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Executive Summary 
 

The Small-scale and Micro Irrigation Support Project (SMIS) was developed to support the Small-

Scale Irrigation Capacity Building Strategy for Ethiopia.  It is designed to support government 

organizations, private institutions, water user associations, and farmers to develop gender-

responsive and sustainable small-scale irrigation (SSI) schemes based on integrated watershed 

management principles and to use micro-irrigation (MI).   

SMIS’ commitment to mainstream gender in all its project activities is exemplary.  In its second year 

and beyond, it will promote gender equity and see concrete changes in gender relations through its 

interventions.   

This situation analysis is an assessment of the current situation of gender and irrigation.  It focusses 

on women’s and men’s management of their irrigated land, and compares their experiences of 

gendered advantages and disadvantages.   

SMIS’ gender team used different methods to gather the views and experiences of 83 women 

heading households, 96 married women and 115 married men who are involved in irrigation 

agriculture, 7 private input sellers, 20 regional and 35 woreda government experts in order to come 

to verifiable conclusions about gender and irrigation.   

Understanding gender relations is fundamental for identifying the strategies and approaches to 

promote gender equity.  This study will be used for planning SMIS gender-responsive activities by 

assessing:   

 

 level of engagement of men and women in irrigation schemes 

 women and men’s access to training, extension services, economic and other resources 

 expectations of women and men for irrigation services  

 opportunities and challenges for addressing gender issues. 

The approach taken for the research was a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods.  An 

individual interview schedule was used to solicit both quantitative and qualitative responses from 75 

men and women farmers.  Furthermore, 219 women (FHH, FMHH) and men (MHH) were asked to 

participate in focus group discussions and give their opinions about various aspects of irrigation 

agriculture.  In addition, various key informants – private inputs sellers, woreda and regional 

government experts were also asked, according to their expertise, questions about their experiences 

and views.  Apart from the individual interviews with farmers, all instruments were used to provide 

qualitative data.   

Findings highlighting gender inequities are organized into eight topics.  After elaborating on the 

gender issues, recommendations are organized according to Practical Gender Needs (PGN), which 

correspond to basic requirements for farming and livelihood, and Strategy Gender Interests (SGI), 

which are consistent with interventions that challenge inequitable gender roles and transform 

gender relations of power and control.  Recommendations highlighted in this summary are oriented 

toward strategic gender interests to illustrate the transformative potential of this study and the 

ensuing actions.   
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1. Irrigation Technology:  Often women are not involved in the design of irrigation technologies, so 

they are not women-friendly.    Because women are left out of decision-making and other 

processes, they do not have enough information and skills to operate irrigation technologies to 

produce to their optimal potential.   

The main recommendation is that women should be involved in modifying irrigation 

technologies to suit them, especially for time and labour savings. 

2. Irrigated Crops:  Women do not have the same opportunities as men to earn income from the 

crops they grow.  They are not engaged in growing high-value crops as much as men because of 

financial and labour constraints.  Their crop choices need to meet two priorities:  income 

generation and food for the family.     

The main recommendation is that women and men should engage in a program where they 

learn to share labour and decision-making for the benefit of the household.  When they have 

more ability to make decisions, women will have greater access to services and inputs to grow 

crops for all their needs.   

3. Extension Services:  Extension workers are not trained to work with women and do not always 

use women-friendly methods.  Not enough effort has been made at woreda and kebele levels to 

plan for an extension program that is relevant to women and meet their needs.   

The main recommendation is to develop a “women in agricultural development starter pack” for 

micro-irrigation with appropriate equipment and inputs as a part of the training package. The 

starter packs should be designed and developed with input from women farmers.  Also identify 

model women farmers, so they can teach and work with other women to disseminate and scale 

up best practices.  

4. Inputs for Irrigation:  Although both women and men are challenged to access quality inputs, 

women are more disadvantaged because of lack of knowledge, and decision-making and buying 

power.   

The main recommendation is to ensure availability of inputs supply and access during the 

irrigation period, so that women can purchase quickly whenever they have the money.  Also 

arrange for small-sized seed packs of improved vegetable seeds for easy purchase by women. 

5. Loans for Irrigation:  Women are unwilling to take loans because they have little confidence in 

themselves, in group lending, or in loan service providers.    

