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THE ROLE OF RURAL WOMEN IN FOOD PRODUCTION AND PROCESSING 

Dr. Nathaniel C. Ozigbo 

Abstract 
The critical role of women in Africa’s development is acknowledged 
universally. In many areas, women have primary or sole responsibility 
for food crops production and they usually manage separate fields for 
this purpose. Considerable headway has been made in establishing the 
importance of gender concerns for sub-Saharan African development 
since the beginning of the first UN Decade for Women in 1973. In 
particular, there is now widespread recognition of the contribution of 
women to national economies. This study is intended to examine Rural 
African women’s participation in food production and processing, 
identifies the principal factors affecting women’s participation 
decisions. The study suggested appropriate social policy measures 
most likely to improve women’s welfare. The study emphasizes that 
appropriate action is needed to ensure that African women are given 
adequate encouragement, and that success in food production by the 
Rural African women depends on building a stronger relationship with 
the government. 

Introduction 

Most developing countries have witnessed almost a decade of fallen per capita incomes, 

increasing hunger and accelerating ecological degradation. The earlier progress made in social 

development is being eroded. The crisis is characterized by low yielding agriculture, uncompetitive 

industries, mounting debt and deteriorating institutions. Agricultural production has risen more slowly 

than population. Undoubtedly, deteriorating quality of government epitomized in many countries by 

bureaucratic obstruction, weak judicial systems and arbitrary decision-making have contributed to 

African countries’ woes. It is increasingly evident that poor policies and weak economic management 

reflected on the low return of agricultural production. The effects have been pervasive, not only on 

incomes of agricultural producers, but also on suppliers of food and raw materials for industry, on 

employment, savings, and government revenues and on the demand for goods and services produced 

outside agriculture. 

Over the past decade, increased recognition has been given to women’s participation in food 

production. In many traditional African cultures, there is a belief that God made woman the custodian of 

fire, water and earth. God Himself took charge of the fourth element of the universe 

 ....................... the omnipresent air. Throughout the African continent, women have long played a 

pivotal role in agriculture, both as labourers and decision-makers. Besides being the main ones 

responsible for food production, women account for at least 70 percent of the staple food production and 

figure prominently in other agricultural activities, including food processing, marketing, cash cropping 

and animal husbandry. As more men migrate to cities and other countries for work, increasing numbers 

of women are becoming heads of households, managing farms on a day to day basis. Despite these, 

women face special constraints in carrying out agricultural activities, making it more difficult for them to 

operate effectively in factor markets. 

Purpose of the Study 

Most African countries today are experiencing two major demographical trends. Firstly, the 

continent’s population is increasing at an average rate of 3- 4 percent a year and has almost doubled in 

the past 25 years. Second, the number of people employed in agriculture has decreased significantly from 

74 percent in 1998 to 54 percent in the year 2000 (Ransome Kuti, 2001). This decline is associated with 

the drift of young males from rural areas toward urban and industrial centres. These two trends are 

seriously undermining the traditions of rural African societies, which have centred on a subsistence 

economy and local food self-sufficiency. 

Based on these two trends, the purpose of this study is to evaluate the experiences of few 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa that have recorded significant economic growth through women 

participation in agricultural development with a view to drawing some lessons to guide other efforts 

toward industrialization. The study attempts to achieve the following objectives: 
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Examine the involvement of women in food crop processing; 

To identify the principal factors affecting women’s participation in food crop processing; 

Look at women’s earnings relative to men. 

Based on these objectives, the paper suggests appropriate social policy measures most likely to 
improve women’s welfare. 

The questions raised in the study are as follows: 

• Are women of sub-Saharan Africa actively involved in cultivation processes? 

• To what extent are they contributing to food crop processing? 

• What roles do they play in the marketing of the food crops so produced? 

Conceptualizing the Role of Women 

In sub-Saharan Africa, women play an important role in agriculture, particularly food 

production for self-consumption and sale. Since the mid seventies, economic and social progress in sub-

Saharan African countries have been under threat due to a variety of external and internal factors, 

including economic mismanagement, war, drought, worsening terms of trade and rising debt burdens. 

The relative contribution of different factors and their designation as internal or external remains 

controversial. The prevailing view of the international financial institutions is that sub-Saharan African 

States had failed to re-structure their expenditures in a rational way in the face of worsening external 

conditions. 

Since the mid 1980s, a variety of macroeconomic and sectoral policies have been introduced 

under the aegis of the international finance institutions in many sub-Saharan African countries, linked 

through conditionalities to external finance. These policies aim at restoring financial balance to African 

economies in the short term (stabilization) through demand restraint and to lay down the conditions for 

renewed economic growth in the medium term (structural adjustment) through the restructuring of 

incentives and institutions. 

