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I am grateful to the Association of Development Researchers (FAU) in Denmark for giving me this golden opportunity to share my perspectives on “development that matters” based on my experiences in a least developing country. I feel greatly honoured to be here and hope we will all learn from each other.
I am based in Nepal, and am a founding member of Women Organizing for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resource Management (WOCAN), a global network of professional women and men working for gender promotion within agriculture and natural resource management (NRM). The group was formed after its members recognized the need to organize professionals in gender, agriculture and NRM to increase rural women’s access to and control over resources and to enhance their livelihoods for poverty alleviation. You can find us on our website www.wocan.org.  

I wish to share my views on food security and livelihoods from the standpoint of nutrition, women’s contribution and climate change. I believe that understanding these multidimensional, interrelated areas can significantly enrich the debate on development that matters for marginalized population in the least developed countries.
As we all know, global development is currently under increasing pressure. The rising food scarcity and high food prices thwart the Millennium Development Goal on poverty alleviation. This is not only due to low production but also due to the emerging challenges posed by climate change, reduced investment in agriculture and ignorance about nutritional aspects of food utilization. These problems are compounded by deep-rooted socio-cultural and religious practices that perpetuate discriminatory food consumption habits at household level in the least developing countries.  

The United Nations has estimated that there are 840 million undernourished people in the world. The majority of them (799 million) live in developing countries, mainly in Africa and Asia. This figure also includes 11 million people in developed countries and 30 million people in countries in transition (e.g., the former Soviet Union). According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, nearly 11 percent of U.S. households are food insecure, with approximately one-third of them experiencing moderate to severe hunger. In this context one can imagine the situation in the least developing countries, which is the focus of my presentation today.
I recently attended the Third Global Forum of Farmers in Rome, where the President of International Fund for Agriculture Development (IFAD) highlighted the need for investment in rural development and for development policies and programs that pay attention to the role of poor rural men and women farmers, particularly smallholders, in agricultural growth. On that Forum, farmer leaders representing millions of small and medium scale family farmers called for a declaration of an “International Year of Family Farmers” in order to urge the actors in agriculture development and food security to provide justice to smallholders and to make special investments in this sector for women and youth. 
At least 70% of the population in the developing countries lives in rural areas. Improving agriculture for smallholder farmers and landless people can provide them livelihood opportunities and enable them to stay in their communities. In many areas of the world people do not own the land they use, therefore, those who want or need to farm for a living have little incentive to improve the land. Increasing commercialization of agricultural land in Asia has a negative impact on small farmers’ livelihoods. In the absence of appropriate land reform policies and due to lack implementation of existing policies, farmers have become victims of the privatization programs of capitalists. Particularly in the developing countries, appropriation of agricultural land for commercial purposes such as industrialization and tourism has displaced small farmers from their only source of livelihood. 
Rural men deprived of their livelihoods often have no choice other than taking huge loans and migrating to towns or neighboring countries, where their labor often gets exploited and where they face a host of physical, mental and emotional hardships. Many of them become victims of STDs and HIV/AIDS, which robs them of their source of income and pushes them to extreme conditions. They are not only depressed and isolated from family and society but also trapped in increasing debt. Many migrant workers from Nepal have committed suicide as a result of this unbearable mental and financial burden. Generally, when men leave the village in search of wage labour, women are left to support the rest of the family. They engage in menial labor in other people’s land and households, which makes them vulnerable to various kinds of exploitation. Governments in countries like Nepal boast of a thriving remittance economy, but remittance often comes at an enormous social, physical and emotional cost for small farmers. 
Food security has in fact become one of the most urgent issues for rural communities in the least developing countries. The 1996 World Food Summit defined food security as a situation in which all people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life. As such food security implies both physical and socio-economic access to food that meets people's dietary needs as well as their food preferences. Food security is thus a complex, multi-layered issue that is linked not only to health, but also to sustainable economic development, environment and trade. Experts have drawn the following broad conclusions regarding food security: 
· There is enough food in the world and the real problem is not food shortage but inequitable distribution
· Future food needs can - or cannot - be met by current levels of production
· National food security is no longer a priority because of global trade
· Globalization may perpetuate food insecurity and poverty in rural communities

