the community were able to relate the
negative spiral of changing economic and social circumstances to
changing cultural habits and preferences. Based on this
understanding, it may be possible to rebuild a healthy community
with space for women to develop, economically and socially.
Understanding the social aspects of economic change can also
help to assess the merits of other options. Eisses and Chaikam (p.
26) describe the social benefits obtained by members of the Don
Jieng Organic Farmers Group, who, after changing to organic
agriculture, did not have time to work in the city, due to the
increased labour requirements of organic production. Moreover,
they no longer needed to work in the city to pay for agricultural
inputs. The economic benefits of farming organically were not
very different to the economic benefits of farming with inputs, but
the social benefits of having the men in the village meant that
membership of the organic farmer’s group doubled within a year.

Access to and control of resources
Access to and control of resources is a power issue. In most
developing countries, women’s access to land and other resources
is constrained as a result of cultural, traditional and sociological
factors. This can also extend to agrarian reform. Schüssler (p.28)
highlights the need to pay special attention to gender perspectives
in all forms of land redistribution, entitlement programs and
accompanying measures. This means not only making sure that
women do not face active discrimination such as (in points-based
land distribution schemes) awarding men higher points, but also
compensating for indirect discrimination - such as awarding points
for a higher education, in areas where women are discriminated
against in the education system. Without a title to land, women
have less control over their production and are often also denied
membership of co-operatives and other rural organisations, and the
accompanying benefits. Women have more and more
responsibilities in the agricultural sector - they must also be
allowed the power to effectively meet these responsibilities!

Mainstreaming gender considerations

Gender is the term for the socially and culturally defined roles for each of
the sexes. Although women are women everywhere on earth and men are
men, what is considered a “normal activity” for each of the sexes varies
from place to place and from culture to culture. In one place it is normal for
women to do most of the land preparation, whereas in another, it may be
done exclusively by men. In one place it can be normal for women to do the
fishing, whereas in another, fishing is reserved for men. The variation in
these roles suggests that the different activities of women and men in
practice have less to do with their biological sex, than with the social and
cultural context in which they live. We talk about gender rather than sex
because while a person’s sex does not change, gender roles are socially
determined and can evolve together with society.

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights http
• World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development 1979
• Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women
• Agenda 21 adopted at the Rio Summit 1992
• Vienna Declaration and Program of Action 1993
• Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 1995
• Copenhagen Declaration on Social Development and the Program of
Action of the World Summit for Social Development 1995
• Habitat Agenda adopted in June 1996 by the World Conference on
Human Settlements (Habitat II)
• Commission on Human Rights resolution 2000/13 concerning
“Women’s equal ownership of, access to and control over land and the
equal rights to own property and to adequate housing”.
See www.ileia.org for links to many of these agreements on internet.

Simple technology to lighten the work
Women tend to work longer hours than men, and yet their needs
and priorities are rarely considered in the research and
development of agricultural technology. Simple labour-saving
technologies can help women considerably in daily tasks such as
food processing and storage, as well as food production and work
related to water, sanitation, fuel and food preparation. Ross and
Ross (p. 9) provide examples of several simple tools that can help
relieve women’s drudgery, such as wheeled hoes and broadforks.
By taking women’s needs into account in technology
development, such simple implements can greatly increase
women’s quality of life - and the time available to do other work.

Never underestimate what women can do!
Where women are given space and opportunities, they can
become tremendously valuable leaders in restoring community
cohesion. Women Animal Health workers in India, for example
(Ghotge and Ramdas, p. 16) apart from their role as ‘healers’,
have also begun to take on leadership roles within the village
women’s groups and the community. They have been helping to
resolve conflicts within families and to mobilise others in the
village to address gender issues. These women feel that by
acquiring specific skills through training, they have gained status
in the family as well as in society. They work closely and in
harmony with the village healers, who are usually men.
Women’s groups involved in participatory technology
development (Van Walsum, p.10 and Lemunyete p.20) have
developed many successful technologies and these groups have
even, in some cases, formed their own teams to train other groups
and their families in the technologies developed.
The solution to the problems posed by the feminisation of
agriculture is not simply a matter of recognising the value of
women in a static sense. Rural communities are changing, and the
role of women must be seen in the context of their role in
community development. One fact becomes very clear, on
reading the contributions of authors to this issue of LEISA:
Women are the primary supports of the community. Food security,
as well as the social health of the community, depends on
including them in the development process.
■
References
- Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 1998: Rural Women and
Food Security: Current situation and perspectives. FAO, Rome.
- The Hunger Project, 1999. The African Woman Food Farmer Initiative Reference
Guide for Leaders. http://64.224.173.9/prize/99/prospectus.html
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Development organisations need to take gender considerations
into account. Women have different needs and priorities, which
are at least as important for food security as those of the men.
“Gender mainstreaming” means that all activities conducted by a
particular organisation must take into account different gender
needs, and target them explicitly. De las Mercedes Rocha et al
(p.18) and van Walsum (p.10) describe the importance of
including both women and men in gender sensitisation - and how
to bring it back into your own organisation.

Women’s rights in international treaties – some examples
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Maize cobs. Photo: A.Conti (FAO)

The feminisation of agriculture
and the implications for maize
development in China
Yiching Song and Janice Jiggins
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Research carried out in the mid-1990s highlighted the rapid
socio-economic changes taking place in Chinese agriculture.
International and national maize breeders, as well as to local
authorities in Southwest China, began to consider the
implications of these changes for the conservation, development
and use of maize genetic materials.
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The most profound changes were found to be in the structure of
rural households and farming systems, and related changes in the
role of women on the farm. These changes could be characterised
as the ‘feminisation of agriculture’, which in China has multiple
causes and effects. As the pressure increases on poor rural
households to participate in the cash economy, men are migrating
in ever-larger numbers to seek wage employment in cities, local
industries, or irrigated agriculture in the lowlands. The bias
toward male migration is formed in part by the patriarchal
expectations of the family. The husband is supposed to provide for
his family economically, guide the household’s decisions, and
mediate its relations with the outside world. Male migration is
also favoured by gender discrimination in the wage labour market,
which favours men over women in terms of job opportunities, and
pays them higher wages even for the same work.
Women are thus assuming a larger and larger responsibility for
meeting the household and food needs of the rural family, while
the men seek to make their way in the modern economy, creating
a system known as ‘two households, one family’. Rural women

are also assuming the costs of bringing up children, at a time
when China’s ‘one child’ policy has reduced the amount of
household and farm labour available to support women’s efforts.
In the absence of their male relatives, women also are taking on
unfamiliar roles in community leadership at a time when the
certainties of government provision are giving way to the
uncertainties and challenges of the market. The traditional
division of labour between farm men and women, captured in
the folk slogan ‘the men till and the women weave’, is
surrendering to the new reality of ‘women till and the men work
in industry’. A survey of farmers has shown that, in selected
areas of the three Southwest provinces of Guangxi, Yunan, and
Guizhou, women comprise more than 85 per cent of the
agricultural labour force. At the same time, the traditional
expectation that ‘men control the outside world, and women the
inner world of the home’, is giving way to the reality that women
must stretch their ‘inner world’ to include farming and
community responsibilities.
Two of the most difficult challenges that women face in their
new roles at the head of farms were shown to be:
1) Accessing viable improved seed from the public sector
agencies responsible for seed management, and
2) Maintaining a range of varieties that have the particular
characteristics suited to women’s preferences and farming
conditions.
It was noted that two parallel seed systems were in place: one
that is supported by the formal plant breeding and extension

sector, and one that is maintained by poor farm women
themselves. The formal sector is focussed on the breeding and
dissemination of hybrid, high-yielding varieties, and is driven by
the government’s push to raise yields per hectare. In favourable
conditions, these hybrids provide stable and high yields.
However, many of the formal sector’s hybrid products were the
result of single crosses and lacked the buffering capacity to
withstand environmental shocks or to sustain yields in the face
of production constraints. In most smallholder subsistence
farming areas in Southwest China, the conditions are not at all
favourable, and women farmers also experience great
difficulties in getting access to hybrid seed. Therefore, they rely
upon exchanging the seed from their own harvests amongst
themselves and on their indigenous maize breeding practices.

The formal maize breeding and seed supply system
before the new seed law
From women farmers’ point of view, the almost exclusively male
networks of influence and communication in the formal system,
which persisted up to the end of 2000, were impossible to
penetrate. Women’s specific needs, skills, and knowledge were
largely ignored. The primary stakeholder in the formal plant
breeding process was the Ministry of Agriculture. The Ministry
in turn was linked to public service extension agents, so-called
‘leading’ farmers, government plant breeders and governmentcontrolled seed companies. At the same time, the government’s
policy of increasing yields through the development and release
of hybrids, failed to deliver products that were adapted to the
real farming conditions in the smallholder sector.

The tensions created by divergent interests, communication blocks
and deteriorating institutional relations between the central and
local authorities, began to threaten the continued functioning of
the formal seed system. At the same time, the political authorities
were concerned that millions of poor farmers remained beyond
the reach of the formal system and at risk of hunger, while the
scientific capacities of the formal system did not seem to be able
to reconcile production and conservation goals.

The new Seed Law: opening to innovation
Toward the end of the 1990s, the government began moving to
ease the situation by liberalising and privatising certain roles and
functions. The People’s Congress approved a new Seed Law that
became effective December 1, 2000. It allowed the

The opportunities that the new law opened up for local initiative,
and the entry of new participants into seed production and
exchange, can be illustrated by reference to developments in the
state of Guangxi. Guangxi Maize Research Institute (GRMI) had
formerly exercised a monopoly on maize seed production in the
state. Under the new Seed Law, it was able, without reference to
any other authority, to sign contracts with a ‘seed production
base’ such as a village or farmers’ organisation, for the
production of new planting seed. The conditions of such
contracts are that the seed production base must be ready and
able to multiply the seed that GMRI develops, and to sell the
seed harvest back to the GMRI for distribution to other areas.
The villagers or farmers benefit by receiving twice the normal
price for the new seed, in comparison with sales of unimproved
maize seed to the government.
However, since the incentive price for maize seed remains lower
than the market price, new tensions have developed between the
GMRI and its suppliers. Meanwhile, since all of the early
contracts were issued to ‘seed production bases’ controlled by
men, and to units in the somewhat more favoured areas, at first
poor women farmers continued to be excluded.

Women farmers as expert maize breeders
In the case study village of Wenteng, women farmers definitely preferred
open pollinated varieties (OPVs) to hybrid varieties, for a number of
reasons:
• The seeds can be saved and used again the following year, whereas
hybrids lose their vigour after one cropping cycle;
• Farmers can manipulate the genetic material themselves to produce
varieties that have desired characteristics related, for example, to
yield, stress resistance, taste, storage, and cooking qualities, and to the
intensity of crop management;
• OPVs offer the potential for continuing evolution at local level. The
1998 CIMMYT Impact Study was one of the first to document in detail
the practices by which women acquired, maintained, and refreshed
their preferred varieties through OPV hybridisation.
• OPVs can be crossed with materials brought into the farming system
from elsewhere, including those obtained through the formal seed
system. The word ‘creolisation’ is used in this context to refer to the
processes by which farmers maintain and improve introduced
cultivars.
Women who are known in the village to be expert maize breeders skilfully
control the breeding process, from field design to seed selection through
to pollination. The women claim that they have maintained their
landraces (traditional varieties) through generations by separating the
planting of landraces in space and time. The seed that is destined for the
following year’s planting is harvested, cultivar by cultivar, in a three-step
process. The first step is to select the best plants from the middle of the
field, that is, healthy, vigorous plants with big maize ears. Step two is to
select the best ears based on cob size, length, and the number of seed
rows. Step three is to select the best grains from the middle portion of
each ear, based on kernel size, shape, quality, and colour.
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There were also institutional problems. The breeders tended to
blame the extension workers for not communicating the
advantages of the modern varieties (MVs) strongly enough and
hence not getting them into the hands of sufficient numbers of
farmers. The extension workers blamed the farmers for the poor
adoption of MVs in more marginal farming areas. Further, since
extensionists working in these areas communicated almost
exclusively with the minority population of male farmers, they
provided distorted feedback to higher authorities regarding the
changes taking place in the structure of farming and regarding
farmers’ needs. In addition, local governments, Ministry officials
and seed companies were rewarded on the basis of the number of
new hybrid seed varieties released and planted, which biased the
formal system toward agricultural areas that were more favourable
for the production of released varieties. Also around this time,
some official voices began to express concern about the loss of
biodiversity in the more favoured areas where the more
genetically uniform MVs were displacing farmers’ own varieties.

establishment of pilot schemes in order to test local options for a
more effective seed system that might reconcile production and
conservation goals, and to test ways to bring the formal seed
system and poor farmers’ seed systems into a mutually
supportive relationship.
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The process of collaboration
Since the beginning of 2000, a Participatory Plant Breeding
(PPB) project has been implemented in Guangxi province by the
Center of China Agricultural Policy. The general goal of the
project is to enhance the linkages and collaboration between the
formal and farmers’ systems. PPB and PVS (Participatory
variety selection) field trials have been used as a platform for
interaction and collaboration between the main stakeholders, i.e.
women and men farmers, extensionists and breeders. Six Farmer
Plant Breeding Villages were selected in the trial area to
represent farmers’ seed systems. They were selected on the basis
of the previous research and through an analyses of local
stakeholders, in order to represent a range of agro-ecosystems
and socio-economic conditions, as well as a range of potential
opportunities for institutional collaboration with women farmer
groups.

during a field day held in June, 2001. The farmers mostly
preferred improved varieties of established landraces and
creolised populations over the ‘superior’ hybrid preferred by the
formal breeders. The formal breeders assessed a variety almost
exclusively in terms of yield and its value in the breeding
programme, whereas farmers were also interested in a variety’s
performance during drought, or its ability to perform well even
if fertiliser was not used, whether or not seed could be saved for
the next year’s planting, or the plant’s shape, grain colour, and
cooking quality.
In addition to the differences in the selections made by men and
women farmers, the farmers from different villages also made
different selections, reflecting the distinct climatic and other
conditions of each village.

Conclusion
In all, the partners who work in the formal organisations are
recognising just how heterogeneous farmers’ needs and
opportunities are, and that a ‘one size fits all’ approach will not
assist China to develop its agriculture as efficiently and as
productively as the authorities would like. Since the numbers of
farmers and the areas to be covered are huge, this in turn is
forcing an acceptance of a greater role for local organisations
controlled by farmers and villagers themselves, as effective
counterparts to the formal plant breeding and seed
dissemination system.

Women farmers taking notes in a maize field. Photo: Yiching Song
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In the beginning, it was something of a surprise to the scientists
and extension workers to discover that men and women, the
poorer and better off farmers, or farmers in different farming
areas, can make different choices when selecting the varieties,
and varietal characteristics that they prefer. Today, these actors
are together learning, among other things:
• how to characterise the goals and needs of different types of
farmers and of professional plant breeders, as well as the
socio-economic environments in which maize is grown;
• male and female farmers’ preferences, their indigenous
practices and knowledge of plant breeding, seed selection
and landrace maintenance; and
• to identify the genetic importance of existing landraces and
other creolised local varieties.
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The scientists are also trying to understand how farmers have
used the genetic material introduced by the formal seed system
to create creolised local varieties.
In the process, the male extension workers and scientists are
beginning to recognise how women’s preferences are linked to
their roles in the household. For example, women consistently
give a higher rating to ‘cooking quality’, and to their need to
ensure food security even if planting seed cannot be purchased
from the market. In contrast, men tend to give higher preference
to characteristics that match the demands of the market, such as
ability to yield well when grown together with other high value
crops such as sweet potato. They are also realising that there are
marked differences in the number and type of selection criteria
that professional plant breeders consider important, compared to
farmers. For example, six men and ten women farmers, three
men and four women extension workers, and six men and two
women formal plant breeders together examined maize trials

The collaboration is leading to changes in the ways that plant
breeders and extension workers think about their work and
behave towards women and men farmers. Over time, the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes of the breeders and
extensionists, on the one hand, and the farmers, on the other, are
drawing closer together, which strengthens all participants.
■
Yiching Song. Senior Research Fellow, Centre for Chinese Agricultural Policy,
Chinese Academy of Science. Email: Yiching.Song@wur.nl
Janice Jiggins. Independent consultant and researcher, Gender Representative
for the CGIAR Participatory Research and Gender Analysis Programme.
Email: janice.jiggins@inter.nl.nt

An Indian women’s self help group - planning a future. Photo: AME

Women can move the earth
Experiences in working with Indian women farmers
Edith van Walsum

The Deccan Plateau is a drought prone region in South India
covering substantial parts of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu. 81% of this region is under rain fed
farming. The Green Revolution has largely bypassed this area and
there is a serious over-exploitation of the natural resource base.
With the opening up of markets due to globalisation policies, the
price of agricultural produce has crashed, poverty is increasing and
male migration is on the rise. The number of de facto femaleheaded households is increasing, leaving women with the
responsibility for managing their farms and ensuring food security
- although they do not have the authority to make decisions.

experiment with LEISA technologies so that they can develop and
continuously adjust their own “package of practices”.
AME has encouraged its partner organisations to look seriously at
gender in agriculture. We have promoted a household approach,
whereby a conscious effort is made to involve both women and
men in the PTD/FFS processes. This is what we refer to as gender
mainstreaming. The immediate objective of gender mainstreaming
is that the PTD/FFS process itself will be more effective and its
results more sustainable. The long-term objective is that gender
mainstreaming should contribute to women’s empowerment, by
providing access to knowledge and institutions and giving an
added impetus to ongoing processes of social organisation and
empowerment.
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Realising the important role women play in the development
process, NGOs started organising women’s Self-Help Groups
(SHGs) in the mid eighties. It quickly became clear that women’s
SHGs often functioned better than the men’s groups. The focus of
these groups has been on credit and savings, and today women’s
SHGs are receiving increasing recognition from governmental
development agencies and the formal banking system. These
developments have lead to a tremendous growth in women’s
individual and collective self-respect and their visibility in the
community. This has had a positive impact on development in
general, but the role of women as agricultural producers still
remains largely unrecognised and has not been addressed.

