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� Agriculture is central to women
� Women are central to agriculture
� As producers, processors, retailers – the 

Cash Economy
� As consumers – Women’s role in Social 

Reproduction – the Care Economy

Women and Agriculture



Women in Social Reproduction
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� The Care Economy includes
� Children, the elderly, the infirmed
� Cooking, cleaning, laundry
� Community Service

� The Foundation of all other 
productive work in the society –
the Cash Economy



Women as Agricultural Producers

� The Cash Economy

� Agriculture – key for economic and social 
development in the majority of developing 
countries

� Rural women are responsible for half of the 
world’s food production, including subsistence 
agriculture and commercial agriculture for export 
(FAO statistics)

� Women’s agricultural work includes farming, food 
processing and selling in markets



Women Producers con’t

� Women are frequently ignored in economic, 
trade and development policies due to their 
association with “non-economic” and unpaid 
work

� Due to on-going cultural and social 
discrimination women lack access to land, credit, 
extension training, technology, inputs, education 
and services



Women as Consumers

� Women are primarily responsible for 
household nutrition worldwide

� Food security/availability, is crucial
� Food security, according to U.S. 

position, is adequate food available for 
purchase

� Problematic because people in poverty, 
particularly in developing world, but also 
in the U.S., do not have sufficient 
money to trade in the cash economy



Food Security - Insecurity

� A primary issue for Women due to their assigned 
role of Social Reproduction

� Food insecurity is a result of poverty
� At the household level
� At the national level
� Effects on children

� Malnutrition, poor health, stunting, low birth rate, 
protein-energy deficiency, anemia, iodine deficiency 
impair and reduce children’s ability to learn

� Effects on adults
� Poor health, low energy and productivity, diminished 

personal and social development



Global Food Insecurity

� One in every five persons in the developing 
world is chronically malnourished – 777 
million individuals

� Hunger and malnutrition are the underlying 
cause of more than half of all child deaths, 
killing nearly 6 million children each year

� Cycle of malnutrition begins with the pregnant 
mother and moves across generations (FAO 
Statistics)



Food Insecurity in America  

� In 2004,13.5 million households were food insecure; 
4.4 million lived in hunger

� Since 1999 food insecurity has increased by 3 
million households, including 1.4 million households 
with children

� These households include nearly 35 million people, 
13 million children (U.S Census) 

� In 2005, 24-27 million people used soup kitchens 
and food pantries, about 4 million different people a 
week (Second Harvest Network)



Food Availability

� For U.S. consumers – a double-edged sword

� Current model of agriculture and agricultural 
trade brings foods to markets at comparatively 
cheap prices

� Year round out-of-season 
products-Strawberries in December

� But at what price?



Women Agricultural Workers

“We employ people as we need them, 
but you need to break their 
expectation of having a permanent 
position, so you hire for two to three 
weeks and then you let them off for a 
few weeks, and then you hire them 
again.”

South African apple farmer
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Women Agricultural Workers con’t

� Cheap labor – Slave labor
� Majority are women
� Rising productivity demands

“Once we started at ten in the morning and 
finished at six in the morning the next day. . . 
since it is so far away and no transportation we 
cannot say ‘This is it, I’m going home.’” Maria, 
grape picker for Dole in Chile



Women Workers con’t

� Pay set at what industry will pay, 
not what workers need and justice 
demands

� Lack of benefits – health, vacation, 
sick leave, maternity leave
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Health Issues

� Pesticide poisoning
� Elevated levels of leukemia and cancers
� Infants born with neural defects
� Spontaneous miscarriages
� Headaches, respiratory problems and eye 

problems

“Sometimes you come home and you shake a lot and 
you cough and spit all night”

Geraldine, picks tomatoes for Taco Bell



Health Issues

� Violence and Sexual Harassment

� Domestic violence due to poverty and 
stress

� Sexual violence in the fields

“Sexual assault and harassment at work are not 
unique to agriculture, but female farm workers 
are 10 time more vulnerable than others.”
Attorney, U.S. EEOC



Intimidation
� Most producers are anti-union and other forms 

of worker organizing
� Intimidation takes many forms –

� Fear of job loss
� Fear of exposure if workers are undocumented
� Fear of shame, rejection and more violence if rape is 

reported

“As women and as workers, we have to fight for our 
rights and against violence in the fields and in our 
homes.” Julia, Immokalee Workers



Impact of Agricultural Trade 
Liberalization

� Currently the Agreement on Agriculture is 
the key issue of WTO trade negotiations –
Doha Development Round

� Key Issues
� Subsidies
� Dumping
� Special and Differential Treatment (SDT)



Subsidies
� Government support of agriculture

� Export subsidies
� Domestic subsidies 
� Food aid

� Encourages over production which demands 
more markets

� Depresses global commodity prices

� Leads to dumping



Dumping

� Selling products at below the price of 
production

� Undercuts local farmers who, without 
subsidies, cannot compete 

� Leads to depressed rural areas and 
outward migration to urban areas or cross 
borders



Special and Differential 
Treatment (SDT)
� WTO mechanisms for developing countries
� Two SDTs currently being debated at WTO

� Special Products – countries can designated as yet-
to- be-determined number of tariff lines that will be 
exempt for tariff reductions in order to defend local 
farmers

� Special Safeguard Mechanism – a trigger mechanism 
to defend local farmers from import surges or 
dumping

� Very important for women farmers and household 
managers to protect household food security



What Can We Do

� Support women’s farm worker programs
� Ask your local florists or stores who supplies their 

flowers and seek corporate accountability for workers, 
especially women workers down the supply chain

� Buy fair trade products
� Follow trade negotiations, particularly as they affect 

women.  Resources:  International Gender and Trade 
Network: www.igtn.org; Center of Concern: 
www.coc.org; Interfaith Working Group on Trade and 
Investment:  www.tradejusticeuse.org
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