In developing countries, the root causes of food insecurity include poverty, war and civil conflict, corruption, national policies that do not promote equal access to food for all, environmental degradation, barriers to trade, insufficient agricultural development, population growth, low levels of education, social and gender inequality, poor health status, cultural insensitivity, and natural disasters. Globally, certain groups of people are more vulnerable to food insecurity than others. Vulnerable groups include: victims of conflict (e.g., refugees and internally displaced people); migrant workers; marginal populations (e.g., school dropouts, unemployed people, homeless people, and orphans); dependent populations (e.g., elderly people, children under five, and disabled and ill people); women of reproductive age; ethnic minorities; and low literacy households.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) stresses that “food security depends more on socio-economic conditions than on agro climatic ones, and on access to food rather than the production or physical availability of food”. Therefore, assessing the state of domestic production in alone is not enough to tackle this problem in food insecure countries. One also needs to i) assess climate change impacts on foreign exchange earnings, ii) determine the ability of food surplus countries to increase their commercial exports or food aid, and iii) analyze how the incomes of the poor will be affected by climate change (FAO 2003b: 365-366).

At the same time climate change continues to threaten rural livelihoods and food production. Climate change is a real problem as is evident from the sea level rise, desertification, erosion, flooding, drought, untimely rain and snowfall and various forms of land degradation. In many areas of the world, it has led to changes in farming systems, decline in soil quality and species diversity, resulting in undernourishment and food insecurity. Reduced food production has led to an increase in price of foodstuff; in Nepal the price of staple food such as rice and pulses have gone up by four times. Most poor farmers have no alternative source of income except agriculture, livestock and fishery. Due to loss of production, families with lower purchasing capacity are compelled to be half fed. In such conditions, women and children have to bear the brunt of hunger.  
Rural women farmers are facing critical problems in addition to their excessive workload in the household and field. The rapidly changing and unpredictable climatic conditions, increasing trend of male migration to urban areas in search of wage labor, the absence of gender responsive extension services in agriculture, lack of mechanisms to ensure women farmers’ access to information, lack of support in credit and capital, and the denial of land ownership rights to women have forced them to live in harsh conditions.    

In Nepal, 67 percent of the population is engaged in farming and 78.2 percent of the female population has taken up farming as their main profession, but these women are seldom counted as farmers. Worse, they do not have the same access to food as men. After working in the field for hours, they find themselves caught in other household chores like cooking and feeding the family members. Only after the other family members have finished eating are women allowed to eat. It is believed that it is alright for women to eat cold, stale, spoiled and insufficient food. Nepalese women are often denied their right to food, and in many cases this is sanctioned by religious traditions. Even today, in many parts of the country, women are not allowed to touch food during menstruation as they are considered impure during this period. In Mid and Far Western Nepal, many Hindu households practice Chhaupadi, a tradition of keeping women in cowsheds during menstruation. During Chhaupadi women are kept in unsafe and unhygienic conditions that make them vulnerable to disease, assault and in some extreme cases, death. 
In this context, it is perhaps not surprising that 70 percent of women in Nepal suffer from malnutrition and anemia. Almost 25% of women in Nepal have a body mass index below normal and about 36% of pregnant women are anemic. Food discrimination against women has had an impact on their reproductive health and also on the health of newborns. About 34% of newborns have low birth weight (LBW) due to poor maternal nutrition. Persistent high food prices, the financial crisis coupled with recurrent droughts in many parts of the country, have exacerbated food insecurity. A recent report published by National Health Services Department states that approximately 1.7 million children under five years of age in the country are stunted due to chronic deprivation of good nutrition. The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of Child recognizes children’s right to survival and to the highest attainable standard of health, which implies a healthy environment, nourishing food, quality health services and parental awareness. Poor access to safe drinking water and sanitation, household food insecurity has also been reported as important causes of malnutrition in Nepal. 
Every government is accountable for implementing mechanisms to ensure equal human rights for all regardless of their gender, age or caste. Since Nepal’s law treats men and women differently, there is no gender equality with respect to food rights, the right to food producing assets and accessibility. A study conducted by Women Law and Development Forum in 2008 revealed that the country’s constitution itself was fraught with acts, provisions and laws that were biased against women. For example, only about 10 percent of women own land, which in Nepal’s context does not simply mean denial of property rights but also a loss of social identity. Absence of land ownership means lack of access to all public utilities such as electricity, water-taps, telephone lines, finances, banking services and so on.  