Engendering organisations
Over the past eight years AME has engaged in comprehensive
capacity building processes with NGO networks and farmers in
South India. The focus has been on training NGOs and farmers to
implement Participatory Technology Development (PTD)
processes and Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Farmer Field
Schools (FFS). Both approaches aim at experiential learning,
through agro-ecosystem analysis followed by field level
experiments and evaluation of the experiments. The aim of this
capacity building process is that farmers are enabled to

Through this process, we have learnt that when there is
involvement of both women and men, the quality of learning is
greatly enhanced and so is the overall outcome of the PTD/FFS
process. And once women are involved, they have a great energy
to take the process further.

Why involve both women and men?
Women participated in a season-long training on Integrated Pest
Management in cotton. In the course of the training process, they became
confident that they could manage growing cotton without having to use
pesticides. But at a critical stage their husbands, who had not participated
in the training because they had gone to a nearby town for work, decided
to intervene. They instructed their wives to apply pesticides, which because it was done at the wrong time - lead to a reduction rather than an
increase in the yield.

Methods used
There are no “unique” methods to ensure that gender is taken care
of in a PTD process. In principle, all participatory methods can be
used to address gender issues but they have to be used
purposefully and systematically, with a clear gender focus in

mind. The gender analysis framework forms the basic reference
for asking questions. This framework addresses three basic issues:
1) the gender division of labour;
2) the gender- differentiated access to and control over resources,
and
3) benefits derived by men and women from the
intervention/technology developed.

Stumbling blocks ...
In our efforts to mainstream gender we have come across a
number of stumbling blocks in the form of biased perceptions
about women and men:
1) “Women do not have a say in agricultural decision making”:
In spite of changing realities in agriculture many people, NGO
workers, researchers and others, find it difficult to acknowledge
the reality and to plan the PTD process accordingly.

Training field staff in gender mainstreaming
WHAT:
Understanding gender division of
labour, intra-household allocation
of resources and benefits,
communication and decision
making.

HOW:
The use of gender
analysis tools, PRA, interview
techniques and focus
group discussion
techniques.

DESIGN STRATEGY FOR GENDER MAINSTREAMING:
Who should be involved in the PTD process; why, when and how?
How to identify gender specific constraints with respect to various
technologies;
Women’s constraints with regard to venues and time of meetings;
Strategies to enable women to benefit from PTD process and outcomes.

We use a combination of individual in-depth interviews, group
discussions and observation to articulate the gender perspective in
the PTD process. Discussions are held not only with the members
of the groups, but also with their spouses and household members.
Repeated interaction with both women and men in different
contexts (individually, together, as single gender groups and as
mixed groups) helps to strengthen the perspective. Most group
discussions take place with women and men separately. On some
occasions a few men take part in a women’s discussion or vice
versa. We use group discussions for problem analysis, to discuss
learning points from the experiments, group organisational matters
and group dynamics, and for the evaluation of the PTD process.
Whenever relevant we use visualisation tools.
Women as well as men sometimes hesitate to talk about intrahousehold affairs in front of one another, especially regarding
decision-making and loans. Therefore discussions on these issues
are always held separately with men and women.

• In the problem analysis stage, we use flow diagrams and seasonal
labour calendars. The first reveals the resource flows as well as access
to and control over the resources, and the second shows the gender
division of labour and seasonal labour peaks.
• When identifying technological options (e.g. seeds or soil fertility
improvement methods) we use pair wise and matrix ranking as tools
to learn about women’s and men’s preferences and priorities, and the
underlying rationale. Interesting differences can occur, which then can
be taken up for further discussion.
• In the course of the experiments and during evaluation we ask men
and women to draw maps of their farms. These show physical features
of the farms and men’s and women’s perceptions of the same, which
again can show interesting differences.

3) “Trickle across: from men to women, from women to men”:
Many extension programmes have been based on the incorrect
assumption that information that reaches men automatically
trickles across to women. We also see cases of “reversed” trickle
across assumptions. Organisations have started to interact
directly with women, but here the same problem on nontrickling or partial trickling across of information can be seen.
There is also an additional problem: men are still the final
decision-makers. This has lead to frustrating experiences for
many women.
4) “Gender specialists take care of “the gender aspect”:
It is often taken for granted that within development
organisations, women will take care of ‘the gender aspect’
(whatever it is). The only way to overcome this obstacle is real
teamwork and intensive gender sensitisation within organisations.

… and stepping stones
We have also experienced that PTD/FFS processes offer good
opportunities for gender mainstreaming:
1) Understanding intra-household dynamics:
When interacting with farmers (men or women) we keep in mind
that they are members of households and that ‘our’ farm
experiment with them is only one of the many activities they are
involved in. Other family members are likely to influence and be
influenced by the PTD process. Once we succeed in developing
an understanding of intra-household dynamics, it becomes easy to
build up rapport with various members of the household and seek
their active involvement.
We have seen that communication gaps within households can
hamper the process of experimentation as well as the process of
learning from it. We have also observed a clear tendency for
women to get more deeply involved in the PTD process than men.
Clarity about men’s and women’s stakes in the PTD process will
help to guide the process in a meaningful direction, and to find an
effective balance between women’s and men’s participation.
2) Learning with groups:
Groups provide the forum for learning, sharing, and disagreeing
or agreeing on the merits and demerits of technologies and on the
constraints and opportunities faced. Especially for women, the
fact that they are members of a group has encouraged them to
venture into trying out new things in agriculture.
Most women who got involved in the PTD process had already
been functioning as a group for some time. This contributed to a
rapid take-off. Adding PTD as a new function to an existing group
gave it a new impetus. The fact that these groups had been
involved in thrift and credit was very helpful, as they could take
up the responsibilities of procurement and distribution of inputs

LEISA MAGAZINE . DECEMBER 2002

The use of PRA tools in a PTD process

2) “Participatory approaches are ‘naturally’gender sensitive”:
PTD, like any other participatory approach, provides no guarantee
that women are also participants in the process initiated. Women’s
participation will not happen automatically, it needs to be
facilitated.
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among their members and manage a revolving fund to support
these activities.
3) Learning from different NGO strategies:
There are so many NGOs, so many ideologies and so many
approaches towards women and gender issues. Working together
on PTD with a ‘mixed’ group of NGOs therefore poses its own
challenges, and tremendous opportunities for learning. At
different stages in the farming season, meetings are organised,
wherein NGO staff and men and women farmers from different
areas participate. These occasions provide opportunities to learn
about how PTD processes work in different organisational
contexts, and about conditions for successful gender
mainstreaming.
4) Mobilising women’s knowledge = empowerment:
Especially for women, more knowledge leads to greater selfrespect and respect from others. Their mobility has increased;
they decided to attend farmer’s meetings and PTD review
workshops that were 3 to 4 hours by bus away from their villages.
It was primarily the group that gave them the confidence to do
these things. Nowadays they visit agricultural knowledge and
training centres and regional farmer meetings. In several cases,
women have resisted pressure from their husbands to go back to
chemical farming.
This process of mobilising knowledge also enables both women
and men to improve the quality of decision making: ‘best bets’
regarding choices of technologies, how to allocate labour and
money etc. become more focused and based on systematic
comparisons. Last but not least, mobilising knowledge and
putting it to new use is a joint learning process, which reinforces
existing groups and helps to build new ones. This is what we
believe empowerment is about, and this is perhaps the most
important thing we saw happening in two years of ‘PTD with a
gender perspective’.

Kadiri Women’s Federation fuels PTD in groundnut
Kadiri is situated in drought-prone Anantapur District (Andhra Pradesh),
the largest groundnut-producing district in India. Since the late 1960s,
groundnut has gradually monopolised the farming system. Now, 85% of
the drylands (about 850,000 ha) are under groundnut. Myrada, a large
NGO, started working in Kadiri in 1982 with a focus on wasteland
development, resettlement of the landless poor and participatory
watershed development. Women’s SHGs were established.
In 1997 the women’s SHGs formed a Federation (Pragati Mahila
Samakya) with the support of UNDP (United Nations Development
Programme) and Myrada. Total membership was 2250 women. In the
same year, erratic rainfall led to a shortage of seed. Mahila Samakya
contacted the District Collector, who promised to help them but asked:
“What will you contribute?” Within five days, the women remitted 7 lakh
rupees into their collective account as assurance for seed repayment. This
showed the emerging power of the Federation. District Authorities
arranged for release of 3600 bags of groundnuts from the Andhra
Pradesh State Seed Development Corporation (APSSDC). UNDP
supported the effort by providing 8,5 lakh rupees worth of seed capital
for Mahila Samakya. At the end of the season, the Federation repaid the
groundnut seed to the APSSDC.
In the same year (1997) AME initiated PTD with one women’s SHG,
Venkateshwara Raita Sangha. The members tried out technologies for
improving groundnut production. They identified three effective
technologies: gypsum application, rhizobium and application of farmyard
manure (FYM). Being convinced about the usefulness of these
technologies, they decided to share them with other members of the
Federation. Thus, Mahila Samakya became a platform for sharing
information and knowledge on LEISA. On request, AME conducted
training on LEISA technologies for groundnut for the functionaries of the
Federation. They had formed their own training team that trained, in turn,
the members of 45 SHGs and their families in PTD and LEISA
technologies.
In 2001 and in 2002 two more women’s federations were formed in
Anantapur District. For the 2002 cropping season these three
federations together placed an order for 1000 tonnes of gypsum. The
first women’s group started applying gypsum on an experimental basis in
1997 - with two tonnes of gypsum. Thus, the three federations ensured a
scaling up of this technology by 500% in five years!
Women can move the earth, if given the space!

LEISA MAGAZINE . DECEMBER 2002

Lessons learned

12

Women learning about insects for IPM. Photo: AME

LEISA technologies and Women’s workload: Some technologies
are labour intensive especially for women, e.g. bio-fertiliser and
mussoorie phosphate application. Other technologies are big
labour savers, e.g. in cotton IPM women are spared the work of
fetching water for pesticide application, which can amount to
800 km walking with water per acre per cropping season.
We therefore cannot draw any generalised conclusion about
whether LEISA technologies are “good” or “bad” for women.
Women themselves are in the best position to decide. They take
labour increase positively, as long as it is offset by benefits in
terms of improved status and/or more say in decisions about the
farm and money. Moreover, if they have a problem with a certain
technology but also see its advantages, they will be inclined to
find ways of making the technology more convenient. This is
what happened when women experimented with the use of
mussoorie phosphate. They found it dusty and slippery and
therefore difficult to apply. They then started mixing it with
farmyard manure and the problem was solved.

Health and nutrition have improved: The reduction in pesticide
use leads to less health problems (notably reproductive health
problems of women) and less medical expenses. Food tastes better
and can be kept overnight because the storage capacity has
improved. Skin rashes, loss of appetite, respiratory tract problems
and reproductive health problems are frequently mentioned in
connection with pesticides. These are other reasons why women
are interested to learn more about LEISA technologies.

Team-based structures and gender: AME’s organisation structure
has been designed in such a way that integration between
technical and gender aspects is supposed to be taken care of by
interdisciplinary teams in all programmes and activities. Even
though these structural conditions for gender integration (and
more broadly, for socio-technical integration) were created, in
practice integration did not happen smoothly all the time. Time
and again, there was the tendency to separate gender activities
from other activities in AME.

From cash crops to food security: Women have a direct interest in
shifting from cash crops to food crops. Women farmers in Hosur
shifted from groundnut to ragi (finger millet). They applied the
experience gained in the groundnut PTD process on ragi. This
interesting process was documented in a video film “Two fistfuls
of small grains”(available from AME). Likewise, the farmers in
Kadiri shifted from groundnut to bajra (pearl millet).
Increased involvement of women is part of a larger change
process: In 1997, 30% out of 270 farmers involved in PTD/FFS
processes were women, whereas in 2001, 65% out of more than
12000 PTD/FFS farmers were women. How do we look at these
figures? They show that women are quite interested in learning
new things about farming. They may also indicate an increased
awareness on the side of institutions (NGOs and Departments of
Agriculture) about gender issues. But, perhaps the most
important reason for this increasing involvement of women is
the fact that women are becoming the farm managers, as male
migration increases. This is a tough situation for the women. In
spite of increased responsibilities and an added work burden,
they still have little control over resources and face several
institutional gender biases. But there is also a silver lining.
Women have found new and powerful ways of organising
themselves into Self-Help Groups. And again these SHGs have
organised themselves into Federations.
When implementing a PTD process, these factors have to be
clearly kept in mind. Forgetting to do so may lead to
ineffectiveness of the PTD efforts, and worse, it may lead to more
problems for the women.

Working together. Photo: AME

There is a long way to go, but…

To be able to mainstream gender in our programs and projects,
we needed to have a gender sensitive organisation. Although
gender issues were given ample attention, inside the organisation
we faced a number of dilemmas and problems.

Even though women play an increasingly important role in
agriculture, this fact is yet to be reflected in more gender sensitive
approaches in the majority of agricultural institutions - including
our own. Many organisations work with women, but they are not
gender sensitive and hence they contribute, knowingly or
unknowingly, to increased physical and mental burdens for
women. Still we are optimistic about the future - mainly because
we have seen the tremendous energies of women. Once they have
organised themselves, they cannot be stopped. They will demand
that agricultural institutions become more gender sensitive.
It is up to all of us to respond!
■

Women in the organisation: Concerted efforts were made to
identify suitable women for positions in AME. However, in reality
there are comparatively few well-qualified women in AME’s main
professional areas who are willing to travel extensively and
prepared to relocate to district towns. Also, retaining female staff
proved more difficult than retaining male staff. Reasons for the
higher turnover of female staff were primarily related to the
personal situation (gender specific) of those concerned. Secondly,
working in a male-dominated professional environment can
sometimes be seen as a positive challenge, but it also leads to
stressful and difficult situations.
Building a gendered organisational value base: Importance was
given to gender sensitisation of the team. Though most team
members responded positively, some found it hard to drop some
strong and deeply rooted personal values, which were not well
aligned with the principle of gender equity. This inconsistency
between strong personal values and organisational values
regarding gender sometimes manifested itself openly in conflicts
between staff, but also in omission (intentional or unintentional),
and a tendency to separate gender activities from other work (both
by technical and social/gender persons).

Edith van Walsum. ETC, PO Box 64, 3880 AB Leusden, the Netherlands. Email:
e.van.walsum@etcnl.nl . Edith van Walsum was the team leader of AME from 1993 till
2000. AME Foundation, No 3868, 4th Cross JP Nagar III Phase, P.O. Box 7836,
Bangalore 560 078. Email: amebang@giasbg01.vsnl.net.in .
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Bitter cassava and women:
an intriguing response to food security
Linley Chiwona-Karltun, Chrissie Katundu, James Ngoma, Felistus
Chipungu, Jonathan Mkumbira, Sidney Simukoko and Janice Jiggins

3) as the processing adds value in terms of time invested, the social
obligation of sharing cassava with your neighbours is reduced.

Studies in Africa and South America show that cassava is
regarded as two different crops, the bitter and the sweet. Bitter
cassava provides the staple food, whereas sweet cassava is the
vegetable, the snack or the thirst quencher. All cassava contains a
certain level of toxic cyanogenic glucosides. Bitter cassava
contains higher levels of these toxins, and is toxic if not
processed.