The main recommendation is to facilitate introductions to financial services and subsidized loans 

for women for inputs and irrigation technologies.  Also connect women to organizations that 

implement revolving loan funds or micro-credit. 

6. Marketing Irrigated Crops:  Women farmers are not well organized to access markets benefits:  

they do not work in groups or with associations to sell their produce.  Women produce relatively 

smaller amounts of irrigated produce for the market than men. 

The main recommendation is to establish “producers’ cooperatives,” groups or associations so 

that women can take better advantage of markets by collecting their produce and transporting it 

together.  Also establish regular woman-friendly market information mechanism using mobile 

phones. 

7. Involvement in Water User Associations:  Women are not seen as equal members of the IWUA.   

This limits their representation in scheme management and their ability to express their issues 

and concerns.  As a result they may not be able to access scheme resources and benefits in the 

same ways as men.   
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The main recommendation is to formulate scheme-level bye-laws which allow married women 

to participate as full members with their husbands, and as executive and committee members.  

Also, provide leadership training for women, along with orientation to their rights as participants 

in the scheme, and the roles and responsibilities of members and executives.  Emphasize 

assertiveness, dealing with authorities, public speaking, conflict management and resolution. 

8. Nutrition:  Plans for irrigation schemes are often made at woreda and kebele levels without 

consideration of their potential to improve people’s health and nutrition.  Current strategies to 

make inputs available for irrigated agriculture are not explicit enough to promote nutrition 

improvement. 

The main recommendation is that women and men should be trained in crop selection, not just 

for their market value, but for their nutritional value.  Also combine irrigated crops and nutrition 

interventions with income generating projects along the value chain.  

The following conclusions and recommendations are overarching issues that deserve extra attention 

at the end of this situation analysis.  Paying attention to these key issues will strengthen the 

project’s implementation of its measures for gender equity.   

1. Women Heading Households: In Ethiopia, women heading households (FHH) comprise from 10-

25% of the population, depending on the area.  Because of their status, they are targeted 

differently from married women.  They are recognized as household heads, and therefore have 

decision-making power and autonomy, in similar ways to men.  The situation of women heading 

households provides a vivid example of how gender roles can change.   

Recommendations:  Women heading households should be discouraged from selling their land 

to renters or contracting it out to sharecroppers because they will be vulnerable to food 

insecurity.  Identify technologies which allow women to stay on and farm their land.  

 

2. Micro-irrigation options for women:  Generally, when women learn how to operate and control 

new technologies, they become more confident to try other activities.  Women’s use of 

technology is another way to challenge their inequitable gender roles and empower them.    

Recommendations:  The project should have a menu of women- designed and -approved, low-

cost options for micro-irrigation.  This may involve prototypes, pilots and demonstration sites.  

 

3. Women’s isolation and invisibility:  Women had limited access to information, services, credit, 

and markets.  Not only were they shy, but they were averse to risks they associated with being 

involved in groups.  On the other hand, they loved to learn from each other.   

Recommendations:  Provide a broad set of irrigation agriculture support services to women on 

the condition that they form groups.  Women should work jointly within the context of 

measures for gender equity, so that they understand how they are working together for gender 

change.   

 

4. Women’s access to and control of the means of production:  The situation analysis showed that 

there is little impetus to change existing gender relations of power and control, especially at 

household level.     

Recommendations:  Address gender inequalities at the root by using the Gender Model Family 

(GMF) program.  Husbands and wives commit to an action plan which they develop themselves. 
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At the beginning, this involves a simple re-distribution of tasks, but progressively, like labour, 

decisions start to be shared.   

 

5. Strategic Gender Interests:  Projects tend to focus on Practical Gender Needs because they are 

easier to implement.  However, many recommendations addressing strategic gender interests 

were suggested by women who participated in the situation analysis, so they are also priorities 

for women and even men.   