++

Rural women in developing countries are burdened with multiple responsibilities, from agricultural cultivation and irrigation to collecting water, fuel wood and fodder to taking care of the sick, elderly and children as well as contributing to community development. Rural women have constantly demonstrated their skills and capacity for managing livelihoods even in the absence of adequate resources. Those who have a piece of land do agriculture but those who do not have land or means of agricultural production utilize natural resources and livestock to sustain their livelihoods. One of the most successful activities carried out by rural women in Nepal is the formation of grassroots “self help groups” and “savings and credit groups”, through which many rural women in remote areas have been able to meet their basic needs. However, these women do not have access to basic public services such as technical information, technology, inputs, market systems, etc. that are essential for improving livelihood conditions. 
Even in the absence of external support and opportunities, women possess valuable resources such as practical knowledge and skills for land use, use of seeds and locally appropriate and manageable technologies. Ensuring household food security and nutrition has traditionally been a woman’s role. Women are often the preservers of traditional knowledge of indigenous plants and seeds. As the ones responsible for supplying their families with food and care, they have a special knowledge of the value and diverse uses of plants for nutrition, health and income. They grow traditional varieties of vegetables, herbs and spices in their home gardens and often experiment with and adapt indigenous species. They are involved in the exchange and saving of seeds. This has important implications for the conservation of plant genetic resources.
Women are also very familiar with the realities of climate change: they spend more time fetching water and firewood, experience crop failure, drought, erratic rainfall pattern, excessive heat, etc. that culminates in low productivity, ill heath/ diseases and even death of household members. This is a vicious cycle whereby they spend more time as caregivers or even become household heads. This makes them knowledgeable about adaptation techniques as they frequently experience adverse climatic conditions to which they respond with their commonsense. However, this is not an entirely reliable or long-term solution as adaptation becomes highly challenging in many cases such as drought, flood, earthquake and so on. 
Unfortunately, the importance of women’s knowledge and expertise on biodiversity is often overlooked or ignored by development planners. Much of women's productive activity is localized in the informal economy and is not represented in official statistics on food supply and movement. Although women grow about half of the world’s food, they rarely own land and their contribution is not acknowledged by agricultural policies and programs. Unless it is a donor funded project, agricultural programs do not involve women in making decisions about seeds, inputs, irrigation, climate change, exposure opportunities and all other issues necessary for improved food production. This is the irony of so called participatory development planning. 

There are many reasons for this. Work in the household is often considered to be part of a woman’s duties as wife and mother, rather than an occupation to be accounted for in both the household and the national economy. Outside the household, a great deal of rural women’s labour - whether regular or seasonal – goes unpaid and is, therefore, rarely taken into account in official statistics. This happens since agriculture is still heavily dominated by males and women are seen as dependents of male farmers. Men have legal ownership of land so women have no control over the land they cultivate. This prevents women from obtaining formal services such as credit for production. Women are expected to do labour-intensive work and do not enjoy the benefits of new technologies. They are paid lower wages because it is assumed that women are less physically able than men.
Women’s limited role in making decisions related to food and agriculture has a negative impact on the health and nutritional status of the pregnant mothers and newborn children. In most of the South Asian countries the three pillars of food security, i.e., food availability, food access and food utilization are strongly dominated by patriarchal values. The same holds for public agencies that are meant to develop gender responsive policies and programs.  It is essential to recognize and adequately compensate women's productive as well as reproductive labour to sustain their contribution to global food production and security. 

