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Preamble

Agriculture is the backbone of Indian economy. Women do play
a crucial role in building this economy (FAO, 2010-11). Over
the years, there is gradual realization of the key role of women
in agricultural development and their important contributions in
the field of agriculture, food and nutritional security, horticulture,
livestock, fisheries, processing, sericulture and other allied
sectors. Rural women are thus the most productive work-force
in the economy of developing nations, like India (TAAS, 2012).
Their activities typically include producing agricultural crops,
tending animals, processing and preparing food, working for
wages in agricultural and allied rural enterprises, collecting fuel
and water, engaging in trade and marketing, caring for family
members and maintaining their homes. Many of these activities
are not defined as ‘economically active employment’ in the
national context but they are critical for the well-being of the
rural households. Statistical data are available regarding their
participation in the agriculture sector and allied activities but
their impact on the home environment has not been accounted
for (Gates, 2014). Variations in women’s participation in
agricultural work depend on supply and demand factors linked
to economic growth and agricultural modernization. Farm-
women do have an impact on their children’s education,
as they often encourage them to be educated to have a
better life.
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Multi-dimensional Role of Women

It is a well-recognized fact that it was the woman who first
domesticated crop-plants and thereby led to the settlement
of people and also the art of farming. While men went out
for hunting, women started gathering seeds and began
cultivating them for food, feed, fodder, fibre and fuel. Women
have played and continue to play a key role in conservation
of basic life support systems such as land, water, flora and
fauna (TAAS, 2012). They have protected not only the health
of soil, through organic recycling, but also accelerated the
process of genetic diversity and conservation of crop plants.
Multi-dimensional role of women includes: i) agricultural
activities like sowing, transplanting, weeding, irrigation,
fertilizer application, plant protection, harvesting, winnowing,
safe storage, etc., ii) domestic activities like cooking, child-
rearing, water collection, fuelwood gathering, household
maintenance, etc. and iii) allied activities which include
cattle management, fodder collection, milking, etc. Despite
women’s extensive and varied participation in agriculture,
they continue to have lesser access than men to modern
agricultural technologies. As a result, their labour intensive
efforts invariably yield meagre economic returns (TAAS,
2012).

Rural Indian women are extensively involved in agricultural
activities. However, the nature and extent of their involvement
differs with varied agricultural production systems. The mode
of female participation in agricultural production varies with
landowning status of farm households. Their role ranges from
managers to landless labourers. In the over-all farm production
chain, women’s average contribution is estimated at 55-66 per
cent of the total labour with percentages much higher in certain
regions. It has been observed that in the Indian Himalayas, a
pair of bullocks works 1,064 hours, a man 1,212 hours and a
woman 3,485 hours in a year on one hectare farm; this illustrates
women’s significant contribution to agricultural production
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(TAAS, 2012). Women-farmers, a quarter of the world’s
population, produces over 50 per cent of the world’s food and
share 43 per cent of the agricultural labour force. The women
invest almost 10 times more of their earnings than man on the
well-being of the family, including family health, child health,
education and nutrition (Akter et al., 2017). Yet, they have less
access than men to agricultural related assets, inputs and services.
Equal access and participation not only can help reduce gender
inequality, but also boost crop productivity by 20-30 per cent;
and raising of overall agricultural output in developing countries
by 2-4 per cent. This gain in production could lessen the number
of hungry people in the world by 12-17 per cent, besides
increasing women’s income. Women’s empowerment thus has
a direct impact on the agricultural productivity and household
food and more so nutritional security. Similar sentiments have
been echoed through the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), established during the United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development adopted in September 2015. Out of
the 17 SDGs, one goal (SDG 5) is to ‘achieve gender equality
and empower all women and girls’ (United Nations, 2015).

