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The complexity, impact, and urgency of the various crises affecting the world today are driving the need 
to rethink the approaches to development that have prevailed in recent years.  Renewed and redoubled 
attention to the role of women and the impact of gender norms and behaviour on development is an 
important aspect of this rethinking.  This is reflected, for example, in the IFAD’s Rural Poverty Report 
2011, which stresses the importance of gender equality in achieving rural development goals.  Thus, 
IFAD welcomes the landmark World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development and 
the report’s findings that confirm the critical importance of gender equality to overall development, not 
least as an essential requirement for realizing basic human rights.  
 
The role of women in agriculture and rural development 
 
The linkage between gender equality and ‘economic efficiency’ is fundamental to our own work to 
increase food security, nutrition and the incomes of poor rural women and men in developing countries.  
The World Development Report’s (WDR) assertion that ‘gender equality is smart economics’ is especially 
true in agricultural and rural development.  This is because of women’s fundamental contributions to 
sustainable agriculture and food and nutrition security -- as producers, guardians of natural resources, 
labourers, small business owners, and caregivers.  Overall, women comprise 43 percent of the agricultural 
workforce in rural areas of developing countries, while accounting for some 50 percent in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Eastern Asia.  
 
Despite their indispensable roles, however, women continue to face multiple impediments and many of 
their efforts remain largely invisible and unrecognized.  Rural women face steeper challenges to 
achieving equality with men than those met by their urban counterparts.   Time and labour allocations in 
the agriculture sector are highly segmented by gender roles and norms, with women often relegated to 
activities that are less productive, less remunerative, and more time consuming.  Traditional gender roles 
are more deeply entrenched in rural areas and women face limits on their mobility and their access to 
education and other essential services. Women farmers and rural producers are able access less credit and 
extension services than male farmers.  Women represent fewer than five percent of all agricultural land 
holders in the Near East and North Africa region and an average of 15 percent in sub-Saharan Africa.   
 
Gender inequalities take a heavy toll on the economic and welfare prospects not only of rural women and 
girls, but also of their households and societies.  The unequal access of women and men farmers to 
productive inputs results in an estimated average yield gap of 25 percent.  According to FAO’s State of 
World Food and Agriculture, 2010-11 (SOFA), this “gender gap” is one of the reasons for the 
underperformance of the agriculture sector in many developing countries.  
 
The SOFA 2010-11 concludes that closing these gender gaps can lead to a 2.5 to 4 per cent increase in 
agricultural production in developing countries worldwide. Such an increase has the potential to move 
100 to 150 million people out of poverty globally and to reduce the number of undernourished people in 
the world by 12 – 17 percent.  Unleashing the full productivity of rural women has huge pay-offs for 
family development and poverty reduction:  women invest almost 90 per cent of their income in their 
families whereas men invest about 30 per cent.  Thus, recognizing women’s multiple roles in agriculture 
and rural economies is critical for food security and economic growth.  
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IFAD’s experience in promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment 
 
IFAD’s experience confirms that when the constraints faced by women farmers are overcome, 
agricultural productivity increases and other development indicators improve.   As such, gender equality 
and women’s empowerment has long been a high priority for IFAD. In its approach, IFAD pursues three 
objectives; i) promoting access to and control over fundamental assets, ii) promoting women’s decision 
making in community and local institutions; and iii) improving women’s wellbeing and easing their 
workloads by facilitating access to basic rural services, time- and labour-saving technology,  and 
infrastructure.  We are pleased with our ongoing collaboration with the World Bank and FAO in this area, 
which began with the Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook.  The Sourcebook stands as a much-needed 
compendium of knowledge and experience.   
 
