(Above) More than 300 women farmers meet with SRI-Rice to
talk about their SRI experiences. Orissa State, India, 2011.

Women and Rice Farming: Feeding the World

More women are involved in rice cultivation than in any other livelihood activity, an estimated 500 million

women worldwide. Their knowledge, labor and skill produce not only food and income for their families, but

contribute to global food stocks. Growing rice is a labor-intensive undertaking, requiring physically-demanding

work throughout the cropping season, performed usually in unsanitary conditions. Research and development

strategies to raise rice production that focus mostly on new seeds and agrochemical inputs do not take into

account the impacts that rice-growing has on women’s bodies, their time, their health, and their lives.
Throughout the world, the declining profitability of
farming and particularly of rice farming has resulted in
out-migration of men for jobs in cities and towns, leaving
women with primary responsibility for farming. The
System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is gaining
popularity around the world in large part due to its
appeal to women.

These four Vietnamese women farmers, after they received
farmer field school training on SRI, began visiting other
villages, carrying SRI rice plants (right) and ‘normal’
plants (left) to show the difference to other women, who do
the majority of work in rice production. They testified to
the reduction in labor and to the increase in household
production, food security and income, bringing SRI
opportunities to their peers as an act of solidarity among
rural women.

Women benefit from using SRI practices in many ways, including:

l. Increased Food Security and Improved Nutrition
With SRI, productivity is higher. Yields are increased on average 20 to 50% and often doubled and tripled.
Families can go from food-deficit to self-sufficiency and even surplus in several seasons. As most families
produce rice primarily for home consumption, when they have enough for their own needs they can remove

some land from paddy production and grow fruits and vegetables or raise poultry to supplement their diets and
income.



1. Increased Incomes and More Livelihood Options
Income improvements are achieved by lower input costs, higher productivity, more livelihood options, and in
many cases fewer medical expenses. A study of the gender effects of SRI adoption in Cambodia,
commissioned by Oxfam America, found female adopters reporting that savings from purchasing fewer seeds
and using less fertilizer was a chief advantage [1]. The analysis found that by lightening the burdens of farming,
SRI was making it possible for family members to seek employment beyond agriculture and for families to
construct a more diverse portfolio of activities to improve their standard of living. Lighter workloads for women
give them more time to do other things, such as backyard livestock-raising, fish-farming, and vegetable-
growing. Cash crops like vegetables can generate more market income than rice [2].

I11.  Less Unsanitary Working Conditions, Less Exposure to Chemicals

With fields no longer constantly flooded, women do not have to stand or squat in muddy water for hours,
pulling up and transplanting seedlings or weeding. This reduces their skin irritations, gynecological ailments,
and other illnesses that occur from prolonged exposure to water on body parts and to water-borne disease
vectors (e.g. mosquitos, snails). Exposure to herbicides, pesticides and insecticides applied to paddies is also
reduced. In Mali, below left, women spend days sitting in muddy water pulling seedlings for transplanting.
With SRI, right, women are spared this, transplanting into aerobic soils fewer and younger seedlings that
recover more quickly from transplanting shock.

(photos above by Erika Styger)

IV.  Less Work, Less Pain and Drudgery
Conventional rice cultivation requires about 250-300 8-hour days of labor to cultivate 1 hectare of rice. With
SRI, the numbers of seeds and plants involved is reduced dramatically, as spacing between plants is widened
and plant populations are only 10-20% as much as traditionally (next page, top right). This means women also
have much smaller nurseries to manage. A study of the gender impacts of SRI for women in Odisha state of
India found that transplanting operations go much faster in SRI rice production, with less painful labor for
women [3].

Also, weeding, traditionally done by women by hand, is facilitated with SRI because a mechanical hand weeder
is used (next page, top left). This greatly reduces the time required and permits upright rather than bent posture.
A study in Andhra Pradesh, India found that mechanical weeders reduced women’s labor time for weeding by
up to 76%, also reducing physical discomfort from this work [4]. In some parts of India, men take over the task
of SRI weeding because cultural norms expect them to do ‘mechanical’ work. A study in Tamil Nadu, India
found that men’s labor in rice cultivation was increased for this reason by 60%, while women’s workload in rice
production was reduced by 25%. Both genders gained from a 115% increase in net income per hectare [5].



V. Enhanced Status within the Family and Community

Although not a direct result of adopting SRI practices, many NGOs that promote SRI as a strategy to reduce
rural poverty specifically engage women. They create village self-help groups and develop training programs
tailored to women. In Vietnam, it was found that women attend classes more regularly and share information
and skills more broadly with family and friends than men do, thus accelerating impact [6]. Women are trained
as farmer-leaders, gaining confidence and enhanced status in the family and community.

One of the effects of rural poverty is that women and girls are more vulnerable to exploitation. In both India and
Cambodia, NGOs have used SRI to raise farm income and food security to reduce the incidence of human
trafficking [7]. Much of the grassroots leadership for the dissemination of SRI has come from women who, on
their own, have spread the word about SRI, and who have actively promoted SRI village-to-village [8]. One
woman SRI farmer/trainer/ activist in Bihar state of India, coming from one of the lowest and poorest social
groups in her society, has been elected as a member of that state’s Legislative Assembly [9]. In West Bengal,
women are starting to exert their influence in political arenas for policies that support sustainable farming [10].

Above left: Orissa women rice farmers and laborers show graphically where on their body they experience pain (photo:
Sabarmatee). This was part of village-level field research which identified and calibrated the discomfort and pain in rice
production and the reductions when changing to SRI crop management [3]. On right: SRI’s multiple benefits for families
and women prompted a march of 5,600 women in Madhya Pradesh, India, in 2012 to demand access to more resources
for improving their farming operations, including training on SRI [11].
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