Limited Role of Women in Decision-Making

In the developing world, women constitute the backbone of
agricultural and rural economy through their involvement in the
diversified activities. Yet, they remain one of the most vulnerable
and deprived groups. Women shoulder entire burden of looking
after livestock, bringing-up children and performing other
household chores. In India, women shoulder the most strenuous
activities in farming such as almost 50 per cent transplanting and
threshing; 27-30 per cent harvesting, most of fodder and livestock
management activities and more than 60 per cent in post-harvest
operations. The nature and extent of their involvement differs
with the variations in the agro-production systems. However, the
exact contribution both in terms of magnitude and of nature is
often difficult to assess, and shows a high degree of variation
across countries and regions (TAAS, 2012).
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Secondly, their access to material and social resources as well
as involvement in decision-making is indeed limited. In India,
land ownership most often is with men, and they influence and
dictate decisions concerning farming and family affairs. The
agricultural produce marketing activities are often controlled
by men, providing them complete control over the financial
resources. Advent of industrial revolution has significantly
influenced societal set-up in rural world, where more and
more women are venturing to farming as men are migrating
to urban areas for work/job. Women’s hard work has not only
been unrecognized but also remained mostly unpaid. They are
invariably paid lower wages than men for the same agricultural
work. And even not getting access to credit, as they are not
involved in marketing activities, and do not own land. On an
average, only 11 per cent women have access to land holdings,
that too mostly as small and marginal farmers (World Bank
and IFPRI, 2010). With grossly inadequate access to education
and technology, a host of other socioeconomic factors have
adverse impacts on the lives of women-farmers. This gender
inequality comes at a huge cost, not just for women, but society
as a whole. Even in ancestral properties, there is a taboo that
successor would generally be the son(s) and not daughter(s)
although Indian law provides equal status in such cases.
Strengthening women’s ownership and use of rights, although
vital, are not enough as often men control women’s agricultural
property as well as products of women’s work, much of which is
carried out as unpaid family labour. If the products of women'’s
labour are sold, the men often control the income. Women for
societal/cultural reasons are less involved in decision-making.
Technology generation and dissemination in agriculture is often
gender-blind, not addressing specific needs and constraints
of women. Lately, owing to these reasons, there is a growing
appreciation of the widening gap between the potential
outcomes that could be achieved if women’s empowerment
in agriculture is to be adequately addressed. Thought process
is, therefore, changing and general awareness is propping up.
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Discrimination, therefore, against women can undermine the
overall economic development of a nation.

Women's Role in Innovation Systems

Unless innovation sensitively responds to the constraints
faced by women, success may remain deluded for women.
Women and men must be equitably educated and resourced
to intervene. Historically, women have not been equipped to
engage in innovation development process. Mechanisms for
enabling women to exert influence over the setting of agenda in
the innovation process, consequently, are of crucial importance.
Women’s role in post-harvest management, processing/storage
and marketing are increasingly important in tying production to
nutrition and income-generating outcomes. For example, in the
dairy sector, innovations can bring refrigerated trucks, cooling
tanks for safe storage as well as equipment for value-added
products such as yogurt, ghee, cheese, etc. All these require
a serious rethinking about women’s role for future growth of
agriculture. Farming systems have to be considered in more
inclusive and holistic way, covering the broad range of issues
that would enable women-led innovations for accelerated rural
development. These include women'’s role in the household,
in particular, for child nutrition, patterns of household food
security and consumption, and contributions to rural income
and emphasis of children’s education, especially of girls thus
addressing indirectly the check on population growth.

Changes in rural-urban dynamics are crucial, given the impacts
of seasonal and long-term migration, remittances and the
growth of peri-urban and urban agriculture. The systematic and
meaningful involvement of women in knowledge generation and
innovation systems is quite essential, so that new innovations
adequately reflect their needs. This implies that organizations,
enterprises and individuals that conceptualize, invent or adopt
new products, services, technologies, and tools should involve
women in priority setting across the entire agricultural value-
chain. At the same time, biological and cultural factors can put
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women and girls at particular risk of under-nutrition, malnutrition,
and poor health, especially during their reproductive period.
Good agriculture, nutrition, and health related programmes must,
therefore, account for gender issues at all stages making women
both actors and beneficiaries of new policies and investment
initiatives (TAAS, 2012).

It is also a well-known fact that despite their eagerness, women
have often not been able to take full advantage of opportunities
arising from new technologies, innovations and markets. The
constraints and opportunities that women face in agriculture
vary across different agro-ecological and geographical regions of
the country, depending upon, among others socioeconomic and
cultural context.