There is now widespread recognition of the contribution of women to national economies, 

greater appreciation of the need to look inside the household, greater recognition of gender divisions of 

labour and women” double burden of work and considerable evidence of gender biases in control over 

assets and resources and in the delivery of and access to services. 

In recent years, women’s bureaux or ministries have been established in many sub-Saharan 

African countries and there have been numerous interventions particularly at project level to assist 

women. However, these bureaux are often under-resourced and marginalized from the policy-making 

process. The predominant project approach to women and development has been criticized for being too 

welfare- oriented and piecemeal. Some analyses of gender and adjustment have attempted to map the 

sectoral representation of women’s economic activity and examine possible constraints to their mobility 

across sectors. In relation to sub-Saharan Africa, such analyses tend to present women as mainly working 

in the non-tradable sector and needing incentives and/or assistance to move into the tradable sector. 

Collier (1990) and Haddad (1992) emphasize that the reality is generally much more complex 

than this, as women often work in both tradable and non-tradable production. 

In some areas of sub-Saharan Africa, there seems to have been an increase in the number of 

female headed households over recent years, although there is no systematic evidence. Female-headed 

household are particularly numerous in Southern Africa (Palmer, 1991). It is commonly suggested that 

female headed households are particularly vulnerable to poverty and the evidence shows that in African 

countries with few exceptions, female headed households are indeed relatively poor and overrepresented 

among the poorest income group (Humphrey et al, 1993). However, female-headed households are a 

highly heterogeneous group and there are serious conceptual problems in defining them. Some have 

access to remittances or other resources and run farms fairly autonomously, whereas others have no 

additional source of income. 

Little systematic work has been done to assess female household heads’ ability to escape 

poverty in the changing global environment. It is controversial whether it is useful to treat femaleheaded 

households as a group for policy and programming purposes. Afshar and Dennis (1992) emphasize that 

the prevailing gender division of labour makes women responsible for childcare and household 

management, particularly food provision. 

Women, particularly the low-income earners, have been forced by the multiple pressures on 

them under conditions of economic adjustment to find strategies for coping at individual and sometimes 
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group levels. These include for example, reducing the regularity of feeding, substituting for cheaper 

foods in household consumption, withdrawing girls from school to assist with household labour, 

increased participation in informal sector activities and resort to sexual exchange to gain income. 

In some parts of the sub-Saharan African countries, women play key roles in agricultural 

production particularly food production for self-provision and sale. The degree of financial autonomy in 

women’s farming is a key factor in how they respond to adjustment incentives. In Nigeria for example, 

there has been a considerable expansion of women farming in their own right since the Structural 

Adjustment Programme was initiated. Particularly in West Africa, women are involved in agricultural 

marketing as well as other entrepreneurial activities. In Ghana for example, 86 percent of traders are 

women (UNDP, 1991). In most sub-Saharan African countries, women’s land rights are generally less 

secured than men’s or depend on male relatives. Where women are allocated land, it is often smaller in 

acreage, of lesser quality and more distant from the home than that allocated to men. Palmer (1991) 

emphasizes that given the relative insecurity of women’s land rights, a pressure towards individual 

ownership and the development of land markets could have the effect of further weakening women’s 

control over land. 

As the economies run into difficulties, cultivation with hoe left the African women centrally 

involved in food production. Recent study has shown that a higher proportion of non-westemized women 

are involved in food production than are their westernized sisters. Indeed, cultural westernization of 

women, though improving their credit-worthiness tends to decrease women’s direct involvement in 

economic production. Despite these, African women face special constraints in carrying out food 

production activities, making it more difficult for them to operate effectively in factor markets. The end 

result is depressed productivity and the issue of women participation in food production, processing and 

marketing has become imperative, especially when the roles of women are being redefined in the global 

socio-political and economic framework. 

Constraints to Women Development 

Some analyses of gender have attempted to map the sectoral representation of women’s 

economic activity and examine possible constraints to their mobility across sectors. In relation to sub- 

Saharan Africa, such analyses tend to present women as mainly working in the non-tradable sector and 

needing incentives or assistance to move into the tradable sector. The reality is generally much more 

complex than this, as women often work in both tradable and non-tradable production (Collier, 1990 and 

Hadded, 1992). The recognition that there are barriers to women’s intersectional mobility, which hamper 

effective participation in economies is significant and worthy of understanding. In some areas of sub-

Saharan Africa, there seems to have an increase in the number of female-headed households. It is 

commonly suggested that female headed households are particularly vulnerable to poverty and the 

evidence shows that in African countries with few exceptions, female headed households are indeed 

relatively poor and over-represented among the poorest income groups (Population Council/ICRW cited 

in Humphrey et al, 1993). In sub-Saharan Africa, the prevailing gender division of labour makes women 

responsible for children, household management and particularly provision of food. In Zaria for example, 

many women have been faced with rising demands on their time from husbands for other informal 

activities. Access to land by the Zarian women is hampered by land tenure regulations, which are based 

on the “USU Frucate Principle”, that land can be used but not individually owned. 