These three factors are of major importance to women farmers,
especially to women farmers that are, de jure or de facto, single.
The preference for bitter cassava is not a local phenomena
restricted to resource-poor farmers in Malawi. Studies in other
parts of the world confirm that bitter cassava cultivars are
preferred because they have superior end-product qualities and
because the toxin protects the crop from intruders of all kinds,
man and beast alike. “We grow bitter, toxic cassava because it
gives a certain level of food security, kuvikilia. If we are to grow
sweet cassava, look at our neighbours! Their whole field was
harvested by thieves while they slept and now they have no food.
Nobody wants to die from hunger”.

Processing - a drudgery for the poor?

A devoted couple processes their cassava for drying into makaka,
for storing. Photo: Linley Chiwona-Karltun
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The detoxification process involves a sequence of steps that have
to be followed in order to create a safe food product. The methods
are as variable as the desired end products, ranging from the most
effective process of soaking, fermentation and drying of the roots,
to grating, fermenting and frying, or simply drying the roots. The
final results are flour, granular grits or pieces of dried roots that
can either be stored as they are, milled/pounded into flour or
boiled separately or together with legumes or vegetables. Sweet
cassava can be eaten as it is, boiled, roasted or fried as the palate
and resources dictate.
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It has been observed and documented that farmers not only prefer,
but also grow a higher proportion of bitter cassava cultivars than
sweet cultivars. This fact continues to intrigue scientists, and we
have been interested in understanding why farmers grow bitter
and toxic cassava in Malawi. Our research uses a problem-based
approach, and integrated methodologies that range from
participatory research to natural sciences and emerging advances
in biotechnology, in order to further understand the interactions
between social and biological factors in farmer decision-making.

Breeding for reduction or removal of the toxin has featured very
high on the research agenda for cassava. Interestingly enough, the
women that are the custodians of this crop do not perceive the
processing or the toxin to be a problem. Their major problems are
the lack of mills to reduce the drudgery of pounding, and the lack
of simple technologies that can be locally produced and
maintained, such as low cost equipment for peeling or grating the
roots. There is also a lack of infrastructure and markets, be it
local, national or regional, for their products. The toxin could
simply remain in cassava.
“Cassava is a wholesome crop, a complete crop. On top it is the
relish (the sauce), in the middle it is the planting material and at
the bottom it is the staple dish (kondowole). We do not need
fertiliser to grow it, nor do we need money to grind it at the mill,
chigawo chilera balanda” (cassava nurtures the poor).
For research to be of any use to resource poor farmers we need to
listen to the voices of the farmers themselves:

- Cassava is a hardy crop, tolerant to dry spells.
- Cassava yields something even in nutrient poor soils, a characteristic
hard to come by with any other staple crop, especially maize
- Cassava is tolerant to vermin
- Although cassava is somewhat tolerant to certain pests and diseases,
we need varieties that are even more drought tolerant, more adaptive
to poor nutrient soils
- We need more varieties that are even better than the ones we have
now, high yielding, bitter, early maturing, high dry matter content and
good storage qualities.

Give us our daily maize
Bitterness – a reason for cultivation
The results of our research show that bitter cassava cultivars are
highly preferred, particularly by women, because they provide
food security - locally termed as kuvikilia. Bitter cassava cultivars
provide food security in three ways:
1) the toxin deters foraging rodents and pests from feasting on the
crop;
2) the need to process the tubers directly after they are harvested
deters thieving from the field (processing is largely a women’s
domain); and

One wonders if the thievery is due to the current food crisis in
Malawi. In part yes, it has been exacerbated by the food shortage.
However, the main problem stated by farmers is that they have
fooled themselves by believing that maize is their only staple
crop. When subsidies for fertiliser and seed were easily available
they neglected cassava. Now poor farmers in Malawi simply
cannot afford the inputs required to grow maize. Even more
distressing is the fact that farmers that are able to grow maize
produce barely enough to last throughout the year. To feed
themselves, many Malawians resort to casual employment or

ganyu. Ganyu literary means food for work, and workers are paid
either in money, or simply in food. However, this opportunity is
very limited for women.
Today it is very difficult to find cassava-planting material in areas
like Domasi, a modest trading and service centre along the
Lilongwe – Zomba road in Malawi. People are hungry; last year’s
maize harvest rotted by excessive rain and this year’s harvest is
not enough. Even their stores of dried cassava are not enough.
They are resorting to stealing fresh cassava roots (literally roots
because they are not quite mature) from the fields. In normal
times, the villagers would be out at night protecting their crops.
This year, the villages are silent. The chiefs say that there’s no
point counting the number of hungry households any more. So
many people are dead or dying from HIV/AIDS that every one
who remains is hungry. There are households where only children
remain, cared for by an elderly grandmother or a young girl.

Farmer to farmer cassava selection and multiplication
What Domasi and the hungry villagers all lack is access to stem
cuttings and above all, stem cuttings with desirable
characteristics, so that the acreage planted to desirable cassava
varieties can be increased. Interaction with the farmers, mostly
women, made us realise the need to include and involve farmers
in the selection of new cassava cultivars. Exchange visits between
farmers in different areas were arranged. In a relaxed, friendly
environment, farmers could discuss their cassava cultivars with
each other. The guidelines given for selection of the participants
were that women and men should be equally represented; that
literacy was not required but enthusiasm for and knowledge of
cassava was decisive; and that a fair representation of the Cassava
Clubs should be considered. Cassava Clubs have been established
as a result of continued collaboration between the scientists and
the farmers. Club members are usually not among the ultra poor
or chronically food short, but form a somewhat homogenous class
of poor smallholder farmers (0.2 – 0.5 hectares) who, in normal
years, are potentially short of food (see UNDP 2001 for the
classification of Malawi’s poor and ultra-poor). The project has
made a conscientious decision also to include the Village-toVillage movement in Domasi that is supporting HIV-AIDS
affected households which fall into the ultra poor or chronically
food short category.

Selection criteria for new cultivars

Most noteworthy
There was one aspect of the farmer-to-farmer selection that
deserves extra mention. Women farmers that were single, de jure
or de facto, were much more keen on selecting as many varieties
as possible in order to minimise the risk for failure - what
mattered was that they were bitter and that they were resilient
cultivars with a reasonable yield. To put it in the words of one
farmer during the exchange visit:
“We simply cannot boil away the fuel that brought us here, who
knows when we will ever have the opportunity to travel, to see the
unseen and to be hosted by other cassava farmers that have more
cultivars than I have ever seen in my entire life. Madam, I want
everything that we are allowed to take”.
The community multiplication sites are carefully tended and
guarded by the communities themselves with the aim of being
self-sufficient.The multiplication sites established by women,
especially single women, are undoubtedly in a head start position
in terms of care.
The women were less concerned about knowing the names of the
cultivars collected because they figured that with time they would
learn to select those that best suited their environments. The men
were very keen from the start to identify the new cultivars
correctly, as it is important for the fresh sweet cassava market.
It is important to point out that although Domasi was traditionally
a sweet cassava growing area before the dominance of maize, the
knowledge of cassava processing still remains. Within this project
we have made available simple processing peelers that are also
used in the district where the farmers had the exchange visit. It is
our hope that the local artisans will locally produce these peelers.
None of these community-based, women-to-women, women-tomen and men-to-men efforts will bring back those who have
succumbed to the wrath of HIV/AIDS, but when and if they
succeed, perhaps food security will take on a smiling human face
in Domasi.
From Domasi, Malawi - the warm heart of Africa.
■
- Linley Chiwona-Karltun. Dept. of Plant Biology and Rural Development Studies,
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Box 7080, SE-750 07, Uppsala, Sweden.
Email: Linley.karltun@vbiol.slu.se
- Chrissie Katundu.Mana Bakery, Box 66, Domasi, Malawi
- James Ngoma, Felistus Chipungu, Jonathan Mkumbira, Sidney Simukoko.
Malawi Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigiation, Malawi.
- Janice Jiggins. University of Wageningen, Wageningen, the Netherlands.
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The farmers, together with scientists, have established local
community multiplication fields in Domasi. Experience has
shown that not just any cultivar is selected. Our preliminary
results show:
• That whether woman or man, married or unmarried, the first
question that farmers ask each other is: is it bitter or sweet?
Although farmers in Domasi have almost exclusively grown
sweet cassava, this preference is loosing importance. What
these farmers wanted was mostly bitter cassava. Why? “Look,
look at our friends, they have so much cassava still standing in
the field and all because it is bitter. If we had planted bitter
cassava as we did in the past, we would also have food to eat”.
Simply put, food security.
• Secondly, the women were very interested in the starch quality
of the tubers, as this was important in the preparation of the
staple dish nsima, which is synonymous with food.
• Of equal importance was the yield, time to maturity and
cooking time. These factors were equally important for both
men and women.
• The men were more interested in the sweet cultivars, because
the sweet cultivars have a well-established rural and urban
market. Nevertheless, the very same men were just as
interested in the bitter cultivars for ensuring overall food
security.

• In the case of the Village-to-Village community-based NGO,
all cultivars were of interest to meet the challenge of providing
planting material, as well as food to the victims of HIV/AIDS
and People Living With HIV/AIDS (PLWHA).
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Woman Animal Health Worker vaccinating cattle. Photo: Anthra

Women and livestock

Creating space and opportunities
Nitya S. Ghotge and Sagari Ramdas
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In India almost 70% of the farming community are involved in
livestock rearing, especially those living in the more ecologically
and economically fragile areas of the country. In most
communities, women are responsible for the day to day care and
management of animals. The poorer the community, the greater
their role; responsibilities naturally also increase in communities
where women head households. While the activities performed by
women may appear to involve very low skill levels, such as the
cleaning of sheds, they are however most critical to the survival,
health and production of the livestock. For instance, animals are
more susceptible to diseases when housed in unhygienic, dirty
sheds.
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Despite this reality, livestock care is somehow considered a “male
occupation”. The work of women is seldom recognised and they
are kept out of all important decision making processes, although
the responsibilities ultimately impinge on them. To begin to truly
understand the problems of rearing livestock in rural India, it is
critical to begin to work with women.

Why gender matters
In a society as diverse and complex as India, the subject of women
in livestock rearing could form the basis of many sociological
studies. Traditional Indian society, with its complicated web of
class, castes and communities, diverse livestock rearing and
agricultural patterns, dynamics of access to resources and
ownership of assets, all make for very complex interrelationships.
At the same time, the rapidly changing environment impacts on
local production systems and hence directly on communities,
including both women and men. For example, the shift in
agriculture from subsistence production to commercial
production has meant that the role of women in agriculture has
changed and many of the traditional jobs that women were once

involved in, such as the post harvest processing of grains, are
today being done by machines. Urban industrialisation has meant
that men migrate to cities in search of jobs, leaving women to
manage homes and farms in the villages. This has resulted in
increased work pressures and work responsibilities for women.
The rapid emergence of a disease like AIDS has also left many
households bereft of the main earning member and forced women
into a labour work force for which they are often not adequately
prepared.
Development practitioners and policy makers often have fixed
ideas on the role of women in livestock production. Policy makers
tend to create uniform policies for the entire country, which prove
ineffective given the diversity of situations. Policies are made for
the more developed and accessible areas of the country, while the
poor and remote areas, where women tend to have greater
responsibility, remain marginalised. This can result in
inappropriate schemes being thrust on women. One example is
the Government of India goat distribution scheme for women
below the poverty line in Maharashtra. This scheme largely failed
because the beneficiaries were neither consulted nor trained
before the goats were distributed to them. Most of the women
beneficiaries had never raised goats before and within six months
most of the animals had died.
Any work that aims at addressing the true needs of all the
members of the community, must therefore begin by
understanding the role of women in the production system of the
community.

Action research in livestock production
Anthra is an NGO working with rural communities in India,
trying to strengthen livelihoods by improving livestock health and
productivity. To understand gender concerns in livestock
management and in particular within indigenous knowledge

systems, Anthra undertook a detailed study of the role of men,
women and children in different livestock production systems. In
most of the communities we worked with, women were
responsible for 60% to 90% of the work related to livestock
production, however there were distinct differences depending on
the geographical area, caste, community and type of livestock
reared. In some areas, such as the semi-arid regions of Latur,
Medak and Ratnagiri, men and women equally shared
responsibilities like cleaning sheds and milking. In the tribal
communities in the Eastern Ghats, the work burden on women
was considerably higher. Grazing responsibilities also differed
from region to region. The one activity in which women always
played a prominent role was in backyard poultry rearing.

contrary they have been very supportive as they see this as an
opportunity to sustain their knowledge. In many villages the
women AHWs and the local healer work closely together.

With respect to indigenous knowledge, we found that women
from Dalit communities, traditionally employed by wealthy
farmers to weed their fields, are extremely knowledgeable about
grasses and weeds for fodder and about the management of small
ruminants. Conversely, women from prosperous traditional landed
agriculture castes, who have been involved in dairying, are very
knowledgeable on practices related to pre-partum, post-partum
care and calf management. Women from other castes, who have
never had dairying as a traditional occupation, do not have this
knowledge. We also found that though women were
knowledgeable about simple household remedies, cures and
medicines for treating small ruminants, they have almost always
been kept out of professional healing. Traditional healers were
predominantly male, as knowledge was normally passed from
fathers to sons and not to daughters.

At the same time, the men must now recognise that women can
successfully take on roles traditionally perceived as “male”.

Village women expressed a keen desire to have access to this
specialised form of knowledge, which had been denied to them
over the years. They also wanted to learn to recognise conditions
that can not be treated with local remedies but need other
kinds of treatment and care.

Women as Animal Health Workers

The women AHWs personally feel that they have become
tremendously confident and can talk to others. Apart from their
role as ‘healers’, they have also begun to take on leadership roles
within the village women’s groups and the community. They
have become key persons who help resolve conflicts within
families and mobilise others in the village to address gender
issues that affect women: cases of violence against women,
illicit brewing of liquor, and education of children, as well as
other issues within the larger arena of natural resource
management. They feel that by acquiring specific skills through
this training, they have gained status in the family as well as in
society. Interestingly, while we had anticipated resistance from
the healers once the women AHWs began working, on the

The way forward
It is not sufficient merely to work with or for women; it is also
extremely important that gender concerns cut across all the
activities of an organisation. To enable this process, we at Anthra
have conducted several Gender Training workshops. Training is
carried out by a team of resource persons, both men and women,
drawn from Anthra and other collaborating organisations.
Gender training is carried out in local languages and in English.
So far, workshops have been conducted for the staff of Anthra and
other NGO’s, as well as for Animal Health Workers collaborating
with Anthra and Veterinary Doctors and Livestock Assistants of
the Animal Husbandry Department, Orissa.
Change on a larger scale, however, requires changes within the
traditional agricultural institutions. One issue in this context is
that the curriculum in agricultural universities does not consider
gender issues important, and this omission is then reflected in the
policies developed and implemented for agriculture. Engendering
the curriculum is a necessary and important step forward for more
gender sensitive policies and programmes in the livestock and
agriculture sector. Anthra is participating in the effort to
mainstream gender concerns into the agriculture curriculum of
Indian Universities, initiated by the Gender Department of MS
Swaminathan Research Foundation.
Concerns of rural women are not sufficiently addressed merely by
resolving economic and livelihood issues. They also need to be
addressed by enabling women to gain important social and
political space, as well as being able to define and create new
spaces within both the private and public domains. A considerable
amount of work still needs to be done to achieve this, but our
experience has shown us that little efforts do contribute
significantly in raising gender questions, which had not been fully
recognised or acknowledged earlier.
■
- Nitya S. Ghotge. Anthra , Lantana gardens , NDA Road , Bavdhan , Pune 411021.
Email: anthra@vsnl.com
- Sagari Ramdas. Anthra . A 21 Sainik puri, Secunderabad , Hyderabad 500094.
Email: anthra@hd2.vsnl.dot.net.in
References
- Anthra,Yakshi and Girijana Deepika Teams. 2001. Changing Livelihoods, Livestock
and Local Knowledge Systems: Women stake their claim in Andhra Pradesh and
Maharashtra. Indian Journal of Gender Studies. Vol.8, Number 2. pp 175-194,
July-Dec. 2001
- Anthra, Yakshi, Girijana Deepika and Womens Gotti. 2001. Conserving the Aseel
Poultry. The International Magazine of Ecology and Farming, No. 27. pp 12-14.
May-Aug 2001.
- Anthra , 2000. The Changing Role of Women in Livelihood Systems. Abstracts of
the IX National Women’s Studies Conference, Hyderabad, India. January 2000.
- Ghotge, N.S. 1995. A Study of Livestock: Practices and Problems in Latur and
Osmanabad Districts. submitted to Community Aid Abroad, Pune, India
- Ramdas, S. 2000. Towards Engendering the Veterinary Curriculum.
In: Proceedings of the Workshop on Engendering the Agriculture Curriculum.
M.S. Swaminathan Foundation, Madras, India.