Empowering Women in Agriculture

Recognizing that empowerment of women is necessary to
change the face of agriculture and the rural sector, there is
lately a growing realization and commitment of the global
community to achieve more sustainable and broad-based
agricultural growth by addressing gender- related issues in
agriculture through national, regional and global initiatives and
partnerships (World Bank, 2012). There is also a greater degree
of coordination, consultation and convergence of initiatives
undertaken by the international institutions — Consultative
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), Global
Forum on Agricultural Research (GFAR), Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), Regional Fora and
many National Agricultural Research Systems (NARS). One of
the important global initiatives for transforming agriculture to
empower women and deliver, nutrition and income security was
taken by the GFAR, called as Gender in Agriculture Partnership
(GAP). The GAP highlights the role of men and women as
producers, developing participatory processes, addressing
social norms and power relations in creating disparities, and put
a spotlight on women farmers as the backbone of agricultural
and rural sustainability. The GFAR, among its many roles,
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works to highlight the important work of women farmers - as
food producers, nutrition providers and caretakers, as scientists,
innovators and teachers in villages and cities, in governments
and in leadership role in NGOs, as progressive farmers, etc.
Globally, gender equality has lately become an integral
part of the research and development (R&D) programmes
being implemented by the international organizations, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), governmental agencies
and the International Agricultural Research Centres (IARCs)
through CGIAR Research Programme (CRP) on Gender.

India is at the forefront for acknowledging role of women in
agriculture. India has established the World’s First National
Research Centre for Women in Agriculture (now ICAR-Central
Institute for Women in Agriculture) in Bhubaneswar way
back in 1996. The Institute has been engaged in developing
methodologies foridentification of genderimplications in farming
systems approach and developing women friendly technologies
under different production systems. Empowerment process
is strengthened through educational interventions, transfer
of technologies, feasibility trials and knowledge-sharing. The
Institute also emphasizes on undertaking vocational trainings
to impart skills necessary to undertake different vocations and
to relieve women from drudgery by providing time and labour-
saving tools and equipments. Empirical evidence suggests
that women have moved from beneficiaries to active partners
in shaping empowerment. Recognizing the role of women in
agriculture, Dr M.S. Swaminathan had proposed to move the
“Women Farmers’ Entitlement Bill” 2011 in the Rajya Sabha
that seeks, inter alia, access to water, credit and inputs, land
ownership for women-farmers as a policy reform to create
enabling environment.

Linking women, agriculture and nutrition requires multi-
sectoral thinking and action to address major nutritional
deficiencies which continue to hamper children’s development
around the world. Concurrently, it requires institutionalization
of research and extension through joint decision-making that
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involves women themselves in participatory approaches. This
needs to be incorporated during the initial design which needs
to be flexible so that it can be adapted to build on or address
unintended agricultural consequences (positive or negative).
It is complex and difficult to intervene in a number of policy
areas simultaneously and the actions need to be coherent at
local, national, regional and global levels. Understanding how
policies contribute (how are they working and why) requires
evidence to share lessons and to learn about their effectiveness
in different contexts. The efforts to monitor and track these
impacts must be accompanied by appropriate indicators.

First Global Conference on Women in
Agriculture

The Government of India was instrumental in hosting a global
partnership programme with the expectation that it will inspire
other governments to follow. The Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR) in partnership with the Global Forum on
Agricultural Research (GFAR) and the Asia-Pacific Association
of Agricultural Research Institutions (APAARI) helped bring
together women-farmers, policy-makers and leaders from more
than 50 countries at the First Global Conference on Women in
Agriculture (GCWA) in New Delhi during 13-15 March 2012;
wherein importance of reducing gender gap in agriculture was
highlighted to ensure that men and women are equal partners
in food and nutritional security. The then Hon’ble President
of India Smt. Pratibha Patil, in her valedictory address,
emphasized the need to empower women with new knowledge
and skills to bring women into the mainstream of agricultural
development and reduce gender disparity, and corroborated
that much of scientific knowledge and technologies do not
reach rural women for various reasons. This needs undertaking
a stock exercise in a holistic manner by drawing on the existing
evidences of the impact of policies, institutions and programmes
to empower farm-women and to learn lessons for the future
so as to ensure higher economic growth in agricultural and
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rural sector. It was also stressed that research system must also
seek the inputs of women as they have historically been the
source of much traditional knowledge and innovations. While
appreciating the efforts of the National Agricultural Research
and Extension Systems (NARES) for bringing women in
the forefront of agricultural research and development, she
suggested forming Mahila Kisan Mandals (Women Farmers
Cooperatives) in every village to educate women on different
aspects of agriculture and related activities, including future
predominant role in agricultural marketing to benefit producers
and consumers.

