
I n WOMEN IN AGRlICULTURE on 
WOll7 en have pro ven Ihal Ihey are persons in Iheir own 
righi, who alwars ha ve, and always will, rnake up a 
major cOl1l ribUliol1 to Ill e developll7e11t of Ih e world 
despile Ihe lack oj' recognilio/1 and ({ckJlowleclgll1enl of" 
this cOl1lriiJlItion /() the gross national products 
(GNP) oj' their countries. 

Gertrude Mongella' 

W omen 's involvement in the agricultural sector is a 
we ll recognized fact, particularly in developing 
countri es where they are the most important food 

producers and where they ass ist their husbands in most of the 
farming tasks. Yet, they are still perceived basically as 
"housewi ves" and their involvement in agricultural activities is 
considered as a natural extension of their homemakers ' role. As 
a result o f thi s misconception, programs for economic 
deve lopment in rural areas are almost always designed by men 
"with the needs o f men in mind.'" 

Although olfi cial statistics indicate that women 
constitute more than half of the agricultural labor force in the 
deve loping world , yet the bulk of women 's contribution is 
unremunerated and is not considered as "work" neither by 
national accounts experts, nor by women themselves who often 
respond when asked whether they work or not, that they do not 
have the time to do so. This failure to value women's work 
reduces them to " virtual non-entities in most economic 
transactions - such as property ownership, or offering collateral 
for bank loans'" - and limits , as a result, their potential to 
become economically productive. In fact , rural women do not 
have equal access to resources be it land , credit or technology. 

Gender asymmetry as far as access to land is 
concerned , remains one of the major obstac les that rural women 
face. Traditiona lly land passes from father to son, while women 
are re legated to farming small or remote plots of fragmented 
land . These difficulties are even more accentuated in the case 
of women heading households . A review of land reform 
programs in vari ous countries indicates that "female heads of 
households seldom have access to land even when their 
productive activiti es call for it." 

, 

This inaccessibility to land deprives rural women from 
the co llateral needed to get credit support. In addition to this 
constraint, access to credit is jeopardized by the following 
assumptions: 

• Rural women are primarily involved in subsi stence production 
rather than market - oriented activities and have no say in 
cropping and input deci s ions; consequently, their credit needs 
are often underestimated by financial institutions. In 1990, 
onl y 5% of the $5 .8 billion multilateral bank loans for 
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agricu ltural and rural development reached rural women. In 
African countries, where women account for more than 60% of 
the agricu ltural work force, their share in t9tal credit allocations 
to the agricu ltural sectors is less than 1%.' 

• Rural women represent a high credit risk. They are unable to 
manage credit, except when it is a small loan. Such loans carry, 
however, high administrative costs for financial institutions 
which , as a result, are reluctant to extend them.6 This 
assumption is not, however, supported by empirical evidence 
which indicates that very often rural women use credit more 
effectively and more responsibly than men. 

Access to techno logy is also another issue that needs 
to be tack led when talking about rural women This technology 
when available is not always "appropriate" nor "affordable". It 
should be "appropriate" in the sense that it would maximize 
efficiency without threatening jobs, harming the environment or 
being too sophisticated ; "affordable" in the sense that it would 
not be too expensive to be bought by rural women who are often 
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very poor. 

Gender asymmetries regarding access to resources 
have obvious ly a negative impact on rural women 's 
productivity, on their decision-making power both within the 
household and in the formul ation of development strategies as 
well as on their se lf-i mage. There is, therefore , an urgency in 
addressi ng these issues by those involved in rural development, 
be they government agenc ies or private and civ il organizations. 
The tile in this issue of Al-Raida will be examining the situation 
of rural women in Lebanon. More specifically, it will 
essentially analyze women 's participation in the tobacco 
industry, everyday problems they face and their contribution to 
economic development. 
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