LEISA MAGAZINE . DECEMBER 2002

At Anthra, we took a conscious decision to ensure that at least
75% of all new animal health workers should be women, and
that the women Animal Health Workers (AHWs) participate in
all the healers meetings. The training did not merely focus on
animal health issues, but also looked at women’s health issues
and gender questions in the larger context of sustainable
development and natural resource use. The women AHWs were
encouraged to work closely with other women in the village and
share their knowledge in the village women’s groups. These
women have gained considerable recognition and respect from
the rest of the community. They are now recognised as persons
who possess specific skills and, very importantly, they are
accessible to the villagers. Other women in the women’s groups,
who were previously entirely dependent on their husbands when
the animals fell sick, have expressed that now they are able to
get assistance and advice immediately from the women AHWs,
who are always available in the village.

Training programmes have also meant visiting other places,
something most women say they had never even dreamed of. The
training programme has meant forging new friendships with
women from other regions -exchanging ideas, problems, and
solutions and having fun together as well as singing, dancing and
in other ways expressing their creativity. It has meant the breaking
of traditional barriers of caste, class and gender, which are
otherwise so predominant in rural India. Many have also acquired
new skills such as literacy.
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Gender mainstreaming
lessons from a Mexican NGO
Maria de las Mercedes Rocha, Teresa Munguía, Emma Zapata,
Verónica Vázquez and Beatriz Martínez

In the 1970s, the relationship between gender and environmental
issues began to receive increasing attention in the development
context. The literature started to analyse the impact of
environmental change on gender relationships, as well as the role
of women in natural resource management. In 1984, these issues
formally became part of the international agenda, when the
United Nations Programme for the Environment supported a
move to strengthen the participation of women in environmental
planning. Likewise, both at the Earth Summit of Rio de Janeiro in
1992 and at the International Women’s Conference held in Beijing
in 1995, explicit references were made to the need to design
environmental programmes with gender focus, in order to
increase women’s access and control over resources. NonGovernmental Organisations (NGOs) have played a very
important role in the process of designing and implementing such
programmes. Sustainable development with gender focus has
become an important challenge for Latin American NGOs.
“Gender mainstreaming” means that all activities conducted by
the NGO must have a gender dimension. In other words, every
programme and project should be aware of different gender needs,
and target them explicitly. For example, projects related to family
health and nutrition are usually targeted at women, but with no
consideration of their individual needs. Thus, the gender approach
has been incorporated in a partial and fragmented way, if any, and
the social transformations required to achieve gender equality are
not encouraged. Women should not be seen as a resource for
development, but rather as subjects of their own development.

EDUCE
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EDUCE (Education, Culture and Ecology) was founded in Mexico
in 1989 and was legally registered as an Asociación Civil (nonprofit organisation) in 1992. EDUCE defines itself as a non-profit
institution with no political affiliation, which is mostly devoted to
the promotion of sustainable regional development. EDUCE works
in several geographical areas of the country. In this article we will
focus on the region of Los Chenes, located in the Municipality of
Hopelchén, Campeche. This municipality has approximately
31,000 inhabitants, most of them Maya speakers. They are
engaged in subsistence agriculture (corn and beans), domestic
animal production, apiculture and the extraction of chicozapote
latex (a resin obtained from the chicozapote tree Manilkara zapota,
which has now largely been replaced by plastic).
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EDUCE Campeche is formed by an interdisciplinary team,
consisting of a group of specialists in the fields of
communication, economics, rural development, agronomy,
environmental studies, education, anthropology and accounting.
Their goal is to foster regional development and to improve the
quality of life of the local people through the implementation of
productive, environmental and educational projects. The team
uses a participatory methodology that promotes community
involvement and project generation and implementation at
grassroots level.

Working on gender issues
In Campeche, EDUCE has five programmes in 14 communities
of the Municipality of Hopelchén. The projects resulting from the
programmes are developed with the community through

Woman planting
vegetables and herbs.
She is participating in
a project called
“Manejo Integral del
Solar” (integrated
garden management)
promoted by EDUCE.
Photo: Maria de las
Mercedes Rocha

participatory methods. In some communities, there is more than
one project. This article will discuss three of the five programmes
that EDUCE operates in the region.
The first programme is Sustainable Management of Natural
Resources (SMNR), which takes an agroforestry approach. The
major purpose of this programme is to train and organise people
for sustainable production, so that produce can be locally
consumed or sold, thereby promoting regional development. 393
men from 13 different communities participate in this programme.
The second programme is called Integral Backyard Management
(IBM). This programme has three components: vegetable (home
gardens); animal (chickens and pigs); and technological (dry
toilets and alternative water management systems). The
programme is designed to encourage food self-sufficiency and
contribute to disease prevention and environmental protection.
Among the programme’s specific objectives is the empowerment
of women. 220 women from six communities participate in this
programme.
Rural Agro-industries with Women (RAIW) is the third
programme. It works with five groups of women, all at different
stages in their training. These groups are engaged in honey
production, bread making, preparing jams and marmalades,
making handicrafts and handling a community corn mill. These
projects have been designed to offer women some incomegeneration activities as well as productive, organisational,
administrative and commercial skills. The programme also
attempts to empower women through these activities. 34 women
participate in these projects.
As can be seen, there is a clear separation between the projects
involving men and those involving women. This separation
reflects the division between the public sphere (the family plot)
and the private sphere (the backyard). Similarly, the female
income-generating activities promoted are an extension of
traditional female roles, in that they involve the preparation of
food. In other words, traditional views of men’s and women’s
work have predominated in project design and implementation.
According to the NGO personnel, these projects were developed
through participatory methods and they reflect the gender division
of labour that dominate in the region. Thus, EDUCE has found

itself immersed in the dilemma of respecting the women’s own
processes and preferences which, from the institutional
perspective, may reproduce gender inequality. This situation has
arisen more than once in other parts of the world, and it is worth
reflecting on ways in which NGOs can deal with it. EDUCE has
responded with a variety of measures, which are described below.
Firstly, the NGO has not lost sight of the fact that the
opportunities created by and for women, albeit traditionally
female, also open the way to other types of processes. It is hoped
that, as a result of their participation in these projects, women will
become aware of their roles in society and their rights as women.
In order to make this happen, EDUCE is combining the
productive and organisational activities with gender awareness
workshops, which focus on empowerment, citizen participation
and female identities. Attendance at these workshops is voluntary.
Approximately 55% of the women from the IBM and the RAIW
programmes attend this type of training. The results will be
described shortly.
EDUCE has also tried to involve the entire family in backyard
activities and invite men to join IBM meetings. The strategy has
generated greater awareness among women and some male
participation. However, the idea still persists among the male
population that working in and around the home is women’s
responsibility and that men have nothing to learn at meetings led
by women. This situation has made EDUCE realise that male
identities also need to be changed. This led to the organisation of a
first workshop on masculinity issues, with EDUCE male
personnel and community organisers. However, when similar
workshops were held with community men, the process was
halted by the groups themselves.
The creation of mixed groups (made up of both men and women)
has also been part of EDUCE’s strategy for changing the
traditional sexual division of labour. However, in this case it is the
women themselves who have refused to join a mixed group,
because they have come to value only-women spaces. EDUCE has
decided to respect such decision and allow the women themselves
to come to the situation where they will be willing to join mixed
groups, something which has already started to happen among
community organisers. Similarly, some women’s groups have
moved from traditional female spaces towards the public sphere,
by taking part in negotiations with the municipal government
regarding a regional programme of sustainable development.

We now turn to the views of the Maya women themselves, on
what working with EDUCE has meant for them. Those who have
participated in gender awareness workshops in a regularly have
started to see the workshops as a need because “they are very nice
and we learn many things”. These women are beginning to make
decisions on their own and enjoy feeling confident in themselves.
The most frequently mentioned workshops during the interviews
were those dealing with women’s rights and reproductive health;
domestic violence; citizen participation; and self-esteem. Some of
the women are clear about what they can achieve as women’s
collectives and are happy to know their rights: “Now we already
know how to defend ourselves, (we know) that we have rights as
women, we do value what we are, we know how far we can go”.
It is hardly surprising, considering the working dynamics of
EDUCE (where women have received gender awareness training
and men have not), that the women show greater progress than
their partners. This can be seen in the fact that the sexual division
of labour inside the family has not been modified. In other words,
the women continue to be responsible for all domestic work,
despite their growing presence in income-generation activities
and the public sphere. If women have to attend a meeting, their
husbands will look after their children (something which men did
not do previously), but they will not do any housework. However,
in spite of their double working day, women hold on to their
participation in public spaces. They also believe that productive
and reproductive work should be shared by both men and women,
although they have not been able to achieve such distribution of
labour in their own homes.
Interestingly, women who do not attend the gender awareness
workshops do not show any change in their perception of
traditional gender roles. The differences between those women
who attend and those who do not are clearly evident in their
ability to express ideas. Those who attend the workshops
demonstrate more ease in articulating themselves. This suggests
that EDUCE is on the right track, but the need still exists to
persuade more women and men to join this type of training.
In fact, of the 254 women who are taking part in the programmes,
only about half are attending the gender awareness workshops.
If we add the number of men (393) participating, the percentage
of people who have challenged the traditional gender roles is only
18.5%, and the vast majority is female.
Nevertheless, it is important to recognise the efforts being made
by EDUCE to integrate the activities of women and men, as well
as the success of the gender awareness workshops for some Maya
women. More initiatives will have to take place along these lines
in order to continue walking in this direction.
■

Women participating in a gender workshop of the project “Manejo Integral del
Solar”, promoted by EDUCE. Photo: Maria de las Mercedes Rocha

References
- Aguilar Revelo, L. 1998. Lo que comienza bien termina mejor: Elaboración de
propuestas con enfoque de género. San Jose, Costa Rica: International Union for the
Conservation of Nature and Arias Foundation.
- Aguilar Revelo, L. Villalobos, R.R. and Rodríguez, G. 1997. Nudos y Desnudos. San
Jose, Costa Rica: International Union for the Conservation of Nature.
- Blauert, J. and Zadek, S. 1999. Introducción. El arte de la mediación:
Construyendo políticas desde las bases. In: Blauert, Jutta and Simón Zadek (editors).
Mediación para la sustentabilidad. Construyendo políticas desde las bases.
México: IDS, CIESAS, British Council and Plaza y Valdés editores.
- Cornwall, A. 2000. Making a Difference? Gender and Participatory Development.
IDS Discussion Paper 378.
- EDUCE, n.d. Proyecto participativo de desarrollo integral den la región de los
Chenes. Unpublished paper.
- Salazar Ramírez, H. 1999. Mujer, medio ambiente:Acuerdos internacionales.
In: Verónica Vázquez (editor). Género, sustentabilidad y cambio social en el México
rural. Mexico: Colegio de Posgraduados.

LEISA MAGAZINE . DECEMBER 2002

Maria de las Mercedes Rocha, Teresa Munguía, Emma Zapata, Verónica Vázquez
and Beatriz Martínez. Contact: Dr. Veronica Vazquez Garcia, Department of Rural
Development, Colegio de Postgraduados, Carretera Federal Mexico-Texcoco Km. 36.5,
Montecillo, EDOMEX 56230, Mexico. Email vvazquez@colpos.mx .

19

Adiya Leruso (right)
passing on her camel’s
first calf to group
member Melieyou
Lepasore. Salato
group members
receive benefits
enabling them in turn
to benefit others.
Photo: Laura
Lemunyete

Developing
camel products
pastoralist women and PTD
Laura Lemunyete

Salato Juu and Salato Chini Women’s Groups are sister groups
operating in the Ngurunit area of Northern Kenya. The
community of Ngurunit comprises Rendille and Samburu
Pastoralists. Ngurunit’s main economy is based on livestock
production under the pastoralist system. Agriculture is very
basic due to water constraints and very few alternative activities
have been developed in the area.
Salato Juu/Chini Women’s Groups consist of 104 members who
formed together as sister groups in October 1995. Their main
goal is to work together for the improvement of each member’s
life together with their families and wider community. Over the
years Salato Women’s Groups have been involved in a number of
activities. These activities include making and selling
handicrafts, running a tourist camp/conference centre,
participating in making a calendar to raise funds for community
preventive health projects as well as other activities that assist
them to reach their goal.

LEISA MAGAZINE . DECEMBER 2002

Salato Groups’ principle partner is PEAR Group (Participatory
Education, Awareness and Resources Group), a Community
Based Organisation operating in Samburu District. This
organisation specialises in promoting, motivating and assisting
in the implementation of community development projects.
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The camel project
The main incentive for forming into groups was to increase
food self-reliance through the implementation of a camel
project. The groups started submitting proposals in 1996 and
were successful in finding a donor through HPI (Heifer Project
International). Activities started officially in January 1999.
The project involves every group member acquiring a milking
camel, as an ecologically sound livestock species suited to the
Ngurunit area that is able to produce milk even during dry
seasons. This aims at increasing each household’s food selfreliance and possibility of income generation through the sale
of camel products. Connected with this project are elements of
livestock management training, encouraging ethno-veterinary
knowledge through use of medicinal herbs and plants, group
dynamics and leadership training, literacy promotion and
environmental awareness raising and conservation. PEAR

Group assists in the implementation and management of the
camel project activities.
Through the camel project, the women of Salato Women’s
Groups received 103 mature female camels and 4 breeding
bulls. The first lot was received in March 1999 and the last
arrived in April 2000. By the end of that year, the camels were
starting to give birth and many families started benefiting from
the milk. Family nutrition improved and milk sale gave a bit of
income. The group members were also seeking better ways to
use the milk, both collectively and individually, as a source of
income and increased food security. It was through this desire
to increase the value of their product that they became involved
in Participatory Technology Development (PTD) research on
meat and milk preservation for food security and income
generation. This PTD research is done at community level in
co-operation with EU/ KARI (Kenya Agriculture Research
Institute), and PEAR Group is involved in the project as
facilitator.
The meat and milk preservation project is based on available
academic research on this subject and, through the support of
technical personnel and community facilitators, attempts to
establish practical methods that local pastoralists can use for
food security and income generating activities. Salato Groups
were selected for the pilot phase of the project from February to
June 2001. During this time they were able to start organising
several preserved meat and milk product enterprises and start to
explore the possible avenues of food security products such as
camel milk cheese, dried milk and ghee (clarified butter).
From July 2001, the project continued in a more formal phase
concentrating on infrastructure development (dairy and meat
processing houses), marketing and continued product
development for food security. More emphasis was also put on
the health of the milking animal as it relates to milk production
and dairy product quality. A dairy building was completed in
April 2002 and a meat-processing house was finished in May
2002. KARI provided technical experts to work on the food
security and health issues. Donors from the Finnish Embassy
assisted the Salato Groups to equip the dairy with a solar
system, a bag sealer and a cream separator. A refrigerator was
also given that only needed some maintenance and repair. The

Group members, facilitated by PEAR Group, continued to adapt
the technical processes and income generation products to their
situation.
The project was renewed again for the year 2002/2003. The goal
of this year is to establish regular markets for both milk and
meat products, finish supporting infrastructure like fencing,
water tanks and latrines, improve literacy and management
ability of the group members, explore ways of adding value to
animal products like the hide and to enhance the sustainability
of the project to allow it to continue without external input.

Successes in the meat/milk preservation project
Through their involvement with the Meat / Milk Preservation
Project, the members of Salato Groups have begun to see several
positive changes start to take place in their abilities as members
of a group, and as individuals, to improve their food security on
a household basis and increase their income generation.
Through the group dairy enterprise, a market has been created
for individual milk sales. After processing the milk, the profits
from the sale of the products, fermented milk, ghee, milk sweets
and dried cheese, in turn are put into the group account and are
available for grants and loans to the members for starting private
business enterprises or assisting in educating their children.
The Participatory Technology Development side of the project
has been successful in developing several important food
security items that the group members are producing for
household level use. The traditional method of extracting milk
fat from cow milk does not work on camels because of the
structure of camel milk. With the cream separator technology
introduced, the production of ghee (clarified butter), which by
the local methods for cow milk is very labour intensive, is made
much easier and can be made without destroying the skim milk
component. From the skim milk a dried, brined camel cheese or
a processed milk sweet can be made. The cheese is easily stored
for up to 6 or 8 months without spoiling and is added to maize
meal porridge or maize as a very nutritious protein source. The
milk sweet can be stored for up to 4 months and is added to tea
or eaten alone. These products are made during the times of milk
surplus and can be easily stored in local home conditions. These
technologies go very far in providing alternative systems of food
security by preserving a normally very perishable product.
Besides using it for their own income generation activities, the
group dairy is also devising a way to provide this separation
technology to the wider community during times of milk
surplus, so that the fat can be stored for the dry season. So now,
families that have camels as their source of milk can also benefit
from making ghee.