It was emphasized to develop an Action Plan to integrate
and empower women for inclusive growth and development
through an enduring global partnership programme on gender
in agriculture. Such Action Plan needs emphatic interventions
by national and international agencies to ensure enhanced
involvement and access of resources to women. It was felt that
considering the urgency of addressing the gender- related issues
in agriculture globally, a common knowledge sharing platform
on gender ‘Gender in Agriculture Platform for Gender in
Agriculture Partnership (GAP4GAP) is needed, which can help
in collaborative working at the national, regional and global
level. The platform should involve partnership from research and
developmental organizations, national governments, regional
and global fora, multilateral development agencies and donors
and should act as knowledge repository and provide space for
both policy research and advocacy on gender-related issues
in farming systems and rural ecologies. The GAP4GAP can
provide technical backstopping, guide for future investments,
and facilitate effective networking and collaboration among
partners and stakeholders. The gender-related initiatives would
need generation and documentation of gender segregated data,
linking women’s role to health and nutritional security at the
household level, enhanced visibility for role of women, generation
of knowledge and evidence for support and contextualization
of global issues to suit local needs. Such new programmes on
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gender empowerment would require adequate resources for
mobilizing women, forming groups, improving capacity and
capability in technical, organizational and commercial (business
micro-enterprises) sector and support systems (credit, inputs,
markets). These should be prepared jointly in consultation
with women, other relevant organizations (public, private and
voluntary), which can potentially complement and supplement
the efforts of other stakeholders.

Empowering women or girls deserves a high priority in
developmental agenda but it need sustenance by radically
reorienting agricultural research agenda to overcome
existing gaps and to face emerging challenges of sustainable
development and livelihood of resource-poor smallholder
farmers, especially women- farmers. Since the past decade,
there has been a significant growth in women self-help groups
(SHGs) and enrolment of girls in agricultural education system.
These two significant socioeconomic changes in the developing
countries can play a pivotal role in empowering women and
transforming rural areas. There is an urgent need to support
women education and SHGs to develop future professionals,
entrepreneurs, and farmers. In India, about 40 per cent girl
students are currently studying in varied courses of the State
Agricultural Universities. They should be trained and motivated
to act as facilitator to empower women in agriculture. A special
fund, “Women Empowerment Fund” must be created at the
national level to support gender-specific welfare associated
programmes. Banks and micro-credit services can play a pivotal
role in such initiatives.

Women and Household Nutritional Security

Empirically a strong linkage among agriculture, nutrition and
empowerment of women is well established. Malnutrition is
a big problem in the developing countries, and especially in
girls in rural areas. Nutritional insecurity is a complex issue
and involves a multi-sectoral solution. Control of women
over household income is linked invariably with improved
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nutrition, health and education of children. For household
nutritional security, efforts are needed to integrate scientific and
socioeconomic aspects to empower women and form “nutrition
umbrella base”, which can help developing an integrated
strategy. Enhanced government investment, awareness,
capacity-building, and micro-enterprises should supplement
these endeavours. Scientific institutions should produce
effective technologies, database, knowledge on nutrition-rich
food, and value-addition by involvement of women groups
for nutritional security. Agricultural research for development
(AR4D) system has to move towards innovations not only on
nutritional aspects but also on increasing women farm-work
efficiency and to reduce their drudgery in farm operations.
This process would require reorientation towards more gender-
sensitive innovations with emphasis on empowerment of
farm-women, including their financial empowerment. The
new business models and agricultural marketing strategies
should encourage women-members as part of producers and
marketing associations. Such efforts should be backed by
overall strategy to improve market access through development
of market infrastructure and better access to information
through information communication technology (ICT). For
this, there is a need to revisit our agricultural education system,
to encourage innovations in research-outscaling-marketing
pathways and to augment role of women in policy planning and
decision-making.