Recommendations:  Project management should consider a balance of both PGN and SGI 

activities, or a greater number of SGI interventions.  Addressing Strategic Gender Interests will 

also meet Practical Gender Needs because women and men will be empowered to take 

initiative.     
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Woman Headed Household 

My husband died a young man five years ago, and left me with four children.  The 

eldest is now 16.  He is my “little man” and assists me in making decisions about my 

quarter hectare plot of irrigated land.  Because I am a woman heading a household, I 

am invited to attend many activities.  I attend extension training events with the men, 

even going to conferences in other woredas.  I also have a place on the IWUA as a 

committee member.   However, I find it difficult to participate in these activities 

because I have little education or orientation to how things should work.  But because I 

need to think of my children, I am open to trying different things.  There are many 

possibilities, I just need help deciding which ones are the best for me.  If I can’t make it 

work, I’ll have to rent out my land – that’s my only choice.   

Married Woman 

My husband and I have land which we farm together, and I also have a small irrigated 

plot for vegetables.  My husband gets advice from the woreda extension expert on 

farming methods and irrigation technologies.  He shares this information with me, but I 

am not brave to try new things.  I am even afraid to take a loan to buy improved seeds. 

Lately, he has been telling me that the new DA has been encouraging them to invite 

their wives to meetings to learn about vegetable gardening.  But I have too much work 

to do at home, taking care of our five children.  He consults me when he has to make 

decisions.  Sometimes I tell him my preferences, but generally I believe he knows what 

is best for us.  I don’t want to change too much – it’s just too risky.   

Married Man 

My wife and I have been married for 20 years, and have three children.  My wife 

helps me with a half hectare of irrigated land, and at the same time, she works a 

much smaller plot for herself.  Now that I am older, I have grown to realize that my 

wife wants to be consulted about decisions that affect our assets.  I am willing to 

share decisions with her because when I allow her to give her views, she has some 

good ideas based on her experience.  Now that our children are bigger, I wish that 

she could participate in some of the programs that I attend at the FTC, so that we 

could discuss how to apply new farming methods to our land.  But the DA has a rule 

that only one person per household can attend activities.  If I let my wife go in my 

place, then I will miss out, and my neighbours will wonder what is wrong with me.   

Foreword:  Three Gendered Perspectives 
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Important definitions for reading this situation analysis  
 

Gender:  within the international development sector, gender implies inequity associated with being 

a woman or a man.  Usually gender is contrasted with biological sex.  It is defined as a socially 

constructed set of roles which vary from time and place.  Gender can change in positive and 

progressive ways to empower both women and men together.   

 

Gender Analysis:   a gender analysis compares the experiences of women and men in specific 

settings (family, farm, community and organization) to determine what advantages and 

disadvantages are experienced by both.  The disadvantages or gender inequities are called gender 

issues.  The following study is SMIS’ gender analysis of women’s and men’s experience of irrigation.   

 

Gender Relations:  these are dynamics within a society of dominance, power and control.  In most 

societies, even developed nations, there exist gender relations which are advantageous to men and 

disadvantageous to women.  The term gender relations does not refer to individuals or relationships, 

but to a set of common values and practices, which can be transformed through various approaches 

and measures for gender equality.  SMIS can change existing gender relations of power and control 

by putting into place measures for gender equity.   

 

Gender Equity:  conditions of fairness between men and women in access to society’s resources, 

including socially valued opportunities, resources and benefits. 

 

Measures for Gender Equity:  activities or processes meant to make the situation fairer for women 

(or men) so that gender gaps can be closed.  In following some of the recommendations listed in this 

study, SMIS will implement gender-responsive and empowering activities which will contribute to 

transforming gender relations.   

 

Gender Equality:  As more measures for gender equity are put into place, women and men can work 

together for gender empowerment, moving closer to a situation in which they experience gender 

equality.  This does not mean that women become the same as men, but that they have the same 

rights and privileges as men in a more equitable society.   

 

Women-heading households (Female-headed households - FHH) 

For the sake of this paper, women heading households or female-

headed households are households where no man is present, i.e. a 

man has no influence in the woman’s life as a result of death, divorce 

or abandonment.  Their situation is not the same as some married 

women, who said that they make key decisions by themselves because 

their husbands were working in another area of the country.  These 

women are not considered to be women heading households but 

married women because their husband still has an influence over their 

lives and contributes to their livelihoods. 
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In Wayo Tuka (Oromia), respondents made relevant observations categorizing women heading 

households into three groups based on their ownership of production assets and labour.  