In terms of the meat side of the project, traditional methods of
preserving the meat have been improved to create products that
can be marketed for income generation. Tanning of the hides is
also being explored so that a value-added product can be sold
for more money than the raw skin can get. Some success has
been achieved, but the PTD process is still going on to develop
marketable products.
Marketing in general, of both the milk and meat products, is an
ongoing challenge for the Group and the organisations working
with them. While several markets have been established and
several potential markets are in the process of being opened up,
the women are still eagerly working on better, more marketable
products that will enhance even further their income generation
opportunities.

Group members at the dairy separating cream from camel milk.
Photo: Laura Lemunyete

In terms of food security, the Salato Group members continue to
raise awareness on the products that they have developed in the
context of the project. While some of the group members have
started to adopt the products on a household level, there is still a
lot of work ahead for the group to spread the technologies to the
wider community and other neighbouring communities. This
challenge they are taking on with much enthusiasm and energy.
While the PTD methods have already resulted in several good
products, the Salato Group members have learned that
technology development is an ongoing process and they
continue to seek new and better ways of preserving their meat
and milk products. They have seen the positive outcomes of the
project in increased income and other benefits like the camel
drug fund and increased food security. This gives them the heart
to continue in their search for ways to improve the lives of their
families, their fellow group members and their community.
■

Laura Lemunyete. PEAR Group, PO BOX 352, Maralal, Kenya.
Email: lemunyete@wanachi.com
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One added benefit that the group members are realising from
this project is through the creation of a fund from part of the
income, to provide subsidised camel drugs for the group
members when their camels require them. A major expense of
owning camels is the high cost of drugs required to keep the
camels healthy and productive. Many of the group members
have very little cash income and find providing drugs for their
camels a major constraint to their production. With the advent of
the dairy project, the group members were able to set in place a
system of milk donations on a weekly basis when their camels
are lactating. The milk is then processed to improve the value
and sold along with the other income generation products. The
money from the camel milk sales is then put into the drug fund
and used to buy drugs for the group camels. These drugs are
provided to the members very cheaply, (less than 25 % of retail
price), thereby assisting the group members to keep their camels
healthy and increasing overall production.

Challenges for the Future
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Small change crops
the marginalisation of women farmers’ priorities
Carine Pionetti

In India, as in many other countries, agricultural planning and
policy are largely based on ‘gender-blind’ data. There is no
systematic effort to identify and comprehend differences in
strategies, responsibilities and concerns between men and women
farmers in agricultural domains like soil fertility, weed
management, seed production, agrarian rituals, access to technical
advice, inputs and credit, marketing of produce. Considering that
women undertake 70% of all agricultural work in many parts of
India, the lack of a gender-desegregated analysis is concerning.
Moreover, it constitutes a major barrier to evaluating the impact of
new technologies and policies on women farmers.
This article aims to provide insights into the different meanings
and values attributed to crop diversity by women and men farmers
in the semi-arid Deccan Plateau. Based on a wide range of
participatory discussions and exercises conducted with small
farmers between 1999 and 2002 in several parts of Andhra
Pradesh, these observations demonstrate that gender plays a
critical role in Indian agriculture.
Keeping in view the multiplicity of situations which, together,
make up Indian agriculture today, we look at three farming
contexts, located on different points of an imaginary continuum
going from primarily subsistence farming to largely commercial
farming: Shamshuddinpur (Medak District), Satmoori and Pipri
(Adilabad District), Bhoraj (Adilabad District).

Shamshuddinpur
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Located in interior parts of Medak District, Shamshuddinpur is
characterised by diversity-based dryland agriculture, both in the
kharif (spring) and rabi (winter) seasons. Regardless of their
socio-economic situation, virtually all farmers follow a mixed
cropping system. Jowar (sorghum), the main crop, is grown in
association with pulses like pigeonpea, greengram, blackgram,
cowpea, fieldbean, chickpea and a range of dryland oilseeds
including groundnut, mustard, safflower, linseed, and niger. Minor
millets (foxtail millet, little millet, etc.) are also grown on very
poor soils and commercial crops like sugarcane, ginger and green
vegetables are cultivated on a handful of irrigated fields.
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Irrespective of gender, everyone in Shamshuddinpur
acknowledges the importance of crop diversity in meeting food,
fodder and fuel needs, evading the risks inherent to dryland
farming, optimising scarce moisture, and minimising costs of
cultivation. Yet of all farmers, small women farmers are perhaps
the most resourceful in making the most out of crop diversity on
their land. They see a clear connection between crop diversity in
their fields and grain diversity in their kitchen, a key asset in
preparing nutritious meals, food offerings for the deities, festival
delicacies, and herbal remedies. Although there is no outright
rejection of marketable crops on women’s part (cash crops like
castor, coriander, chillies, bishop’s weed or turmeric are grown in
very small quantities by most families in Shamshuddinpur), there
is a strong sense that these should not be grown at the cost of
crops that meet more immediate and vital needs.
Intra-species diversity is still high in this part of the Deccan
Plateau. In Shamshuddinpur, for instance, ten local varieties of
sorghum, six of pigeon pea, and three of chickpea are still grown
today. When opting for a given combination of varieties, women

farmers call upon a great deal of know-how, planning skill and
strategic thinking. Laxshmamma, from the village of
Chillamammadi some 30 km from Shamshuddinpur, explains that
by growing two or three varieties of chickpea or pigeonpea, she
increases her chances of storing the harvest as foodgrains for
home consumption. The underlying logic is that her husband is
less tempted to go and sell small quantities of different varieties in
the market than a larger volume of a single variety. Small women
farmers, then, can take recourse to elaborate strategies in order to
keep as much control as possible over food grains produced on
their land. Yet overall, in Shamshuddinpur, men do not downplay
the value of crop diversity as they do in other parts of Andhra
Pradesh.

Satmoori and Pipri
In Gound adivasi (tribal) village of Pipri, in Adilabad district,
there is a stark contrast in the depiction of farming practices by
women and men. Men farmers eagerly speak of the cash crops
that are now widely grown in the village, under rainfed
conditions: hybrid cotton, hybrid sorghum, tomatoes, and chillies.
The picture they convey is one of a largely commercialised
agriculture, with inputs and outputs travelling in and out of the
village. Women farmers, on the other hand, feel more inclined to
speak about the food crops they grow on their land: pigeonpea
intercropped with cotton, chickpea after a crop of rice, sesame on
the border of sorghum fields, rows of fieldbean amongst sorghum
plants.
Similarly, in Satmoori, an adivasi village in the same district,
farming is based on a mix of food and cash crops with maize,
sorghum (jowar) and cotton as the main crops (in terms of
acreage). In 2001, a group of 22 women of all ages took part in a
participatory exercise on the relevance of crop diversity to dryland
agriculture (Table 1). Interestingly, the matrix they prepared
reveals a very low consideration for cotton compared to all other
crops on their part. Yet cotton is presently gaining ground in many
parts of Adilabad District (as well as in other Deccan regions).
Sorghum, considered by women farmers to be a crop of vital
importance, is losing ground to the commercial crops. Men, being
the main recipients of external advice, inputs and credit, are
generally more inclined to expand the area under commercial
crops; many women say that their husbands insist on moving
towards cash crops.

Bhoraj
Agriculture in Bhoraj, a village located close to the town of
Adilabad, constitutes yet another scenario. Cash crops like cotton
and soybean dominate. Hybrid sorghum and pigeon pea are
grown for direct consumption and for sale.
In this context of commercial agriculture, there is a clear
demarcation between cash crops and so-called ‘chillar pantalu’,
meaning ‘small change’ crops, which do not bring in a sizeable
income. These crops encompass most of the pulses (except pigeon
pea) and oilseeds to which Shamshuddinpur and Satmoori women
farmers attribute so much importance.
Although men openly discredit minor food crops in Bhoraj and in
neighbouring villages, women have not entirely given up on them.
One of their practices consists in going into cotton fields soon
after germination, carrying seeds of field bean, green gram, black
gram or roselle (Hibiscus sabdariffa), and sowing these wherever

a cotton seed has failed to germinate. Even though crop diversity
has been almost entirely sidelined in the present cropping pattern,
women are not deterred in their determination to see pulses and
oilseeds grow on their land. This is true not only of small women
farmers, but also of large farmers. Gangamma, who belongs to a
high caste family farming 30 acres, explains that she too tries to
grow small amounts of green gram and black gram wherever she
can. Yet, it is also significant that it took two hours of discussion
for her to say that she was growing these crops and storing a few
kilos of these seeds in small plastic bags. This would indicate that
she had internalised the idea that it is worthless to grow ‘small
change crops’.

Women and crop diversity
The demise of crop diversity can be seen as a metaphor for the
marginalisation of women’s agenda in agriculture. “Small change”
crops are suited to dryland conditions, grow without any extravagant need of inputs, and meet the food and fodder requirements of
the household. As a woman farmer from Pipri said “If we only grow
cotton, where is the fodder for our cattle going to come from?”.
Yet, most agricultural extension officers, scientists, breeders, rural
bank managers and even policy-makers pay no attention to the
concerns of women, especially when they are ‘merely’ poor
farmers. The entire agricultural support system is geared towards
men farmers who can be more easily persuaded to adopt new seeds
and technologies and to spend money on chemical inputs.
In the emerging paradigm of agriculture, which is spreading like
wildfire in many parts of India, commercial crops are equated
with modernity, and there is very little room for diversified
cropping systems. As local dealers become the main suppliers of
inputs, credit and advice, and the main outlets for the crop,
women’s domain of expertise in agriculture drastically reduces.
The recurring allegation made by men farmers that “Women don’t
know anything about farming”, in villages like Bhoraj, is but one
sign of this alarming trend.

Finding out what women know about farming, and why their
knowledge has been devalued, is a crucial step. There must be a
sustained effort by extension workers, scientists and policymakers to understand women’s practices and perceptions about
agriculture, including cultural, social and symbolic dimensions.
In domains that are typically women’s responsibility, like seed
saving, weeding, and cooking, it is vital that women’s concerns be
allowed to emerge and inform policies. Small women farmers, for
instance, have a preference for crop varieties that are suitable for
mixed cropping, that can be saved as seed for next season, that
require low levels of inputs and that produce enough fodder for
their cattle. Unless these factors are given due consideration, there
is a great chance that agricultural policies will continue to
undermine women’s agenda instead of strengthening it.
Finally, issues of control and access to resources (e.g. land, water,
and seed), credit and markets need to be scrutinised with a special
attention to gender. Unless women’s control over productive
resources is reinforced, through individual or collective
approaches, it is doubtful whether women farmers will be able to
continue contributing to agriculture with the same talent, aptitude
and dedication that many Indian rural women still display today.
■
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Cosmetic changes in policy (like creating ‘niche areas’ for
women, such as poultry-raising or sericulture) and initiatives that
fail to address the contradictions of the dominant paradigm of
agricultural development (like micro-credit schemes for poor
rural women, that leave the problem of indebtedness via moneylenders unexamined) are not what is called for. A profound
change of attitude towards women farmers is needed, and a shift
in the way agricultural policies are conceived and implemented.

Table 1. Representation of crop diversity by women farmers of Satmoori
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N.B. Ambali is a liquid porridge made from a millet, an important part of the summer diet.
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Sorghum (jowar)
Rice
Cowpea
Green-gram
Sesame
Black-gram
Field bean
Red-gram
Maize
Little millet
Foxtail millet
Soyabean
Chickpea
Roselle
Cotton

Fodder
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Economic change and gender relations
planning in the Pearl Lagoon Basin
Orinoco children: A younger
generation with changing attitudes
Photo: Jesse Hill

contains different components that address integrated community
development as a process of dynamic interaction between
cultural, social, economic and productive dimensions.
One of the target groups, the fisherwomen’s cooperative of
Orinoco village, is with 70 members one of the bigger
organisational units in the area. When I came to work at
URACCAN-Bluefields in February 1997, the only activity of the
cooperative was the letting of its motorboat. A rapid assessment
revealed that almost none of the members were actually involved
in fishery-related activities or had any ambition to be involved.
Instead, they were almost exclusively interested in raising
chickens. This surprised me, as Garifuna women were known to
be fishers as well as farmers. In 1991, 60% of Orinoco’s fishers
were still women. And why produce chickens, when outside the
community people buy Pollo Tiptop, the frozen ones?

Research

Denise Lapoutre
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Why and how do gender relations change? Rapid appraisal
methods, which mainly focus on tangible information, may not be
sufficient to understand these questions. Based on experiences
with development processes near the Pearl Lagoon Basin of
Nicaragua, this article highlights the need for participatory,
gender-based research as a basis for development planning,
particularly in situations of turbulent change.
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In the Pearl Lagoon Basin in the Southern Autonomous Region of
Nicaragua, thirteen small farmer-fishing communities are in a
state of economic flux and social despair. A major reason has
been the shift from an economic model based on a combination of
subsistence production and wage-labour, to a market economy.
The shift began in the seventies, when foreign companies in the
area started to withdraw from their unsustainable exploitation of
the area’s natural resources, taking with them the opportunity for
wage labour. A second reason that further exacerbated the
situation was the abandonment of subsistence production.
The present situation is one of rapid change, driven by an influx of
cheap commodities from foreign countries. The communities’
lack of experience with entrepreneurship, as well as traditional
economic laws and quality standards that do not meet the
demands of an international economy, mean that transition to a
new sustainable production model will not be easy. Moreover, this
change takes place in a setting where local structures are
dominated by men and patriarchal ideologies.

The Garifuna fisherwomen’s cooperative
In 1995, the University of the Autonomous Regions of the
Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua (URACCAN) started an Integral
Development Project for the Pearl Lagoon Basin. The project

With the community, we started a Participatory Rapid Rural
Appraisal (PRRA) focusing on production. The main conclusions
were the following:
1) The community has abandoned the production of at least
sixteen basic food and cash crops. The major reasons for
abandoning agriculture were:
- The civil war, when people avoided the fields out of fear.
- The lack of technical and financial support required to
rehabilitate farming.
- Fishing, especially after the introduction of the gill nets, has
become more lucrative then agriculture.
2) While men and women used to fish and farm together, now
few women participate. Women still engage in fish-processing
and in the shrimp harvest;
3) The food security crisis could be solved. Access to credit
would make it possible to produce what is now imported, and
to export to outside markets.
Not taking into consideration culture, customs, needs, wishes,
attitudes, etc., the inhabitants automatically took a Marxist
position: With improved economic opportunities, cultural habits
would change and improve. All change was expected to come
from outside: Credit and a market would be the keys to prosperity.
A random sample of people’s reactions: “Everyone does whatever
he likes, because nobody gives any help to Orinoco”; “The
community doesn’t develop because there is no work”; and, “With
access to credit and access to a market we all would be working
the fields”.
After considering the results so far, I felt we were not ready to
start participatory planning. The reasons behind the changing
production model were not fully explored and the changes in
division of labour and access to production resources by gender
were taken for granted. A second research phase became
necessary. URACCAN students visited one out of every ten
households, interviewing men and women of different age groups.
Subjects were firstly the changing livelihood systems, including
personal behaviour at household, communal and (inter)national
family systems. Secondly we questioned the sustainability of

Orinoco’s production model and women’s, men’s and young
people’s ideas and habits by asking the interviewees to comment
on three statements:
1) Orinoco is changing into a ‘bedroom community’: People are
abandoning the fields, over-exploitation of fishery resources is
leading to reduction of food and income and dependency from
migrant remittances is growing;
2) Women used to be more dedicated to productive activities than
they are now;
3) The new generation likes quick earnings. Investing money,
time and energy in agriculture and cattle is old-fashioned.
These questions and their answers were eye-openers for the
community members themselves. Until now they had been worried
about the reduction in agricultural and fisheries’ production per
unit effort, but they had never wondered why the behaviour of
women or youth had changed and what the consequences of these
changes would be for the future economic and social well-being of
the individual, the household and the community. The results also
led to clues for discussions on gender.