A few examples of IFAD-supported activities in this area provide a glimpse into the range of 
interventions that have proven successful in advancing gender equality and rural women’s empowerment.  
A gender-sensitive approach to the development of poultry value chains in Bangladesh has raised 
overall household income and brought about more equitable roles and relations in the household and a 
corresponding increase in women’s status within their villages. Improving women’s access to water in 
Kenya resulted in significant time savings for women who then dedicate more time to productive and 
caregiving activities.  Policy dialogue on women’s land rights in the Gambia has resulted in greater 
access for women at the village level to land, land ownership, and the right to inherit land.   In Peru, poor 
women have gained greater autonomy in defining and managing livelihood options through a 
methodology based on public competition for selection and funding of promising business proposals.  
Support for a global gathering of women pastoralists in November 2010 helped them to define their 
shared concerns and raised a unified voice in global policy circles through their Mera Declaration. 
 
A number of key insights have emerged from IFAD’s experience in supporting gender equality and 
women’s empowerment on the ground in rural areas.  Success in this area depends on recognizing 
differences among women while also recognizing that women’s and men’s roles change over time and 
space.  It is thus important to build on complementarities between women and men in agricultural 
production and the rural economy and to engage men and community leaders in promoting gender 
equality.  Participatory programme approaches that ensure women’s active and meaningful engagement 
are needed to harness the knowledge, resources, and support of diverse segments of the community.  
More recently, we have recognized the need to focus on efforts to engage and benefit young rural women.  
 
Action to support rural women 
 
Who are rural women?  They are the hands that work on small farms for very little or no pay.  They are 
the caregivers who look after young children, the elderly, and the sick.  They are the small business 
entrepreneurs that keep the rural economy alive and they are the investors who dedicate significant 
portions of their earnings to the wellbeing of their families and societies. A great many strides forward 
have been taken in the journey toward gender equality and the empowerment of rural women – however 
more needs to be done to unlock the full potential of women in reducing global hunger and poverty.    
 
In IFAD’s experience, the following are among the priority actions needed to accelerate progress toward 
gender equality and empowerment for women farmers and rural producers:  
 

 Tackle gender inequalities in agricultural value chains and promote wealth creation among 
poor rural women.  Value chain approaches that fail to take gender into account may reinforce 
inequities that occur as a result of the segmentation of the agricultural sector in which women are 
often concentrated in low-skilled, low paying segments.  Women may be excluded from higher 
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value markets as a result of their limited access to vital infrastructure, such as cold storage.  
Gender-sensitive value chain strategies must reduce obstacles to women’s entry into higher value 
markets, build on women’s success in traditional value chains, and reduce women’s work burden 
through access to social services, infrastructure, and labour- and time-saving technologies.  
 

 Invest in strengthening the capacity of women and girls to farm more sustainably and 
productively in changing environmental and climatic circumstances.  As well, ensure the 
integration of gender perspectives in disaster risk reduction plans and strategies for rural 
communities.  Women face different risks from men in relation to climate change and other 
shocks.  At the same time, they hold important knowledge about natural resource systems that can 
be a source for strengthening overall resilience of rural households and communities.   
 

 Support rural women’s leadership and voice in decision-making processes.  Rural women 
often remain marginalized in decision making within households and producers’ organizations.  
The channelling of resources directly to women within producers organizations for capacity 
building and other activities can help to ensure that they gain an active role in decisions that 
affect their lives and their communities.  
 

 Strengthen the development and use of relevant indicators and the collection of sex 
disaggregated statistical data in the agriculture and rural sector to improve gender-sensitive 
diagnostic and strategy formulation work, as well as monitoring and evaluation.  Without such 
information, the work of women farmers and rural entrepreneurs is not sufficiently visible nor 
adequately understood.    

 
Looking towards the 2015 target date of the MDGs -- and beyond – renewed concern for gender equality 
and women's empowerment needs to give greater attention to the role of rural women in development.  
IFAD is committed to achieving this goal and is currently developing a new gender policy that will help 
to ensure that we live up to our commitment.  Tapping into the productivity of rural women can be a key 
factor in formulating development approaches that are fit for the challenges of the 21st century.   
 