++

A Case Study from Timor Leste 

In this context I would like to share a case study from Timor Leste, one of the least developing countries and the newest nation of the world located in the Asia Pacific region. This beautiful island has a population of one million, of whom 50% are women. In 2008, the country faced severe food insecurity and imported 40,000 tons of rice from its neighboring country Indonesia. In 2009, to the Timor government set a national priority of increasing food production through mechanization of agriculture. A Result-Oriented Matrix on Food Security was designed by the Ministry of Agriculture in cooperation with major development stakeholders including the UN. The goal was to increase production by 25% by providing tractors and other means of production to the farmers.  

As usual the priorities in the proposed matrix were limited to hectares of cultivation and tons of production. The staple food in Timor Leste is cassava and locally available brown and black rice, and production is fully organic based. But the matrix was silent on how the introduction of mechanization would displace indigenous seeds, knowledge and skills. The gender team from the Ministry of Agriculture expressed concerns over the fact that the complicated systems involved in mechanization of agriculture might hamper the participation of Timorese women farmers in food production. The team stressed that despite socio-cultural constraints, the rural women performed a common social role as producers and managers of food at household level. Therefore, interventions must acknowledge women’s status and focus on nutrition in order to ensure food security and reduce malnutrition among pregnant women, children and families. 
Timorese women have unequal social, economic and political role in decision-making related to food access and utilization. Single women, violence survivors, widows and internally-displaced households do not have equal access to food security. A number of studies have revealed the causes of poor nutritional status of women and children but these are not considered while designing the National Food Security Matrix. For example, a 2003 study on national food security highlighted that low height (stunting) was prevalent among 54% of population under five years of age and 24% of mothers had a body-mass-index of less than 18.5, indicating that malnutrition was a serious problem in rural areas. The study identified women’s poor engagement in decision-making, their limited negotiation skills and cultural aspects as core problems underlying the high prevalence of malnutrition among women. Another study found that even if widows inherit their husbands' land, their role in production and productivity including irrigation systems was not accounted for. A similar study found that Timorese women who were responsible for choosing maize planting seeds were not recognized as “agriculturalists”. Such misperception of women as secondary helpers in agricultural work has marginalized women farmers from participating in and benefiting from development initiatives.
Against this background, the gender team of the Ministry of Agriculture set a specific goal of improving household nutrition and making special investment in building capacity of women farmers. Results indicators included data collected on women headed households, targeted numbers of women farmers participating in farmers groups, women who had received appropriate technologies and training on weeding, planting, harvesting, storing and marketing, targeted percentage of women groups that owned hand tractors and threshers and home gardens established by women groups.

The matrix was then updated by incorporating indicators for the involvement of at least 20% women farmers in all activities such as tractors and silos distribution and training in improved techniques, etc. However, there was no provision for women-friendly planting technologies; nor were the decision-makers interested to build on local knowledge. There was no forum or organized federation through which farmers could voice their concerns. Eventually, the second quarter progress report documented an increase in food production by using improved rice seed but a zero% women participation in tractor driving training or in silos distribution to “families”, despite the fact that those families are largely managed by women. The process included inputs from a significant number of extension workers, more than 400 tractors, 1000 silos and adequate technical services. At the end of the day, women farmers were not yet on the decision-making scene as the inputs were foreign to them, the extension services were too mechanized and activities like construction of irrigation systems and driving tractors were not yet popular among them. 
And yet the actors have failed to ask whether or not the women and smallholders benefited from the interventions. They have concluded that the program implementation was successful in preparing for food security, imparting adaptation techniques for changing climatic conditions and in buying a huge number of tractors and silos from foreign traders. But how the poor rural farmers will maintain the tractors and continue to purchase fuel are big questions that are sure to haunt them in due course of time. Moreover, locally produced food items, such as black rice, red rice, cassava have been displaced in the process, which will definitely have a negative impact on food security as these foods are socio-culturally and environmentally popular among the majority of Timorese population. Moreover, a significant number of coastal farmers who depend on fishing and slash-and-burn cultivation were left out from the process. 
Although some changes were made in the matrix to incorporate women farmers, the government’s decisions are dominated by the interests of private traders of tractors, seeds, fertilizers and food and other unseen forces such as market corruption. In a poor country like Timor Leste, food security has become a matter of choice for the political leaders rather than the urgent need of the poor and hungry. 

