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INTRODUCTION

Women farmers play a pivotal role for prosperity and profitability in family
farming, for economic development in rural areas and for food security and social
well-being. Tackling the challenges for women farmers successfully will considerably
strengthen world agriculture going forward.

The Global Action Plan of the United Nations Decade of Family Farming (2019-
2028) emphasises the vital role of family farming in achieving food security, rural
development, and sustainability. Family farming accounts for more than 80 % of the
world’s agricultural production. Women farmers are crucial in family farming,
contributing to the agribusiness while also being the primary caretakers of family
farms. Yet, the contribution of rural women in family farming can go unrecognised
and under-appreciated. Despite their significant contributions, women farmers face
numerous challenges.

This paper highlights some key contributions, challenges and recommendations
that can enhance and better recognise the role of women in family farming.
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF WOMEN FARMERS IN 
FAMILY FARMING

Agricultural labour force: According to FAO, women comprised 38% of all
agricultural workers in crop, livestock, fisheries, and forestry primary
production globally. For example, of all agrifood-system workers, women
constitute 36% in Latin America and the Caribbean, 66% in sub-Saharan Africa
and 71% in southern Asia ; in Brazil, 18% of cattle farming is run by women (around
450,000 farms), mostly landowners (83%), employing around 30% of the workforce
in this segment.

Multiple roles of women farmers: Rural farmers often hold multiple
responsibilities above and beyond their direct role in an agricultural business or
contribution to farm labour. Women farmers are often the primary caretakers of
family farms. In addition to their agricultural responsibilities, women farmers also
often handle household management and provide care for children and elderly
family members, and take on roles such as bookkeeping, managing finances, and
retailing farm products. They assume various roles, from being a farmer, a
household manager, caregiver, retailer and community member. However,
much of this work is unpaid and goes unrecognised, often not captured in
statistics about women in the agricultural labour force. This unpaid labour is
crucial to the farm’s success but remains invisible in official accounts.

Custodians of agricultural knowledge and biodiversity: Women have a deep
understanding and expertise of local sustainable farming systems refined through
generations of field experience and adaptive innovation. Women farmers are the
main guardians of crop diversity, thus contributing to the conservation of
agrobiodiversity. Their knowledge in the selection of varieties and cultivation of
crops resilient to local climatic conditions, crop rotation, and other indigenous
agricultural techniques contributes to biodiversity and environmental
sustainability.
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Community leadership: Women farmers in many societies frequently take on
leadership and volunteer roles in their communities, local organisations and
cooperatives thus driving impactful initiatives that promote local development,
agricultural innovation and economically sustainable and environmentally friendly
practices. They advocate for their rights and contribute to community decision-
making processes, hence influencing agricultural practices and policies.

Food and Nutrition Security: Women farmers contribute to food and nutrition
security for both their families and communities by growing crops, staple foods
and rearing livestock and fisheries. They also play a crucial role in household food
security by preparing food and distributing it within families.

Economic contributions: By participating in family farming, whether in primary
production, post-harvest management, processing and marketing of agricultural
products, or financial management, rural women significantly contribute to rural
economies and improved household income and poverty alleviation.

Adaptation and technological integration: Women farmers' traditional
knowledge, resilience, and adaptive capacity help them develop innovative
methods to cope with challenges faced by family farms, such as climate change,
resource limitations, etc. A high number of women farmers are integrating
agricultural technologies and traditional knowledge to enhance agricultural
productivity and sustain family farms.
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CHALLENGES FACING WOMEN IN FAMILY FARMING
Despite their crucial roles, women farmers encounter significant challenges: 

Limited access to land and resources: Women often have limited access to
important resources, including land and agricultural inputs and this impacts
their productivity and economic independence. Land tenure and ownership
barriers affect rural women's economic empowerment and agricultural
productivity.

Limited access to finance: Women often have less access to finance than men.
Women tend to rely more on private financing resources, including from
relatives and friends, with one of the reasons being a fear of rejection from
lenders. Another reason is their low access to land in some countries, as
mentioned, often used as collateral in rural credit programs.

Limited access to education, information and training: Education, information
and training opportunities can be less accessible to women in some countries
compared to men. This hinders their ability to fully participate in and benefit from
the agricultural sector and can perpetuate cycles of poverty.

Limited participation in agricultural decision-making: Women farmers can be
excluded or overlooked in decision-making processes, whether within their
households or at the community and institutional levels. Women are often
underrepresented in agricultural and government leadership positions. Their
perspectives are frequently overlooked in the development of agricultural policies.

Socio-cultural barriers: Cultural norms and stereotypes can limit women's roles
and participation in agriculture and access to critical resources, thus impacting
their full engagement in farming activities. For example, due to cultural norms
family farm succession often favours men over women in farming families. 