In most areas, the village chief is custodian of the land and decides how it should be used. As a 

result, motivated women farmers are denied access to land. Land tenure is a hot issue in rural African 

societies. In addition, threat to the role of the African women has come with the internationalization of 

African economies. When economic activity in Africa was more localized the African woman had 

decisive role in local markets. But the colonial and past colonial tendencies toward enlargement of 

economic scale have increasingly pushed the women to the side in international decision-making, while 

mechanization of agriculture in some areas of sub-Saharan Africa have tended to marginalize women. 

Their role as custodians of the earth is threatened by unwarranted male prerogatives in new and more 

advanced technologies. 

It is important to note that agricultural production in the sub-Saharan Africa is at a turning point. 

If it succeeds in adapting to changing social needs, production can be boosted to meet the rapidly 

growing food needs of the people. To achieve this goal, African women must match their production 

goals with market demands, adopt up-to-date farming practices to tap their natural production potential 

and guarantee farmers fair market prices. Moreover, if women have better income opportunities and 
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higher social status in rural communities, they will be less tempted to migrate to the cities, where they 

often add to the number of unemployed and contribute to social unrest. In other words, if African women 

do not take up this challenge, agricultural production will not rise above subsistence level, while national 

food bills will continue to mount and ultimately hamper further development. In spite of the increasing 

public attention to the importance of women in the economies of the African continent, progress toward 

increasing their participation in the job market has been less than satisfactory. Now an increasing number 

of women function as heads of households as ill-health, death, migration and other disruptive factors 

have separated males from their families or made them unable to take on the task of running the 

household. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that time constraints and inhibited access by women to 

agricultural credit, land and extension give women little choice but to continue practicing traditional low-

input, low productivity farming which is neither environmentally sustainable nor viable in terms of 

longer term agricultural productivity. 

If small-scale women farmers are to benefit from incentives and increase their productivity and 

incomes, it may be necessary to target subsidized inputs on them and also improve their access to credit, 

possibly through special allocations. In order to improve women’s access to agricultural markets and 

bargaining power within them, the promotion of women’s marketing organizations coupled with the 

provision of business and information skills are needed. 

There is a need for more active attempts to gear the benefits of targeted assistance to women 

rather than assuming that they will benefit as a sub-category of the poor. Also, there is need for more 

research to investigate the different types of female-headed household and the particular constraints they 

face in escaping poverty. 

Table 1 below indicate the percentage of agricultural households by some selected countries 

within the sub-region. 

 

Opportunities for Sustained Development 

The essence of women’s distinctiveness lies in the multiplicity of their roles. Most men can 

confine themselves mainly to being producers, while most women in addition to being heavily involved 

in economic production take prime responsibility as home managers, child bearers and careers of the 

children and elderly. In consequence, women work longer hours than men, usually with smaller 

resources, fewer opportunities and lower rewards. Inequalities in fact typify gender difference. This 

section of the study aim at illustrating the opportunities for sustained development in the rights and 

obligations of rural African women. 

Since development interventions tend to be at best “gender blind”, the section does shift the 

focus of attention toward women and emphasizes the roles, needs, and further constraints of women. 

Women of sub-Saharan Africa are responsible for producing almost 80 percent of food and provide about 

70 percent of total agricultural labour (UNICEF, 1999). They are principally but not exclusively confined 

to the unpaid subsistence sector and carry out their agricultural tasks without benefit of technological 

innovation, inputs or finance. Women have primary responsibility for household management, child 

rearing, food preparation, care for the sick and elderly and family health and welfare. This combination 

of responsibilities means that women have a very heavy workload, work longer hours than men, between 

12 and 18 hours per day with a mean of 15 hours (Katrine Saito, 2000). 

In Kenya, it has been shown that women work half as many hours again as men do on both 

Table I: Percent of Agricultural Households F beaded by Women 

Country Percentage (%) 

Benin 20 

Guinea 40 

Guinea-Bissau N/A 

Kenya 30 

Namibia 40 

Uganda 20 
Zambia 23 

Source: World Bank (2000) Report on the Status of Poverty in Africa 
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agricultural and non-agricultural tasks. Women are therefore, if anything, are over-employed. As a result 

of women’s heavy workload and time burden, women’s own ill health is especially significant. Women’s 

lack of time and their lack of minimum education and information are important factors negatively 

affecting the health and well being of children. In addition, women’s low levels of literacy as adults and 

the increasing gender inequality at different levels of the education system compound the difficulties 

they face in meeting their multiple responsibilities, despite being the principal providers and promoters 

of good health at the household level. 