Overall, the gender issues are dynamic and so are agricultural
production systems, socioeconomic aspects and environmental
factors. Already climate change and weather-related
aberrations are influencing adversely the farmers’ livelihood
and agricultural sustainability. These aberrations will have
direct and indirect effects on farm-women. The future strategy
should thus include vulnerability assessment of farm-women to
climate-related risks, pathways to participate in opportunities
such as adaptation and mitigation options. While providing
compensation for environmental services, farm-women should
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also be considered as beneficiaries for the role. All stakeholders
must come together to understand gender issues better and share
their experiences as to what works and what does not work for
women empowerment in agriculture. Considering the urgency
of addressing all gender-related issues in agriculture across
the world, more policy support and institutional mechanisms
are required for achieving desired results. Collective action is
obviously required for empowerment of women so that they
come together on a single platform to address the concerns.

Ensuring Visibility of Gender

Despite growing evidence of substantial role of women in
agriculture and household food and nutritional security, many
policy-makers and agricultural scientists and development
professionals are yet to recognize their important role
in agriculture. As a result, agricultural policies and R&D
programmes in many countries continue to be gender-blind,
ignoring importance of women’s work, and complexity and
sensitivity of many of the barriers that constrain farm-women'’s
abilities to perform and contribute efficiently and effectively to
improve economic status of their families and also the society.
Ironically, most of the rural-women are not so conscious
of the economic and social importance of their work, and
hence hesitant to demand any recognition, or rights for their
contribution.

Rural women’s invisibility has, in fact, to a greater extent
been contributed by the neglect of society, in general, and
by agricultural policy-makers and professionals, in particular.
This is a cause for under-performance of women in agriculture
sector. Hence, to address these concerns, complementary
strategies and mechanisms are needed which can help
increase women’s visibility and role in: i) agricultural value-
chains (crops, horticulture, livestock, forestry, fisheries); ii) in
household food, nutrition and health security; and iii) research,
education, extension and policy-making organizations. Also,
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we need to demonstrate using justified quantitative and
qualitative data, value of women’s contributions; and let their
voice be heard in future decision-making at various levels,
particularly by promoting women'’s leadership role in building
social fabric of society at the national, regional and global levels
(IFAD, 2013).

Way Forward

As it has been amply justified that women do play a vital
role in wide range of agricultural activities, thus contributing
to sustainable agricultural development. To achieve inclusive
agricultural growth, empowering women for their greater
participation, gender issues, drudgery and health and nutritional
status is extremely necessary. Further, these issues are to be
addressed through gender-friendly technology assessment,
refinement and extension methodologies. If we look at women'’s
role in food production, we can notice enormous discrimination—
women in the sector receive less than 10 per cent of credit offered
to small-scale farmers. The Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO) has estimated that if women-
farmers had the same access as men, agricultural output in 34
developing countries would have risen by an estimated average
of up to 4 per cent. This would have reduced the number of
undernourished people in those countries by as much as 17
per cent, translating to up to 150 million fewer hungry people.
Thus, investments in women and overcoming their drudgery
are perhaps the best actions for future development. The
evidence is clear, when women farmers have the opportunity to
earn and control home income, they are more likely to spend
on their children’s nutrition, education and health. Improving
the knowledge and status of women would, therefore, deliver
significant outcomes in terms of agricultural production, food
security, child nutrition, health and education, thus would be
contributing significantly towards Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). In view of this, urgent action is required at the
national, regional and international levels on the following:
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There is a need for collective advocacy to raise awareness
of women’s needs in agriculture and to ensure their visibility
in terms of wvaluable contribution towards agricultural
development.

Women need to be educated and empowered to make their
own choices for better farming options and for responding
to new opportunities for diversified agriculture and better
living.

Women'’s ability needs to be increased in order to enable
them to actively participate in the development processes
by changing their perceptions and increasing awareness for
greater social responsibilities.