Community discussions on gender dynamics
One outcome of the investigation was the revelation that more
than half of the households are receiving migrant remittances
from family abroad. For a quarter of the families, these are the
main source of income. Discussing this point eventually led to
greater awareness of the vulnerable position of women. When we
asked what happens when an eighteen-year-old boy leaves his
girlfriend behind for a couple of years, everybody started to laugh.
It is commonly agreed that Orinoco’s young men are not
monogamous. Although other kinship relations than marriage
play a role in a woman’s subsistence strategies, the situation of
poverty makes the husband’s contribution crucial to subsistence.
We discussed the fact that in a sample of 24 women all but two
learned to farm or to fish or both, but only one of them is
currently farming and four sometimes go fishing. What does this
mean for Orinoco’s daughters, who are growing up without
learning any productive skills?
We also discussed why women might be retiring from productive
activity. Since the introduction of gill nets, fishing is considered to
be men’s work and too hard for women. A suggestion that the
increased profitability might be a determining factor for changing
gender roles was rejected. Regarding women’s (non) involvement
in agriculture, several additional observations were made: that
women today are lazier, that beliefs have changed - men should
support the family and women should stay at home, and that
women nowadays have fewer rights than they once did.

Another discussion dealt with the breakdown of social networks.
A conclusion was that in the Pearl Lagoon area, where traditions
of barter and mutual help are breaking down, helping others with
work, food, money or means of production has a gender-related
price. Women appear to have limited ways to obtain cash and to
exchange services and products. It was concluded that although
women have less access to cash than earlier, they now have to pay
for services and for using means of production or transport owned
by men, things that used to be free of charge. Women feel their
need for money is urgent. They do manage part of their husband’s
earnings, but they are generally unaware of his total income.
Some women make a little money from baking bread and cake or

Design and implementation of plans
After the community members gave feedback on the conclusions,
they were able to design a long-term development plan with
gender perspective for the community and a women-focused,
short-term strategy.
The community stressed the importance of traditional culture for
a prospering Orinoco. Revival and ownership of the traditional
culture, particularly by youth, would lead to constructive attitudes
towards community building. The cultural revival should extend
beyond cultural activities to traditional productive and
commercial activities, and this could be a focus for the socioeconomic or women’s component in its first phase.
The women’s cooperative, supported by participants of other
components of the project, made a plan for starting the production
activities. In 1999 we started a credit fund managed by the
community, for the cooperative to run a shop and to sell fish and
shrimps bought from the fishermen. Credit was also given to
individual women organised in small groups for commercial
activities such as a shop or a guesthouse, cattle breeding,
agriculture and horticulture. Professionals and URACCAN
students provided technical assistance where needed. The high
level of repayment, in a region where a culture of not refunding
credit dominates, reflects the commitment of the beneficiaries undoubtedly enhanced by the extensive identification and
planning process. In the next phase, a start was made with product
diversification (new crops, reforestation, pig breeding, eco- and
cultural tourism etc) and the introduction of non-traditional
economic activities for women.

Conclusion
Rapid Rural Appraisal methods are very useful for analysing
transforming productive models, including the roles of women and
men. However, they are not enough and had to be complemented
with more extensive research. After combining information on
people’s participation in productive work and their share in the
benefits of production, their income and expenses (by age and by
gender) with knowledge of their norms and perceptions (by age
and by gender), we had a rich input for discussions on community
development, household development and women’s development.
This in turn paved the way for a participatory design of gendersensitive development plans. The Garifuna women still face many
difficulties, but they are regaining territory while developing
traditional production. No longer was the solution for the
precarious situation of decreasing agricultural activity,
impoverishment and perceived overexploitation of natural
resources only to be found in the generation of credit and new
market perspectives. Instead, members of the community related
the negative spiral and changing economic circumstances to
changing cultural habits and preferences with gender dimensions
and treated them as such. No longer do Orinoco women see
breeding chickens as the only alternative to domestic work.
■
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By comparing two generations, we were able to see how
withdrawal from fisheries and agricultural labour is advancing.
Almost none of the young people dedicate themselves to
productive activities. The elders describe them as ‘dreamers’,
‘preferring sports and drinking over work’, ‘confused about the
progress of modernity’, ‘vicious’, and ‘without patience’.

from commercial activity. Most have a few chickens for
subsistence or exchange.
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Women farmers in Don Yieng apply organic fertiliser to their organic soyabean crop. Photo: Rebecca Eisses

Organic farming and gender roles
in Northern Thailand
Rebecca Eisses and Jutamart Chaikam

High external input agriculture was first introduced to Thailand
on a large scale under the First National Economic and Social
Development Plan, which was developed under the auspices of
the World Bank in 1961. Modern agricultural equipment, inputs
and concepts were spread throughout the country by the newly
established Department of Agricultural Extension and Bank of
Agriculture and Agricultural Co-operatives. The Plan emphasised
high yielding varieties of exportable cash crops to improve the
national economy.
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Small farmers, the green revolution and
the global economy
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The introduction of high external-input agriculture into Thailand
has, for some crops, increased yields and reduced labour
requirements and has allowed the production of certain nonindigenous crops that might otherwise be too difficult to grow.
High external-input agriculture has not, however, generally
improved quality of life for small farmers in Thailand. The
purchase of external inputs can trap farmers into a debt cycle
that is almost impossible for them to escape. The use of
pesticides further leads to noticeable deterioration in farmers’
health as well as that of the agro-ecosystem. In some cases,
farmers who have been improperly trained in the use of
pesticides, combined with an ineffective regulatory system, also
put the health of consumers at risk.
More than these physical effects, the entry of Thailand’s small
farmers into the global economy has completely revolutionised
the countryside. Farmers who were once largely self-sufficient
and owners of their own time and resources now adhere to the
adage “time is money”. If the time and labour they once spent
weeding their crop has now been reduced by herbicide use, for
example, they must now use that time in an economically efficient

manner. This is necessary mainly to earn cash to service their
(usually) unsustainable debt. This change in the village economy
has had particular implications for women’s agricultural roles in
many communities.
Under the new economy, there are two main ways in which
women’s roles have been marginalised. In areas far from an urban
centre or with little seasonal labour demand, the introduction of
labour-saving technology such as pesticides and chemical
fertilisers (especially herbicides) has meant that women’s role in
crop production is now reduced to planting and harvesting. This
often means that women have more time to devote to reproductive
work and women themselves consider their situation improved.
However, since in most Northern Thai households women are
responsible for a significant proportion of productive work, in
some cases women will find productive work elsewhere, such as
factory work or day labour on other peoples’ farms, or else the
men will find a permanent job off-farm, leaving their wives solely
responsible for agricultural production (although perhaps not in
control of it). In areas close to an urban centre with a demand for
seasonal labour, men leave the village, usually after planting the
dry season crop, and return in time to help with the harvest. This
is often done in order to earn cash to finance the inputs needed for
the dry-season crop production.

Organic production – an alternative?
The Chomrom Phupholid Kaset Insee Jangwad Chiang Mai or the
Chiang Mai Organic Producers Association (COPA) consists of
farmers who are committed to using organic production methods
to ensure environmental sustainability and to protect their own
health and the health of consumers. In addition, they make their
own inputs such as compost, bio-extract and botanical pesticides
from locally available materials found in the forest, on their farms,
or in their communities in order to reduce costs and increase selfreliance. The COPA works with consumer groups and has set up

alternative markets in the city of Chiang Mai to sell members’
produce at a fair price.
In order to become a member of the COPA, a village group must
pass through a series of four trainings: sustainable agriculture
concepts, sustainable agriculture techniques, a study tour, and
finally a session on gender roles. In the COPA’s experience,
adoption of organic farming significantly increases labour
requirements compared to conventional farming. Women often
shoulder the increased labour to a greater degree than men.
The gender session serves to sensitise men to the importance of
reproductive tasks and the time women need to spend doing them.
In most sessions, the men are quite surprised to see how much
time it actually takes to prepare meals, wash clothes, care for
elders and children and the other “invisible” tasks that women
perform every day. Some families choose not to join their village
organic farming group because the men are unwilling to help with
the reproductive work, but many remain convinced of the value of
organic farming and choose to divide productive and reproductive
work within the household more equitably.
Women’s importance in the COPA is expressed in their
participation in both traditional and non-traditional roles. For
example, the traditional role of women as marketers of farm
produce is largely restored through the COPA’s revolving markets,
a role that was superseded by men with the introduction of cash
crops sold to middlemen. All members of the revolving market, of
whom 57 out of 60 are women, meet every month to set prices for
their produce, thus avoiding competition between members on the
basis of price. Women also add value to organic produce through
processing, making and selling both traditional Northern Thai
products such as khao khaeb made from rice flour and nontraditional products such as strawberry jam. Female members of
the COPA serve as trainers and spokespeople, as well as in

usually consisting of one or two herbicide sprays, one or two
insecticide sprays, and one broadcast application of chemical
fertiliser. In addition, the women become solely responsible for
the care of elders, children, and livestock, as well as their regular
household activities. The men who work in the city earn the cash
they need to pay for the inputs for their soybean crop, to service
debt and to pay for other things requiring cash such as school fees.
However, since they need to rent accommodation and pay for
food, they often do not return with a significant amount of money.
(Indeed, due to the informal nature of the work contracts,
sometimes they are not paid at all). Labour migration has also
been a mode of spreading HIV/AIDS from the city to rural areas.
Out of a total village population of approximately 500 people,
more than 20 people in Don Jieng have died of AIDS (this figure
is, of course, hardly comparable to the situation in many African
countries and is in fact lower than the regional average rate of
infection, but is still a significant amount for a rural village).
Members of the Don Jieng Organic Farmers Group who were
growing their dry season soybeans organically did not have time
to work in the city due to the increased labour requirements of
their organic crop. At the same time, because their input costs
were so low, it was not necessary for them to work in the city.
Members of the group, especially women, felt that the social
benefits of having the men stay in the village outweighed the lost
opportunity to earn cash in the city. However, since the organic
soybean crop was more profitable than the conventional soybean
crop, due to a higher selling price, they were not at an economic
disadvantage compared to the conventional farmers in the village.
After a single year, membership of the Don Jieng Organic
Farmers Group doubled, in part due to the socio-economic
benefits of their organic soybean crop.

Linking with others
The COPA is still only a small organisation comprised of a very
small proportion of the farmers in Chiang Mai province. However,
it is a member of the Alternative Agriculture Network (AAN),
which links like-minded NGOs and peoples’ organisations around
Thailand to lobby for changes in government policy. The AAN
was successful in having sustainable agriculture included in the
8th National Economic and Social Development Plan, an
inclusion that has had implications for Ministry of Agriculture
and Cooperatives research and extension. This also resulted in the
Ministry committing funding to a Pilot Project to Develop
Sustainable Agriculture for Small-Scale Farmers. Funds under
this project are administered regionally by farmers’ organisations,
including the COPA.

Organic vegetables produced by COPA members. Photo: ISAC

The socio-economic benefits of organic agriculture
A study on dry-season soybean production by the Don Jieng
Organic Farmers Group, a member of the COPA, provides a
concrete example of some interesting socio-economic benefits
derived from organic farming. Most men in Don Jieng do
seasonal construction work in the city of Chiang Mai after
planting the dry season soybean crop in late December of each
year. They return in mid-April for the Thai New Year festival and
soybean harvest. In the meantime, women are responsible for
pesticide and chemical fertiliser application to the soybean crop,

- Rebecca Eisses. CUSU Thailand, 17 Phaholyothin Golf Village, Phaholyothin Rd.,
Chatuchak, Bangkok 10900, Thailand. Email: proconet@loxinfo.co.th.
- Jutamart Chaikam. Institute for a Sustainable Agriculture Community, 363 M.4
Chiang Mai-Mae Jo Rd., T.Nong Jom, A. Sansai, Chiang Mai 50210, Thailand.
Email: proconet@chmai.loxinfo.co.th .
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administrative posts. (So far, there has never been a female
president of the COPA but the present vice-president is female
and some of the member village groups have female presidents.)

Through its community radio program and co-operation with
NGOs and GOs in farmer-to-farmer extension and advocacy for
sustainable agriculture, the COPA and its members are known
around the country and even internationally for their work.
Women continue to play a role of ever-increasing importance in
the COPA, both through the revival and celebration of traditional
roles like food processing and marketing, and also through nontraditional roles such as training, administration and community
politics.
■
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A Nepalese woman
carrying her spade.
Photo: F. Mattioli (FAO)

Land in the
hands of women?
control their own land. Kenya constitutes an interesting example,
as 98% of its women work full-time in the agrarian sector, but
only 5% of these have land ownership titles.

Women and agrarian reforms

Renate Schüssler

Land issues are issues of power. This is apparent not only in the
unequal distribution of land, and the concentration of huge
production areas in the hands of a few big landowners and
multinational trusts. It also becomes very clear in light of the
inequities between men and women in terms of access to land.
This inequality is a violation of one of the central principles of
Human Rights: the principle of non-discrimination.
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Work but no rights
- traditional limitations on women’s land rights
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Women in rural areas have traditionally fewer rights and fewer
income opportunities than men, often because of patriarchal and
conservative thinking, according to which the man is perceived as
the main productive working force. Independently of how much
women are active in agrarian production, their work is normally
perceived as part of family and household management. For
example, rural women in Latin America work 14 hours a day. In
spite of this, their contribution to food security is hardly
acknowledged as work. Due to the pressure for export-orientated
production, land available for food production is increasingly
difficult to access or provides low yields. It is becoming more and
more difficult to cultivate food in sufficient quantities for the
family, and production for the world market does not generate
sufficient income for the purchase of household food. Because of
this, women often eat less than their share in order to feed the rest
of the family.
Women produce a considerable part of the world’s food: 80 to
90% in African sub-Saharan states, 50 to 90% in Asia and 30% in
Central and Eastern Europe, according to FAO. Despite this high
contribution to agrarian production, in most cases women do not

Demands for redistribution of land, supported by large agrarian
reform movements, have during the last century led to the
implementation of agrarian reform measures in various countries.
Considering the difficult situation of small peasant and landless
families, agrarian reforms should be a means to carry their call for
social equality. For many governments, however, reforms are
merely a means of social pacification. Despite sometimesprogressive agrarian reform legislation and considerable
successes in some countries, in many places the measures did not
reach far because of weakness in implementation - a lack of
political will. In a number of countries only about 10% of the
rural population benefited from changes in land ownership.
The demands for agrarian reforms were generally based on
prevailing social injustice. This injustice, however, was analysed
mainly on the basis of ”social class”, seldom according to other
criteria such as gender or ethnicity. Therefore, agrarian reforms
have been gender blind for a long time. More recently, gender and
access to land was considered in several countries, but with
varying impact. As a result of mobilisation of women from
different organisations and movements, some success could be
registered in the 1990s regarding an improved formal recognition
of women.

Example Latin America
Women deprived in agrarian reform
Comparatively, women have benefited to a minor extent from the Latin
American agrarian reforms. The reasons for this are juridical, structural,
ideological, cultural and institutional. Agrarian legislation has sometimes
been amended with an explicit reference to the formal equalisation of
women, but details hide a different reality. For instance, the legislative
language was used in a discriminatory way; no priority was given to
women who were in charge of a household on their own; widespread
non-marital living communities were left out; and very deprived target
groups lacked recognition. When land redistribution was based on a point
system, it proved to be either directly or indirectly discriminating.
For instance, it was directly discriminating in Brazil and Costa Rica, where
male beneficiaries were attributed higher point numbers. It was indirectly
discriminating in Chile and Columbia, where a higher education
level gave a person more points, which deprived women because of the
discrimination in the education system.

In order to ensure that also women benefit from land
redistribution measures, it is necessary to develop workable
strategies based on these experiences.

Participation of women in land redistribution
In order to enable women to directly benefit from land
redistribution measures, different approaches have been tried. An
important point is that women, accordingly to their life situation –
as single women, single mothers or as spouses - obtain rights’
security and a certain amount of negotiation power. It is necessary
to issue ownership titles in the name of women or women’s
collectives. Models with different aims have been introduced into
some national legislation, including (compulsory) joint land
distribution to couples independent of their family situation, i.e.
the registration of land property in both names.

Example Latin America – joint land distribution
In most of the Latin American countries, it was for a long time only
possible to register land to one person. The compulsory joint land
distribution for married and unmarried couples addresses on one hand
the demand for rights’ security, and on the other acknowledges the fact
that in many Latin American countries, non-marital living communities
(uniones de hecho) are widely spread. Between 1988 and 1995, agrarian
legislation in only five countries provided for joint land distribution. Joint
land distribution was compulsory in Nicaragua, Columbia and Costa Rica,
and optional in Brazil and Honduras. After the Beijing Women’s World
Summit of 1995, other countries (Peru, Dominican Republic, and
Guatemala) joined this legislation due to the growing influence of
women’s movements. Empirical observations suggest that because of
these measures, the proportion of women among the beneficiaries has
increased considerably.