In this context how can one envision sustainable agriculture, food security and livelihood for small farmers? How can we find out who is actually benefiting and how? How can we change the power equation between the poor nations and the privatized market systems of the developed nations that control production and distribution processes? What role can civil society play in organizing poor women to fight for their land and food rights? 

++

However, this is not to say that no positive gains have been made in this area. Some government and non-government organizations working together have adopted innovative approaches to achieve socio-economic goals by targeting poor, marginalized and discriminated groups. With innovation and committed leadership, many development interventions across the world are trying to change the power relations in society and enhancing livelihoods. An example from Nepal might be useful here.

The Hills Leasehold Forestry and Forage Development (HLFFDP) project was implemented in Nepal by the Forestry Department with funding from IFAD and technical assistance from FAO. The project aims to alleviate poverty through a combined strategy of environmental preservation and improved livelihood. Forest-based communities living below the poverty line, who were either landless or held not more than 0.5 hectare of land, were made into groups and given a patch of forest land (waste land) on a 40-year lease. One of the six objectives of the project was gender promotion. The technical assistance team included a senior gender expert who offered strong and independent guidance on designing capacity building, networking and policy reformation programs. The team of three gender experts and two young female rangers made dedicated efforts for gender mainstreaming. Four line agencies, namely, department of livestock, department of forests, agricultural development bank and national research council developed a collaborative operational strategy for the project. The gender team built capacity of men and women forest rangers, livestock technicians, bank managers and agriculture researchers as gender change agents through training, linking them with national gender activists and professionals, holding periodic reviews and networking with the concerned line agency such as the Women Development Office of the Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare. Today, some of these trainees are supporting gender training in their respective districts. 

The most effective strategy of the project was employment of women forest users as “group promoters”. They were selected by the communities themselves and trained as grassroots change agents by the gender team. But these women group promoters were supervised by the forest rangers of the concerned districts. A few conflicts arose between these women and the forest rangers due to misunderstanding and the patriarchal attitudes of some technicians. But they were soon resolved through the gender team’s mediation. The project chief from the Department of Forests and Chief Technical Advisor from FAO demonstrated a high level of commitment by circulating official guidelines on gender promotion in the ten project districts. 
The project made significant investment in social mobilization carried out by the group promoters. In course of time these group promoters became very popular not only among the four line agencies but also among village development committees, all district line agencies, regional structures and national policy makers. They were thus able to influence important decisions regarding the design of the next phase of the project. They also organized women forest users to obtain citizenship certificates and to ensure that their names were included alongside the names of their spouses or other male member of the family to establish them as joint users. Thus the project not only supported the community in promoting greenery through effective forage management but also launched a friendly movement for establishing women’s equal rights over productive resources including land and their right to training, exposure, information and technology. Above all, the project ensured the participation of women and members of ultra-poor, disadvantaged caste groups in the decision-making process. The major benefits of the project included: 

· The forty-year lease gave 1,800 users from poor households the right over 7,400 hectares of degraded forest land 

· Once restored, the forest areas are a rich source of fodder, timber, and fuel as trees and plants that the groups use and sale. 

· Increased income from goat rearing. Initially each household had an average of two goats, which later grew into 10 goats per household on an average.

