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Rural households in developing countries typically pursue multiple livelihood strategies to
diversify their sources of income and, as a result, women — together with men — are often
simultaneously involved in a wide spectrum of activities. Their engagement ranges from being
contributing family workers to being farmers on their own account; from being entrepreneurs
running on- and off-farm businesses to being wage workers. Globally women comprise over 37
percent of the world’s rural agricultural workforce, a ratio that rises to 48 percent for low-income
countries, and their contribution is prominent in all agricultural subsectors (estimated based on the
International Labour Organization models for 2020). They represent close to 50 percent of the
world’s 600 million small-scale livestock managers and about half of the labour force in small-
scale fisheries. Moreover, these percentages likely underestimate women’s full contribution to
agriculture as their work, often unpaid, is not always adequately captured in official statistics.

Beyond being the backbone of rural economies, women also make a substantial
contribution to food security and nutrition as they continue to be primarily responsible for domestic
and care work at household and community level. Rural women often have a wealth of knowledge
on natural resources, such as land, water and forests, as they are often in charge of their
management, not only in their role as farmers, foresters and fisherfolk but also as primary providers
of water, food and energy at the household and community level.

Despite this, across regions rural women still face major gender-based constraints that limit
their potential as economic agents and their capacity to reap the full benefits of their work. The
root cause of these discriminations lies in social norms, attitudes and beliefs, which shape how
women and men are expected to behave, the opportunities that are offered to them and the
aspirations they can pursue. Discriminatory sociocultural norms affect how policies and legal
frameworks are formulated and implemented; who participates in decision-making processes and
governance mechanisms; how rural institutions are managed; how service providers target their
clients and prioritize their needs; and, ultimately, how resources are allocated and decisions are
taken within households and communities.

As documented in the State of Food and Agriculture 2010—11: Women in agriculture —
Closing the gender gap for development (SOFA 2010-11), and confirmed by more recent reports

and studies, rural women and girls continue to find themselves at a disadvantage compared with



their male counterparts in their access to essential assets, resources, services and opportunities.
Land is perhaps the most important economic asset for which this gender gap is evident: women
still account for less than 15 percent of agricultural landholders in the world. Disparities are also
noticeable when it comes to different types of agricultural support services, be it extension,
financial or business development. While the need to disseminate innovative technologies and
sustainable practices is increasing by the day, rural women still struggle to access simple life-
changing technologies. A considerable gender gap persists, for example, in relation to ownership
of mobile phones and use of the internet: women in low- and middle-income countries are 10
percent less likely than men to own a mobile phone and 23 percent less likely to use mobile internet.
Similarly, gender inequalities are evident in agricultural labour markets: rural women are more
likely than men to hold low-wage, part-time, seasonal employment, without legal or social
protection, and they tend to be paid less even when they are more educated and more qualified than

men.

(£& M)
(HHL : FAO. 2020. FAO Policy on Gender Equality 2020-2030. Rome.)
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