 

1. Own land and oxen, have sufficient family labour and considerable financial capacity to 

purchase inputs.  They are able to manage their farm land by themselves and benefit from 

irrigation production.     

2. Owns land and oxen, and have considerable financial capacity to purchase inputs, but lack 

sufficient labour.  Consequently, they manage their farm land by making agreements with 

male farmers who do not have oxen, in order to exchange services for ploughing.  They may 

also be supported by relatives given the fact that they have productive assets.  If no other 

option, they use hired labour. In rare case, they may rent out their oxen and earn money to 

hire labour.  

3. Owns land and has labour, but lacks oxen and finances to purchase inputs.  In some cases   

this group may hire themselves out as labourers on other farmers’ land in order to earn 

cash.  However, in most cases, they rent out their land or form contracts for share cropping.  

This includes women (usually aged women) who own land, but lack all other resource for 

production. They have no option except to rent out their land.   

 

Although the study did not differentiate between women heading households, the data shows 

variation between responses to indicate that not all are in the same situation.   

 

Practical Gender Needs: refer to what women’s (or men) conditions and need for immediate 

necessities such as water, shelter and food.  In the case of SMIS, this refers to basic assets for 

production (credit, inputs) and basic income.   

 

Strategic Gender Interests: refer to women’s (or sometimes men’s) position in society and its 

transformation.  This study makes several recommendations for SMIS to promote strategic gender 

interests, e.g.  new technologies, leadership training, forming groups, etc.   

 

Gender-responsive vs. gender-sensitive:  Being gender-sensitive means being able to recognize, 

identify and even explain gender issues or inequities.  Being gender-responsive is taking gender-

sensitivity to another level.   Instead of just identifying issues, being gender-responsive implies taking 

action.  SMIS has committed itself to planning actions for women’s empowerment, providing varied 

opportunities for women and men to benefit more equitably from small-scale and micro irrigation. 

SMIS can empower women by planning activities which 

challenge women’s traditional gender roles, lessen their 

work loads, and increase their access to and decision-

making power over resources and benefits.   
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Introduction 
 

The Small-scale and Micro Irrigation Support Project (SMIS) was developed to support the Small-

Scale Irrigation Capacity Building Strategy for Ethiopia.  It is designed to support government 

organizations, private institutions, water user associations, and farmers to develop gender-

responsive and sustainable small-scale irrigation (SSI) schemes based on integrated watershed 

management principles and to use micro-irrigation (MI).  SMIS’ commitment to gender-

responsiveness evolves from its gender mainstreaming strategy:   

 

A twin track approach to gender mainstreaming will be adopted to ensure gender 

responsiveness in both our internal ways of working and in project management 

of all activities. Nutrition issues will be integrated into this approach. SMIS gender 

interventions will be a combination of gender mainstreamed and gender specific 

activities. (SMIS PIR) 

 

SMIS makes specific and frequent references to gender mainstreaming, and gender-sensitive and 

gender-responsive interventions in its work breakdown structure (WBS) and first annual work plan 

(AWP1).  In aid of furthering its gender strategy, an initial study, Gender Review of Small Scale and 

Micro Irrigation and Agriculture in Ethiopia was 

accomplished in May 2015.  It was a study of key issues, 

constraints and institutional responses relevant to the 

design of SMIS.  In response to this report, in Year 1, SMIS 

gender team of four gender specialists – one in Amhara, 

Oromia, SNNP and Tigray – developed a manual and training 

program to assist all SMIS partners to mainstream gender in 

their work.   

 

In advance of planning for SMIS’ next year of operation, this second study was carried out – SMIS 

Gender Situation Analysis – focussing on men and women farmers and their experiences with both 

small and micro irrigation schemes.  This study explores the gender issues implicated in the WBS, 

particularly activities listed under Components 1 (SSI) and 3 (MI).  It assesses existing and planned 

irrigation activities in order to gauge their level of gender-responsiveness.   

 

SMIS Gender Situation Analysis 

This situation analysis is an assessment of the current situation of gender and irrigation.  It focusses 

on women’s and men’s management of their irrigated land, and compares their experiences of 

gendered advantages and disadvantages.   