· Significant income from grasses, grass seeds and other forest products (up to $100 per household per year) despite weak market linkages and inadequate information about value chain processes

· The 120 households groups are formed into inter groups and 18 multipurpose cooperatives created during the project have been instrumental in tackling marketing issues with an increased bargain power, including construction of rural infrastructure projects on rural road and more than 160 small drinking water schemes under community development fund

· Saving time and labor was the greatest benefit perceived by women

· As fodder, fuel and other small forest products are closer to home, women and men are happy to share the workload and save women’s labor 

· Currently 25 percent of the participants are women, there are 74 women-only groups and 112 women group leaders

· Enhanced mutual respect and cooperation among men and women

The most innovative aspect of the project was that landless women and men lease degraded forest lands and obtain complementary training in sustainable land management, basic literacy and awareness of women’s legal rights. Local women group promoters are employed to ensure that women’s voices are heard and that women play the leadership role and group promoters are linked to professional women for a supportive network.
This case study shows that it is crucial for development research  to explore, analyze and document gender dimensions in a given context so that development plans and programs incorporate strategies to address these dimensions. Therefore, there is a need for proactive concern to promote women’s decision-making role in agriculture and climate change responses. Apart from identifying specific ways to address the needs of poor and vulnerable groups of population, there is a need to recognize people’s capacity to contribute knowledge and insights for improving their livelihoods and environments.  
Research in the field has paid scant attention to the relation between gender inequality and the effects of climate change. There is a need to collect disaggregated data that show differential impacts of climate change on women and men, youth and children. It is important to understand how climate change can aggravate existing inequalities between men and women. Gender responsive participatory interventions can respond to local realities more effectively and help broaden the understanding of climate change. It is also important to note that a gendered approach to climate change does not exclude men and boys, who are also vulnerable to the impacts of climate change though often in different ways. 

Outside support mechanisms will not sustain unless and until the victim group is aware of their rights and can demand justice for themselves. It is necessary to raise local awareness on the importance of protecting and nurturing the environment. Communities and families should be enabled to control the process as they are the ones responsible for ensuring long-term food security and nutrition at local level. However, local capacity building has hardly been a priority of the government. Neither the government programs, nor the collaborative efforts of international agencies and the UN, have sufficiently targeted women farmers.
At the Conference of Parties (COP) in Copenhagen in December 2009, Ana Lucy Bengochea, Director of the Garifuna Emergency Committee of Honduras, and member of the Huairou Commission and GROOTS International, explained how grassroots women are developing some of the most innovative responses to climate change and disaster challenges, reducing vulnerability and the loss of assets and livelihoods. 
“On the ground they improve methods of processing traditional root crops so they don't rot in the soil after the floods. They reforest the eroding beaches with wild fruits like sea grapes and almonds, and create seed banks and nurseries for the medicinal and artisanal plants they used to be able to find in the wild. They obtain land and rebuild better housing. And, just as importantly, they learn from the accomplishments of other fellow sisters.”
But such innovations cannot sustain simply through good intentions, good practice or good luck. Permanent and accountable mechanisms of financial support are needed to make them sustainable. Such mechanisms are both possible and vital for ensuring that women's groups in poor communities lead these processes. To illustrate this, Bengochea gave the example of a Community Disaster Resilience Fund developed by GROOTS and the Huairou Commission in 2008. Pioneered in India and Latin America with an initial investment of under 200,000 US dollars, the Fund has already raised four times the amount through partnerships with UNDP India, the Government of Norway, and other donors. They aim to raise 5 million dollars in 2010 to ensure the sustainability of the process and the engagement of a critical mass of grassroots women's groups in 10 more countries. As Bengochea pointed out, “When poor, vulnerable communities are empowered to make plans and design initiatives that protect their communities through active cooperation with their local and national governments, resilience against climate change and natural disasters will become a bottom up demand and reality, not a top down invention as it is now.” 
It is crucial to reorient the organizational systems of service providers, donors and international agencies to engender policies, structures, systems and organizational culture responsive to the needs of women. The global campaign for gender equality should empower rural women to enhance household food and nutrition security. Care should be taken not to confine food security and nutrition to the political sphere. Gender analytical tools need to be adopted through inclusive processes to learn about who does what, who access what and who controls what in order to identify the needs and interests of the specific communities, men and women, for promoting greater participation and equitable benefits among the actual actors in the development processes for achieving sustainability. However efforts should be made to develop international policy based on grassroots learning.
Thank you 
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