There is a need for encouraging collective action and
leadership among women to develop programmes that
directly address women’s needs and to make agricultural
support systems gender-sensitive.

Sincere efforts need to be made for removing drudgery
of farm women by ensuring access to new tools and
implements that increase efficiency and higher productivity.
Also, reorient agricultural research for development (AR4D)
agenda to be gender-sensitive and pro-women.

An urgent attention is needed to address the discrimination
through appropriate policies, legislation, enforcement
mechanisms and establishing women’s rights (e.g. access to
markets, ownership of land).

It must be ensured that the institutions and legal support
mechanisms are in place to promote women’s ownership
and control of resources (e.g. land, bank accounts, farm
implements).

Social, educational and cultural institutions also must
change to create an environment where women realize
their full potential. Engendering farm-women thus is a high
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national priority. For this, investment in women’s human
capital through education and training for skill development
is very critical for productive use of their abilities, time and
energy.
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DR. RAJENDRA S. PARODA

Brief Resume

Dr. Raj Paroda, former Director General, Indian Council of
Agricultural Research (ICAR) & Secretary, Department of
Agricultural Research and Education (DARE), Government
of India, is an accomplished plant breeder and geneticist by
~ profession and an able research administrator. He has made
significant contributions in the field of crop science. He is known for modernization
and strengthening of Indian national agricultural research system (NARS) and also
in Central Asia and the Caucasus. He has the unique distinction of being the main
architect of one of the world’s largest and most modern National Gene Bank in
New Delhi. He has received numerous prestigious awards and recognitions, namely,
Padma Bhushan award of the Government of India, Rafi Ahmad Kidwai Prize, ICAR
Team Research Award, FICCI Award, Om Prakash Bhasin Award, BP Pal Gold Medal,
Borlaug Award, Mahendra Shiromani Award, Asia-Pacific Seed Association Special
Award, CGIAR Award for Outstanding Partnership, Life Time Achievement Award
by Association of Agricultural Scientists in America, Dr Harbhajan Singh Memorial
Award, ISCA Gold Medal for Excellence in Science, Gold Medals from Ministry of
Agriculture of Armenia and Vietnam, Life Time Achievement Award of ‘Agriculture
Today’, Dr A.B. Joshi Memorial Award, Prof. Kanniyan Memorial Award and Awasthi-
[FFCO Award, for Life Time Achievement in agricultural science and development.

Dr Paroda had been the founder chairman of Global Forum on Agricultural Research
(GFAR) based at FAO, Rome. He also served for more than two decades as Executive
Secretary of Asia-Pacific Association of Agricultural Research Institutions (APAARI),
Bangkok, a well known regional organization fostered by him to strengthen regional
research collaboration. He had served as Chairman as well as Vice-Chairman of
ICRISAT Board, Member of Board of Trustees of IRRI, Member of WMO High Level
Task Force on Climate Services, Member of Advisory Council of Australian Center
for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), Member of Finance Committee of
CGIAR and a Member of the Governing Board of the Commonwealth Agriculture
Bureau International (CABI). Currently, he is a member of high level Stretegic Impact
Monitoring and Evaluation Committee (SIMEC) of CGIAR.

He also got elected as President of Indian Science Congress in 2000-2001 and
President of the National Academy of Agricultural Sciences, besides being President
of a dozen national scientific societies in agricultural sciences. He has been conferred
Fellowship of several National Science Academies like, INSA, NAAS, NASI and was
elected as General President of the prestigious Indian Science Congress in 2000-
2001. Among international recognitions, he was elected as Fellow of Agricultural
Academies of Russia, Georgia, Armenia, Tajikistan and the Third World Academy
of Sciences (TWAS).

Eighteen universities have awarded him D.Sc. (Honoris Causa) degree including
Ohio State University, Columbus and Indian Agricultural Research Institute, New
Delhi. Dr Paroda also worked as Chairman, Farmers Commission of Haryana,
Chairman of Working Group on Agriculture and Member of Rajasthan Planning
Board. Currently, he is Chairman of the Trust for Advancement of Agricultural
Sciences (TAAS).