Acknowledgement of the high proportion of single mothers, and
the number of children in a household should be considered
during the land distribution processes. Because of the unequal
starting situation, it is not sufficient to give women the same
rights as men.

Example Philippines – the same rights
The Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Law (CARL) guarantees rural
women the same rights: “All qualified members of the agricultural
workforce must be guaranteed and assured equal rights to ownership of
the land, an equal share of the farm’s produce and representation in
advisory or appropriate decision-making bodies”. The amended civil
legislation code of 1988 guarantees the same ownership rights to men
and women. Moreover, women should enjoy the same access to all
government and private programs allocating credits and non-material
resources, and be treated in the same way for agrarian reform and land
settlement programs. Concretely however, 86% of agrarian reform
measure beneficiaries are men.

In order to counter unjust, historically conditioned structures,
some women’s organisations demand the introduction of
compensatory measures. This kind of so-called affirmative action
appears only exceptionally in agrarian legislation.

Example South Africa – affirmative action
In South Africa, women were one of the target groups favoured in land
reform processes. ”Redistribution will give priority to the following: - to
the marginalised and to women in need”. Equality of rights, along with
social justice and economical feasibility, is one of three principles of the
South African land reform. In order to enable women to benefit from the
land reforms, the government offers 20,000 rand that they can obtain
individually. If the women are married, they can apply jointly with their
husbands. Both names are registered together and appear on the
beneficiaries’ list. The low implementation rate of the South African land
reforms, however, shows that the elaboration of progressive legislation is
a fundamental requirement, but does not constitute a guarantee for real
change in ownership structures that are favourable for women.

To what extent compensatory measures really improve the
conditions of women, has to be assessed based on concrete
results. A permanent monitoring system should be developed in
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Bolivian marketplace. Women produce large part of the world’s food, but in most cases do not control their own land. Photo: FIAN
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order to make sure that the successes obtained are sustainable. In
fact, vulnerable groups are often affected by counter-reforms or
by the increasing orientation towards market mechanisms and
economical liberalisation that is implemented today in many
countries.

Women have weaker negotiation power in land markets, and they
generally have to pay more money for less productive land plots.
Therefore it appears that even land markets are not gender neutral:
the most important way for men to gain access to land is the
purchase of land, while for women it is inheritance.
However, access to land is not the only determining factor. Other
conditions, such as production conditions, are also decisive for the
successful use of the land and the ability to keep the land over time
This refers to the questions of the access to means of production, to
education and technical assistance and to the market conditions
under which the products can be sold. Particularly because of the
1990s’ neo-liberal counter-reforms, small peasants are often forced
to resell the land they had purchased before.

Peruvian peasant woman sowing seed. Photo: J. Van Acker (FAO)

Women and land markets
Experiences from countries in which large agrarian reform
measures were implemented show that women have benefited
directly only to a small extent. Would the women be better off
within the frame of the new market-led reform processes, based
on a neo-liberal logic? Market-oriented land reforms, such as
those promoted by the World Bank and others, contribute partly
directly, partly indirectly to the standstill of agrarian reform
processes. The idea is that land redistribution shall be regulated by
market mechanisms: peasants who fulfil certain criteria can apply
in land banks for credits, in order to purchase land. The
traditionally marginalised groups are excluded from the start, as
they do not satisfy the required criteria. Many peasants who
bought land this way have incurred high debts: many of them have
been forced to re-sell their land. To make matters worse, the state
is retiring from its role in supporting production by providing
access to markets, seeds, training and technical advice.
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In the 1990s, mainly thanks to the pressure of women’s and
Human Rights organisations, women in Latin America have
benefited more from the entitlement programs than in previous
agrarian reform programs; and the participation of women is
proportionally higher, even though it is still drastically behind
their male counterparts. Because of the general changes in
agrarian policies, land redistribution processes came to a
standstill, which means that in absolute figures, fewer women
have received new land than previously.
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Moreover, women are discriminated against on other grounds, in
land markets or in a market-led land reform process . Women have
very few income and ownership opportunities and little access to
credit. The reasons for this are, among others, discriminating
inheritance conditions, cultural responsibility for the very timeintensive but not income-generating reproductive work, and the
gender specific segmentation of the work market, where women
generally earn less than men and so-called typical female
activities are much lower paid.

Example from the Philippines
In traditionally organised big farms, the whole family is generally employed
but only the man receives a salary, paid jointly for the whole family.
In capital-intensive plantations, the men run the machines, whereas
women are given ordinary and so-called “easy” work, which is generally
lower paid.

Finally, a liberalisation in land policies and the further retirement
of the state has meant that compensatory measures and favouring
of especially vulnerable and marginalised groups, especially
women, has been abandoned. Many women’s organisations
therefore still demand land redistribution policies based on social
criteria that not only take into account the category of gender, but
also have a compensatory effect on other forms of social, regional
and racial discrimination. Land markets do not constitute an
alternative to agrarian reforms, as through them, land
redistribution loses its function of social equalisation. Under
conditions of structural injustice, justice cannot be introduced by
mere equal treatment – compensatory measures are necessary.

Aims and demands of the International Agrarian Reform
Campaign
The aim of FIAN’s and La Vía Campesina’s Global Campaign for
Agrarian Reform is to support the struggle of landless and small
peasants to gain access to land, water and agrarian productive
resources, on the basis of the Human Right to Adequate Food. The
Campaign constitutes an important forum for overcoming
unequal ownership and production conditions that are not gender
neutral.
To achieve greater gender democracy, it is important to pay
special attention to gender perspectives in all forms of land
redistribution, entitlement programs and accompanying measures.
A central point is that the same starting conditions (formal
equalisation) are created, and the same results (real equalisation)
are achieved. This implies compensatory measures.
With this background, the International Agrarian Campaign of
FIAN and La Vía Campesina campaign for the implementation of
an agrarian reform based on Human Rights and creating an
agricultural environment which:
• gives poor small peasants control over land, seeds and water, so
that they can live in dignity;
• allows the production of food that is safe and free from genetic
modifications for all;
• guarantees sustainable means of production in order to
preserve the food basis of coming generations;
• strengthens the rights of rural women and other deprived
groups;
• guarantees food sovereignty;
• strengthens rural communities.
■
Renate Schüssler. Global Campaign for Agrarian Reform. FIAN International. P.O.
Box 10 22 43, D-69012 Heidelberg, Germany. Email: schuessler@fian.org .
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Issue 19.2, June 2003 Issue 19.3, September 2003
Water harvesting, water conservation and small
scale irrigation

Around the world, many different systems and arrangements determine
who has access to and control over land and other natural resources, and
under what conditions. The way these systems work, in law and in
practice, is one of the main determining factors in the livelihood security
of small farmers.
Systems of access and control range from formal to informal, from
traditional to very new, from collective to private. Arrangements change
and evolve over time, in most cases moving towards increasing
privatisation and formalisation. Resources regulated by these systems
include not only land but also resources such as trees, water, grazing and
manure. Water users associations, Joint Forest Management, tree pattas,
pastoralists using agricultural land for grazing, private land deeds,
communal use of land, share cropping etc., are just some examples of
mechanisms that communities and societies develop to regulate their
resource use. How do these systems work, and why? This issue of LEISA
will try to bring into focus some of the practical aspects of different
systems for access and control. We invite you to share your experiences.
Deadline for contributions is the 1 st of June, 2003.

Issue 19.4, December 2003
Rehabilition of degraded land
You are invited to contribute to these issues with articles (about 800, 1600 or 2400 words + 2-3 illustrations and references),
suggest possible authors, and send us information about publications, training courses, meetings and websites. Editorial support
is provided by ILEIA.Authors of published articles are entitled to a standard fee of USD 75,-.
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Water is a precious resource that is essential to the life
and health of farmers, animals and crops - and it is
becoming steadily scarcer. Many see a global water
crisis looming on the horizon, and as competition
increases for water from households, industries etc., the
huge proportion of water used for agriculture, although
essential for food production, is increasingly
challenged.
This issue of LEISA focuses on small-scale solutions
for harvesting, conserving, storing and using water at
the local level. What can be done to manage the local
ecosystem to conserve water, for example land
preparation and ground cover for moisture retention and
increased infiltration? How can rainwater be harvested
on a small scale? What is the best way to catch and store
water? And how can it be efficiently applied to crops?
We invite you to share your experiences and solutions
with LEISA readers.
Deadline for contributions is the 1 st of March, 2003.

Access to and control over resources
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Who milks the cow? Gender and
development in livestock farming by Richter M.
1997. 202 p. ISBN 3 88085 517 X. German Agency for
Technical Cooperation (GTZ), PO Box 5180, 65726
Eschborn, Germany. (Schriftenreihe der GTZ ; 261).
Women play a very important role in animal
husbandry - they are owners of livestock and they
process and sell animal products. However, women
are seldom part of the target group of livestock
farming projects. This manual presents information on the roles of men and women, and provides
suggestions for a gender-oriented approach in
animal husbandry projects, especially from the
perspective of raising the efficiency and sustainability of livestock projects. It offers assistance in
concrete case design. Besides animal husbandry,
the methods and procedures can be transferred to
other areas of rural development. (WR)

Women and IPM : crop protection practices
and strategies by Fliert E (van de), Proost J (eds). 1999.
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108 p. ISBN 90 6832 710 0 : DFL 29.00. Royal Tropical
Institute (KIT), PO Box 95001, 1090 HA Amsterdam, The
Netherlands, e-mail: kitpress@kit.nl; Intermediate
Technology Publications (ITP), 103/105 Southampton Row,
London WC1B 4HH, UK, e-mail: itpubs@itpubs.org.uk.
This book builds on contributions made to the
symposium on Gender Issues and Crop Protection,
which was part of the 13th International Plant
Protection Congress held in the Netherlands in
1995. It became clear at the Symposium that most
contributions related to integrated pest
management (IPM) and that this was probably not
by chance. Day to day crop management is often
women’s work, so that the close monitoring
required for IPM may follow naturally in this
category. IPM cases are presented from Bhutan,
Vietnam, Indonesia, Costa Rica, Honduras,
Zanzibar and Ghana; other chapters deal with
pesticide hazards and the role of women in the new
agricultural economy in Russia. The cases provide
a clear analysis of specific situations relevant top
women’s role in crop protection, and recommend
strategies for change - such as making IPM
extension and training programmes more
accessible to women. The concluding chapter
provides a broader view on the presented cases,
including a plea for a new kind of external
structuring of decision making, using mechanisms
such as Farmer Field Schools. (WR)
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Secondary farmers of secondary crops?
Women and rootcrop livelihood in the
Philippines. UPWARD. 2002. 250 p. ISBN 971 614
020 7. FAO-RAP Project, CIP-UPWARD, c/0 IRRI DAPO
Box 7777, Metro Manila, Philippines. Email cipmanila@cgiar.org
This publication is the output of an FAO-supported
project which aimed to assess roles, opportunities
and constraints faced by women farmers in
sustainable rootcrop livelihood, and identify
implications for household food security and
genetic resources conservation in the Philippines.
The volume includes eight case papers of rootcrop
livelihood in the Philippines, and five synthesis
papers that summarize the lessons, issues and

future challenges emerging from the empirical cases. The main research
objective of the project was to assess women’s roles and contributions,
however the case papers view gender dimensions of rootcrop livelihood as
part of/within the broader social dynamics of households and communities. In
particular, the case papers report on the relationships between and among
male and female members, both adult and children, of individual households.
This unique project provides a basis for rethinking the conventional view of
rootcrops as secondary crops, and women as secondary farmers. (EK)

Transfer of tropical tuber crops technologies : means, modes and
methods by Anantharaman M, [et al]. 2001. 71 p. Central Tuber Crops Research
Institute (CTCRI), Sreekariyam, Thiruvananthapuram 695 017, Kerala, India /
director@ctcri.ren.nic.in ; www.ctcri.org. (Technical Bulletin Series 35)..
Tuber crops, mainly grown in diverse, risk prone areas play a significant role
in the livelihood of people living close to the subsistence level in India. As
low cost energy producers, these crops have great potential in meeting the
food security of the small and marginal farmers. CTCRI has taken up the
transfer of tuber crop technologies. it has not only implemented the existing
frontline extension projects but also evolved and executed its own transfer of
technology projects to educate the tuber crops farmers. The methods, results
and experiences of CTCRI are reflected in this booklet, a useful practical
guide for extension workers. (WR)

Empowering women and fighting poverty : cocoa and land rights in
West Africa 2002. 8 p. downloadable. International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI), 2033 K Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20006, USA /
http://www.ifpri.org/pubs/pubs.htm.
These IFPRI papers on women and cocoa in Ghana provide case studies of
how land rights, poverty and food security are related and how changes in the
position of women can contribute to improving the livelihoods of the whole
community. Cocoa production is particularly good for female farmers - cocoa
can be grown on marginal land, and it prevents soil erosion, making it a good
crop for poor farmers who do not have access to fertile land. Poor female
farmers are often in this position, and cocoa helps them make most of the land
available to them. This study from IFPRI showed that families and
communities benefit greatly when women are involved in cocoa production in
Ghana and other parts of West Africa, and that with government support,
women’s progress towards greater empowerment can have a dramatic and
positive effect on reducing hunger and poverty. (WR)

Himawanti : women of the Hindu
Kush-Himalayas by Bhatia A (ed.), Limbu P,
Meyangbo P. 2001. 78 p. ISBN 92 9115 412 1.
International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD), G.P.O. 3226,
Kathmandu, Nepal / icimod@icimod.org.np ;
www.icimod.org.
With this grassroots publication, ICIMOD
provides useful information on rural
women in the Hindu Kush Mountains. HIMAWANTI, the Himalayan
Grassroots Women’s Natural Resources Management Network, has organised
workshops and collected the information on women’s needs, concerns and
problems with natural resource management in the different countries in the
region. This book is an important resource for every expert in development
and every politician with interest in rural development, because it shows the
point of view of the rural women themselves. The text is in three languages,
English, Hindi and Nepali, the illustrations are from Param Meyangbo. (WR)

Women and farming : property and power by Shortall S, Campling J. 1999.
175 p. ISBN 0 333 66466 3. MacMillan Press Ltd, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire
RG21 6XS, UK.
Sally Shortall from Queen’s University Belfast, is a researcher in the fields of
rural development policy, women on farms, and change in farming. This book
looks at women on family farms in Ireland. It argues that farming culture
affords more power to men than to women, because men and women on
family farms have different relationships to property. Traditions and

customary practices sanction the transfer of land from father to son, thus
restricting women’s access to property. Economic power follows from
property ownership, and this in turns leads to political, ideological and
organisational power. Access to property is regulated by farming culture, and
discriminates against women.
Power plays a central role in this study, because “to talk of power is to
imply the possibility for change”. The different chapters consider the transfer
of land between men, the changed role of women in the dairy industry in the
nineteenth century, women in farming organisations, women in agricultural
education programmes, and the role of the state in shaping the lives of farm
women. This book provides a good example of how gender is interwoven in
European agriculture and what changes are required to come to a more equal
distribution of power between the sexes. (WR)

Are we not peasants too ? : land rights and
women’s claims in India by Agarwal_B. 2002. 30 p.
Gender, Family, and Development Population Council, One
Dag Hammarskjold Plaza, New York, NY 10017, USA /
seeds@popcouncil.org ;
www.popcouncil.org/publications. (SEEDS no. 21, 2002).
“Seeds” is a pamphlet series about innovative and
practical program ideas, developed to address the
economic roles and needs of low-income women.
This issue of Seeds, about Land rights and
women’s claims in India, provides information on
why land is important for women, on obstacles that
prevent women’s access to land, and on
possibilities to improve women’s access to natural resources. Independent
access to land is becoming increasingly important for women as marital and
kin support erodes, and female-headed households multiply. This clearly
written and informative issue is available free. (WR)

Tools for agriculture: a guide to appropriate equipment for
smallholder farmers introduction by Ian Carruthers and Marc Rodriguez. 1992.
238p. ISBN 1 85339 100 X. Intermediate Technology Publications Ltd, 103-105
Southampton Row, London, WC1B 4HH, UK. Russel Press, Nottingham, UK.
This book provides a practical guide to small-scale farming equipment.
Information has been selected from more than 1200 manufacturers in over 90
countries, and appropriate equipment is presented in ten fully-illustrated
chapters, each progressing from the smallest manual implements to enginepowered tools, to make reference easy and logical. The ten subject areas (field
power; soil preparation; sowing, planting and fertiliser distribution; pest
control and operator safety; harvesting and threshing; crop processing and
storage; water lifting; transport and materials handling; livestock husbandry
and health; and beekeeping) are each introduced by a specialist, who sets the
range of available tools against a background of good farming practice, and
discusses the factors which should be weighed up when making a choice.
Sources of further information and indexes of manufacturers and equipment
are also provided. (EK)