Climate change and environmental vulnerability: Women are often more
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, which can aggravate existing
vulnerabilities thus affecting their capacity to adapt agricultural practices in the
face of environmental changes.
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Unequal legal and social rights in many contexts: Inequalities in legal and social
rights challenges faced by women farmers in agriculture hamper their access to
resources, decision-making processes, and overall empowerment in agricultural
settings.

Violence and harassment: FAO and IFAD (2017) report that rural women farmers
may face violence and harassment, both in their communities and while
accessing markets. This can lead to an unsafe working environment and limit
their participation in farming activities and engagement with other supply chain
representatives, limiting their growth potential, both personally and professionally.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUPPORTING RURAL
WOMEN IN FAMILY FARMING

Enhancing access to education and training: Tailor-made and targeted
educational programs and training workshops that focus on production, farm
management, marketing, and technology use should be designed to impart and
empower women with the required knowledge and skills for enhancing
productivity and sustainability in family farming. Training should also help women
farmers strengthen their entrepreneurial skills.

Improving access to financial resources: Financial schemes like microgrants and
microloans targeted to rural women farmers, in addition to traditional schemes,
should be developed to support them to invest in inputs and technologies for
their family farms.

Creation and strengthening of women farmers' networks: Cooperatives, forums
and women's associations should be developed or further supported to promote
improved bargaining power, engagement in markets and sharing of experiences
and knowledge. Mentoring from other successful women farmers or groups of
rural women should be encouraged and supported by governments,
businesses and non-profit organisations. Governments and relevant
stakeholders should collaborate to support these networks with funding,
resources, and legal backing to ensure their sustainability and effectiveness.

Development of gender-sensitive agricultural policies: Gender-Sensitive
Agricultural Policies that recognise and address the specific needs, distinct
challenges, and contributions of women farmers in the agricultural sector
should be developed to ensure gender equity and improve women's
experience in family farming. Governments should integrate women farmers
into national agricultural policies by setting gender quotas in decision-making
bodies and ensuring their inclusion in agricultural research and development
projects.

Improving the understanding of gender barriers: Agricultural industries must
improve the awareness of barriers to women's full participation and
engagement in agriculture and proactively address them. Ensuring that farms
and jobs in agriculture are safe and accessible for women is everyone's
responsibility, including male farmers.
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Successful initiatives worldwide demonstrate the impact of such networks. For example, in Brazil, large-scale social movements led
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Promoting and supporting women leaders in farming: Women farmers should
be supported and encouraged to take up leadership roles in their
communities, the agricultural industry, governments and other decision-
making bodies. Improved gender representation will ensure women’s views are
better represented in agricultural policies. It is also essential to directly
communicate with women in the sector about opportunities, as communication
often reaches the male members of the household, leaving women unaware of
available resources and roles. Increasing the profile, recognition and
appreciation of rural women is critical to encouraging the next generation of
women to participate in family farms.

Enhancing access to technology: Rural women farmers should be provided with
access and support to integrate a variety of agricultural technologies, like
mobile applications for pest management, market prices, precision agriculture
tools like soil moisture sensors, drones, drip irrigation systems, etc., solar-powered
technology, to boost productivity, market access and sustainability.

Improving land rights and ownership: Women should be granted equal rights
and ownership of land to improve their livelihoods and to develop their family
farms.

Boost the collaboration between women farmers and institutes dedicated to
the conservation of biodiversity to protect and exchange traditional local seeds,
the source of local food culture, thus helping to increase agricultural resilience.

Create synergies between the agricultural and scientific world to value both
traditional practices and modern scientific knowledge in agriculture. For example,
women could work hand in hand with researchers and institutions to develop
agricultural techniques that not only respect the environment but also promote
long-term sustainability.
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CONCLUSION
The pivotal role of women farmers in family farming cannot be overstated. As primary
contributors to agricultural labour, custodians of agricultural knowledge and
biodiversity, community leaders, and economic drivers, rural women farmers play an
essential role in ensuring food security, nutrition, and sustainable rural
development. Their contributions extend beyond direct farming activities to include
household management, decision-making, and social cohesion within their
communities.

Despite their significant contributions, rural women farmers continue to face
considerable challenges, including limited access to land, financial resources,
education, and decision-making platforms. Socio-cultural barriers, climate change,
and structural inequalities further exacerbate their marginalisation, impeding their full
participation in the agricultural sector. The recognition and addressing of these
challenges are paramount to unlocking the full potential of women in family
farming.

Empowering rural women farmers is not only a matter of equity but also a
strategic imperative for achieving global food security, sustainable agricultural
systems, and economic resilience. By recognising their invaluable contributions and
addressing their challenges, we can create a more inclusive, productive, and
sustainable agricultural future that benefits entire communities and generations
to come.
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