More importantly, women are also poorly informed about other issues of importance to them 

notably their legal rights. Characteristic of women’s lives in rural areas is their relatively isolation. There 

are few channels of communication to and in rural areas, women seem largely excluded from them, and 

have low rates of participation and involvement in formal groups or decision fora. The above profile of 

women’s multiple roles and constraints amply illustrates the asymmetries in rights and obligations of 

women as reflected in significantly different workloads, responsibilities, degree of isolation and 

autonomy and access to productive assets. 

The perception that women are less economically valuable than men is reflected in choices with 

respect to investment in education. Many families in sub-Saharan African countries face the difficult 

choice of not being able to send all children to school, while lack of money for school fees is often cited 

as the principal reason for school drop-out, other factors undoubtedly play a part. It is important to note 

here that negative attitudes towards women and the value of female education are significant factors in 

the lower achievement, attainment and enrollment rates of girls in schools. In the words of one male 

parent: 
Education of girls is a waste of money as they get married and go 
away, the girls who are highly educated are arrogant (Haddad, 1991). 

Nevertheless, the benefits of female education are receiving increasing attention among 

development practitioners, so much so that it has been argued that female education is the single most 

important investment that a country can make. Therefore, the need to pursue gender equity beyond 

primary school and in the society at large outside the school setting becomes of paramount importance. 

This section of the study has sought to explore the particular cultural, economic, financial and 

social constraints which women face in carrying out their multiple roles and responsibilities. While it 

presents a situation facing women that is very difficult, it is important to recognize the progress that has 

been made especially since the United Nations declaration of women’s rights. Since then, most 

governments have clearly recognized the importance of women’s role in both economic and social 

development, and are aware of the critical need to raise women’s status. 

While there has been progress, it is clear from the picture of women’s status and the constraints 

they face presented in this study that much more remains to be done, if women are to be empowered to 

fulfill their economic and social roles. A key priority for the governments must be to create a level 

playing field whereby women are afforded equal opportunity to participate in economic growth. 1'his 

will necessitate that the governments should ensure that the legal rights of women are protected so that 

they may benefit from their own labour and have greater access and control of economically productive 

resources. Given the time constraints faced by women, the governments must pay increased attention to 

investments in female labour-saving technologies. 

This includes investments in infrastructure, particularly feeder roads, water supply and 

transportation. Finally, governments should provide political and financial support to efforts aimed at 

reducing the risk of AIDS among young girls.



Dr. Nathaniel C. Ozigbo 

13 

 

 

Summary 

This study on gender issues is discussed in relation to agriculture and women rural 

development. The study looks at gender in relation to programmes designed to alleviate the social costs 

of adjustment. 

The study emphasizes that from the mid seventies, economic and social progress in sub- 

Saharan African countries have been under threat due to a variety of external and internal factors, 

including rising debt burdens, worsening terms of trade, drought, war and economic mismanagement. 

The prevailing view of the international financial institutions in the early 1980s was that excessive state 

intervention and distorted incentives particularly currency over-valuation and pricing structures biased 

against rural producers had led to inefficient resource allocation, hampering growth and development. 

In Africa, women have mostly been involved in farming and in small- scale entrepreneurship. 

No doubt, these sectors have been severely affected by the introduction of trade liberalization. African 

women contribute the most critical fact in agricultural production, yet liberalization has failed to ensure 

the availability of credit, agricultural inputs at affordable prices. According to Boserup (1970) inequality 

between women and men limits productivity and ultimately slows economic growth. In recent years, 

attempts to explain persistent gender inequalities in the accumulation and use of human capital have 

focused on the key role of household decision-making and the process of resource allocation within 

households. Households do not make decisions in isolation, however, their decisions are linked to 

market prices and are influenced by cultural, legal and state institutions. These institutions indirectly 

affect not only the returns on household investments but also access to productive resources and 

employment outside the household. 

Study from World Bank (1989) emphasizes that women are more vulnerable than men to 

micro-nutrient deficiencies that aggravate poor health. Poor health and nutrition reduce productivity and 

the chances of reaping gain from investment in education. In addition, World Bank study (2001) 

indicates that in both individual and developing countries, that domestic violence and rapes cause 

women of reproductive age to lose a significant percentage of healthy days. Domestic violence appears 

to be an example of how the relatively weaker bargaining power of women and the paucity of options 

for them outside the home affect the intra-household distribution of welfare. 
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