Gender and organisational change : training
manual by Groverman V, Gurung JD. 2001. 154 p.. ISBN
92 9115 295 1. International Centre for Integrated
Mountain Development(ICIMOD), GPO Box 3226,
Kathmandu, Nepal / www.icimod.org ;
distri@icimod.org.np.
This ICIMOD training manual has been developed
to increase gender awareness in the Hindu KushHimalayan region. Most institutions involved in
agriculture and natural resource management have
not formally incorporated gender concerns into
their research, extension and training programmes,
which leads to the widespread exclusion of rural
women from participation in research and
extension activities.
The manual consists of three parts. The first
part is an introduction to gender concepts in order
to understand gender-related organisational
change. The second part addresses the process of
organisational change and the third part covers the
skills required by facilitators of processes of
organisational change and gender. With these three
steps the book is a useful guide for larger
organisations that want to increase gender
awareness internally. This manual lacks a fourth
and crucial step - how to reach grassroots
organisations. It does not provide insights or tools
to reach rural women with research and extension
activities.(WR)

Women, land, and
authority :
perspectives from
South Africa
by Meer S (ed.). 1997. 160 p.
ISBN 0 85589 375 2
USD 15.95. Oxfam National
Land Committee, South
Africa. OXFAM Publications,
274 Banbury Road,
OX2 7DZ Oxford, UK.
This book reveals the
circumstances of tenure
and rights of access to land in a changing South
Africa, from the perspective of women. Through
several pioneering surveys and case studies, it
explores women’s attitudes to land and related
resources, and examines conditions of housing,
labour and subsistence for women. What emerges
is a sharp sense of transition and crisis and a
pressing need for women’s organisation, to ensure
that development and legislation are informed by
the priorities of women. This book, an initiative of
the Gender Task Group of the National Land
Committee, aims to get these issues on the national
agenda and contribute to the fledgling policy
debate around land reform. (WR)
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Agricultural implements used by women farmers in Africa 1998. 129 p.
ISBN 92 9072 008 5. International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), via del
Serafico, 107, 00142 Rome, Italy / ifad@ifad.org.
This research study was conducted in Burkina Faso, Senegal, Uganda,
Zambia and Zimbabwe. A qualitative research technique was used with
discussions and interviews with 1500 women and men farmers and 52 key
informants in government and non-government institutions. The study gives a
good overview of the problems and constraints small farmers, especially
women, experience in areas of relatively poor agriculture in sub Saharan
Africa.
Among the groups consulted it was generally felt that women needed
different tools to men and that manufacturers should differentiate between the
two sexes, as they do with bicycles. Many of the groups stated that the handhoe imposed strict limitations on production and that they would never make
any progress without access to animal traction. However, the spread of this
technology is slow and in some countries it can be limited by cultural factors

such as taboos against women working with cattle.
The study concludes that there is no simple
solution to improving the production tools and
implements used by women but it concludes
with some recommendations on actions required
from governments, NGO’s and development
agencies. (WR)
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the South and the North who work towards improving opportunities for
women. It’s activities include support for exchange visits among member
groups, support for grassroots women’s groups to document local strategies,
and working towards helping women have more say in local decision making
and policy development.

FAO website on gender and food security
http://www.fao.org/gender/
This website contains a wide range of documents and other resources. The
start page is divided into a number of thematic areas which provides an
overview of the topic and describes lessons learned. At the bottom of each
section under “subcategories” is a list of relevant studies and training
materials, some of which are available electronically. All of these documents
can be ordered.

International Agricultural Centre (IAC): building capacity for
sustainable development

Naïve art by Adrie Martin

Dimitra Project: Rural Women and
Development (FAO)
http://www.fao.org/dimitra/
Dimitra is an information and communication
project which aims to highlight rural women’s
contribution to their community and their country.
It is implemented by the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO). The
project joins a large network of local partners in
Africa and the Near East and works to encourage
and support the exchange of good practices, ideas
and experiences. The Dimitra database is
accessible on this website in English and French. It
contains profiles on organisations based in Europe,
Africa and the Near East which have projects or
programmes involving or concerning rural women
and development.
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Honeybee database of innovations
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http://www.honeybee.org/jsp/search/catdisplay.jsp
Honey Bee Network is a network for knowledgesharing at grassroots level. The database of
innovations and contemporary/ traditional
innovative practices from around the world can be
searched freely or by picture-category (including a
wide range of categories from implements, crop
protection and water management to artisan and
education innovations). The lefthand column of the
HoneyBee sitemap at
http://www.honeybee.org/lang/en/sitemap.html
will lead you to other interesting aspects of this
network, like the ideas bank and innovator forum).

http://www.iac.wageningen-ur.nl/
The IAC, part of Wageningen University and Research Centre, works to build
capacity for sustainable development in the agriculture, food, rural
development and natural resources management sectors. The IAC provides
advisory services, training, seminars, action learning projects, network
development and knowledge management to optimise organisational and
individual learning. Information about capacity building services can be
found on this website, or contact IAC at P.O. Box 88, NL 6700 AB
Wageningen, the Netherlands. Email: iac@iac.agro.nl

Connecting women globally for social change
http://www.iwtc.org/
The International Women’s Tribune Centre (IWTC) website has many gender
and development-related resources, links and publications. In particular, the
first page has links (click on pictures) to different sources of gender-related
resources such as the UN Women Watch (including a good practices database
and gender training material), Mapping the World of Women’s Information
Services (a database with over 350 women’s information centres and libraries
from more than 125 countries); the INSTRAW Gender Awareness Information
and Networking System (GAINS), and links to NGOs working on gender
issues, by region.

Gender and Rural Development
http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/ESSD/essdext.nsf/22ParentDoc/Gender?Opendo
cument
This site of the World Bank represents an on-going effort to promote
systematic integration of gender concerns into rural development activities.
The site aims to reach practitioners working in gender and rural development
at global, national, and grassroots levels. It contains tool kits, case studies,
publications and links related to gender and rural development.

Women Farmers: Enhancing Rights and Productivity
http://www.zef.de/zef_englisch/f_veranstalt.html
This website has a list of papers available online that were presented at a
workshop hosted by the German Center for Development Research (ZEF) in
1999. Topics covered include gender issues related to access to land and other
resources, extension, information dissemination and technologies and
innovation as well as relevant policies.

Gender Arena
GROOTS network: grassroots organizations
operating together in sisterhood
http://www.groots.org/index.htm
GROOTS operates as a flexible network, linking
leaders and groups in poor rural and urban areas in

http://www.genderarena.com/genderarena/homepage.htm
This is a resource website and gateway into gender/feminist academia and
research on the web. The website includes links to new and existing book
titles and online catalogues; links to online and offline journals, and links to
professional organisations as well as news and information.

Visit our website: www.ileia.org

Capacity for development : new solutions to old problems
by Fukuda-Par S, Lopes C, Malik K (eds). 2002. 283 p. ISBN 1 85383 919 1 GBP 17.95.
United Nations development Programme (UNDP). Earthscan Publishers, 120 Pentonville
Road, London N1 9BR, UK / www.earthscan.co.uk ; earthinfo@earthscan.co.uk.
The technology revolution of the 21st century should be used to empower
poor countries, not leave them further behind. This book reminds us that
this process has to begin with developing local knowledge and local
capacity. “Capacity for development” brings together innovative and wellsupported studies of technical co-operation and its potential to build
sustainable capacities in developing countries by enhancing the knowledge,
skills and productive aptitudes of their populations. The authors analyse the
issues from three perspectives: capacity and development; ownership; and
knowledge; and present a range of views from practitioners, academics and
policy-makers about what has gone right with technical co-operation in
recent years, what has gone wrong , and how to do it better and perhaps very
differently. (WR)

Perspectives on pastoral development : a casebook from Kenya
by Birch I, Shuria HAO. 2001. 160 p. ISBN 0 85589 467 8 USD 12.95.
Oxfam / www.oxfam.org.uk. (Oxfam development casebook). OXFAM Publications,
274 Banbury Road, OX2 7DZ Oxford, UK.
With this casebook, OXFAM provides a study of the Wajir Pastoral
Development Project, in a remote area near the border of Kenya and
Somalia. This project, with an integrated approach to poverty reduction and
with a strong emphasis on community participation, concerned the efforts
of marginalised groups to develop pastoral associations to represent their
own interests. The authors assess the projects’ success in supporting
sustainable livelihoods, together with livestock keepers and with people
who have lost their animals. They describe how the project has devised ways
of responding to emergencies (such as drought and conflict) as part of a
longer-term development agenda, and how it has built the capacity of local
institutions to influence national policy on the future of pastoral
development.(WR)

Protecting biodiversity : national laws
regulating access to genetic resources in the
Americas by Bass SP, Muller MR (eds.). 2000. 105 p. ISBN

South-South workshop on smallholder dairy production
and marketing : opportunities and constraints : held at NDDB,
Anand India 13-16 March 2001 2002. CD Rom. ISBN 92 9146 115 6.
International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), Addis Ababa, Ethiopia / www.ssdairy.org ;
ilri-information@cgiar.org.
With these proceedings on CD-Rom, ILRI provides all the workshop papers
and other interesting information about the workshop. To be able to use this
beautiful information source you need a rather sophisticated computer.
Fortunately the information is also available on internet at www.ssdairy.org.
The workshop objectives were to facilitate information exchange and

Possessions, problems
and potentials of
mountains : special
reference to Nepal and
its far-western region
by Ojha ER. 2002. 69 p.
ISBN 99933 1 959 7
Rs 275.00. EKTA Books,
Thapathali, Kathmandu, Nepal /
ektabook@mos.com.np.
With this booklet, Ek Raj
Ojha reviews the most
crucial possessions, problems and potentials of
mountains of the world, particularly in developing
countries, with special reference to Nepal. Ojha
highlights especially the value of the human
resource and the special nature their relationship
with the mountain ecosystems on which they
depend. The ideas presented in lieu of
recommendations can provide a useful supplement
to the visions of many individuals and institutions
working towards sustainable mountain
development. (WR)

Strengthening livelihoods : exploring
the role of beekeeping in development
by Bradbear N, Fisher E, Jackson H (eds.). 2002. 122 p.
ISBN 1 898807 01 9 GBP 22.- Bees for Development, Troy,
Monmouth NP25 4AB, UK / info@beesfordevelopment.org
www.beesfordevelopment.org.
Beekeeping projects have often focused on
strengthening physical resources (for example
providing hives or processing equipment), rather
than strengthening human and social resources
(for example training in how to handle bees,
making secondary products, in accessing
markets). It is relatively easy to provide
equipment. Supporting, facilitating and training
beekeepers requires that experts understand
people’s own perspectives on development. This
book contributes to our understanding of
important human aspects in rural development.
The case studies from Africa, Asia, the Caribbean
and Latin America, gathered in the Symposium
held in 2000, provide important information on
how small-scale
beekeeping can
contribute to livelihood
security. Several case
studies also pay attention
to the role of women in
beekeeping. (WR)
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0 88936 900 3. International Development Research Centre
(IDRC), Canada. . ITDG Publishing, 103-105 Southampton
Row, London WC1B 4HL, UK / itpubs@itpubs.org.uk.
Some of the most diverse collections of flora and
fauna in the world are found in the Americas.
Colombia alone carries over 50 thousand different
plant species. This precious resource, however, is
quickly dwindling. Pharmaceutical and
biotechnology companies are tapping genetic
resources in the Americas at an ever-increasing rate, and habitat destruction
has pushed many species to extinction or to the brink of extinction. This book
addresses one of the most fundamental aspects of this important issue: the
lack of adequate national laws regulating access to, and compensation for, the
use of local genetic resources. It compares existing laws and policies across a
range of countries in both the industrialised and developing worlds. It also
presents legal viewpoints, conclusions, and solid recommendations for future
action. “Protecting Biodiversity” is a useful reference book for all experts and
organisations in the field of conservation of genetic resources. (WR)

discussion amongst smallholder dairy research
scientists and development specialists from Asia
and sub-Saharan Africa, and to share the successful
and unsuccessful experiences gained. Papers were
contributed from 16 countries and covered themes
like: trade regulations, dairy policies, market
institutions, livestock services, and research and
extension. (WR)
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On-farm training
on intergrated
weed control.
Photo: Eric F. Wirsiy

Reaching women
personal reflections

Eric F. Wirsiy

I have had the opportunity to work as extension officer in my
country, Cameroon, for the Ministry of Agriculture and also for an
NGO, the Mount Cameroon Project (MCP). During my years of
service I witnessed a lot of things that kept agricultural knowledge
out of the reach of women, despite their role in agriculture.
Sometimes, the needs of women can be quite different from
project objectives. A group of women in a village in the Mount
Cameroon region, after undergoing schooling on biodiversity
conservation for a couple of years, suddenly found project staff
talking farming. This was a welcome relief. But the approach used
did not actually seem to be addressing the real needs of the
women, as evidenced by the reaction of the women to a training
workshop organised to introduce vegetable farming as a way of
diversifying production and farm income. Whilst a service
provider employed by the project was providing the training, a
parallel project initiated by the women was going on. The women
wanted improved planting material (cassava) and a technician to
assist them in establishing a cassava plantation.
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They complained the project had sidelined them for too long and
they now needed to take their destiny into their own hands. In the
past they would accept to go and sit in any workshop, despite
many other pressures on their time - but this time they said: ‘No
sir, if you want to help us this is what we need. These are the skills
and materials we need.’
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I am, by this, not questioning the raison d’etre of conservation
projects, but wondering aloud why farmers spend endless hours
attending meetings rather than acquiring skills on how to improve
their agriculture, which is their main occupation and livelihood
source. As a result of inadequate diagnosis of the real needs of the
farmers, or as a result of top-down approaches where project
goals mask the real needs of the people, projects derail women
from agriculture and involve them in project activities to the
detriment of their farming activities.

They can only talk in women’s gatherings. These gatherings are rare
and hardly ever have anything to do with agriculture. They come
together to discuss small savings and other issues, but not farming.
It becomes difficult to diagnose the real needs/priorities of women,
and development workers most often have to discern them.
To solve the problem of labour shortages, some women are now
organised into ‘work groups’. Farm work is done on a rotary basis
from one member to the other on specific weekdays. These
groups could potentially be exploited so that women can benefit
from the training most often received by the men. Such attempts
usually meet with opposition, however, as the women on whose
farms work had been scheduled find part of their allocated time
being diverted to something else, and they are the losers.
To overcome this problem, some agricultural extension workers
have introduced group farms, so the women can devote a day to
work on the group farm where no one will be cheated. On these
group farms women are now taught useful farming skills and
sensitised on HIV/AIDS. The group farms have their limitations
but have been very useful in reaching out to women without the
male dominating effect. Discussions in a group plantain farm
have often resulted in an exchange visit to a members’ maize
farm, where a problem is assessed and discussed at length.
Supporting the women to group themselves without the men is
therefore a way to reach out to this vulnerable set of farmers.
In general, it is more appropriate to approach already existing
women’s groups than try to form others, particularly if the men
will infiltrate their ranks in a new group. Experience with mixed
groups has shown that women tend to get lost inside these groups.
Instead of separating agricultural production and conservation,
there is the need for the introduction of the type of agriculture that
is sustainable from the economic, social and environmental
perspective and which takes into account the time shortage
already being experienced by women.

Effective communication is essential, but in my experience there
are many obstacles to overcome in communication with women.
Illiteracy is one of the major barriers. Agriculture in Cameroon is
mostly carried out by older women, who are in most cases
uneducated. This poses a big challenge to frontline extension
staff. For effective communication with local people, mastery of
the native dialect is a prerequisite for extension workers. This
condition is most often not met.

To conclude, there is a need to get a critical mass of the women
empowered. To achieve this, extension and development project
staff must carry out a proper diagnosis before scheduling
activities with women. More focus has to be placed on creation of
purely women groups at all levels. A holistic approach to
development is best. Conservation cannot work if the livelihoods
of the people are not assured, and agriculture is for now the only
viable livelihood source in our villages.
■

When women attend public meetings or events they play a passive
role, as women in most cultures do not talk in the midst of men.

Eric Fondzenyuy Wirsiy. Extension officer, Limbe Botanical and Zoological Gardens.
P O Box 437, Limbe, Cameroon, West Africa. Email: wirsiyef@yahoo.com