 

This study is important to SMIS for planning activities and strategies which promote gender equity.  
It assesses:   

 level of engagement of men and women in irrigation schemes 
 women and men’s access to training, extension services, economic and other resources 

 problems faced by female headed households (FHH) and females in male-headed 

households (FMHH)  

 social determinants of gender equality 
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 expectations of women and men for irrigation services  
 opportunities and challenges for addressing gender issues.  

 
These points are consistent with the objectives of the study.   
 
This situation analysis compares the experiences and views of women heading households (FHH), 
married women (FMHH) and men (MHH), covering a full range of gender issues related to:   
 

 Irrigation technology 

 Irrigated crops 

 Extension services 

 Inputs 

 Loans 

 Marketing irrigated crops 

 Involvement in irrigation water user associations 

 Nutrition. 

 

The contents are not just descriptions of women’s and men’s experiences with irrigation agriculture.  

Their comparative analysis reveals a set of gender issues or inequities, which need attention. Specific 

recommendations for activities – measures for gender equity – follow each section.    Addressing 

gender inequities is the impetus for changes in gender relations of power and control.  

Recommendations are categorized into those that meet 1) practical gender needs and 2) strategic 

gender interests.      

 
This situation analysis can serve as the basis for dialogue and setting priorities with partners for 
SMIS’ future plans.   
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Methodology 
 
Understanding gender relations is fundamental for identifying the strategies and approaches to 

promote gender equity.  For this gender situation analysis, the respondents were disaggregated 

according to sex.  These were further divided into two categories for women (women heading 

households and married women), and one category for men (married men).  Different methods 

were used to gather the views and experiences of a total of 83 women heading households (FHH), 96 

married women (FMHH) and 115 married men (MHH) who are involved in irrigation agriculture, 7 

private input sellers, 20 regional and 35 woreda government experts in order to come to verifiable 

conclusions about gender and irrigation.   

 

The approach taken for the research was a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods.  This study’s 

emphasis on qualitative data allowed for the voices of women and men to come out clearly.  This 

report uses quotations which have been recorded by SMIS’s gender team to show their feelings, 

attitudes and mindsets.  Photos, also taken by SMIS’ gender team, are also spread through the 

document to show some of the realities of women’s and men’s lives.   

 

Research Team:  

The research team comprised SMIS’ gender officers:  Wubit Shiferaw (Oromia), Haregu 

Mohammedadem (Tigray), Tinsaie Berhanu (Amhara) and Teshome Beyene (SNNP).  The research 

was designed by the team.   

 

In their regions, team members took the lead and were assisted by both regional and woreda 

government personnel, and SMIS staff. 

 
    Table 1: Research Assistance to the Gender Team 

Regions 
Regional/Zonal 

Experts 
SMIS Staff 

Amhara 3 2 

Oromia 5 1 

SNNP 3 3 

Tigray 3 1 

   

Nancy Drost, SMIS’ International Subject Matter Specialist Gender and Nutrition, assisted in the 

development of the research instruments, collated and analysed the data, and wrote the report.   

 

Research Schedule  

The situation analysis, from research to report writing, took place over three months, from February 

to April, 2016.   
 
Table 2: Research to Report Schedule 

Weeks 2016 Activity 

February 8-13 Questionnaire development and Pre-test 

February 15-March 11 Data collection and write-up 

March 14-29 Data collation and analysis 

April 4-15 Report write-up 
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The pre-test of the individual interview schedule for women and men farmers took place at Bishoftu 

in Oromia Region on February 12, after which all research instruments were revised.   

 

Methods 

This study employed three research methods:   

1. Individual interviews (women heading households, married women, married men) for the 

purpose of obtaining both quantitative and qualitative information to compare the 

situations of the three groups 

2. Focus group discussions with women heading households, married women, married men in 

order to gain additional qualitative information to complement individual interviews 

3. Key informant interviews with private inputs sellers, and woreda and regional officials 

holding positions relevant to the study to provide further qualitative information. 

 

The following list of research instruments were developed by the team: 
 
Table 3: List of Research Instruments 

Individual Interview 
Questionnaires 

Focus Group Discussion 
Guides 

Key Informant Interview 
Questionnaires 

 Women-heading 
households 

 Married Women 

 Married Men 

 Women-heading 
households 

 Married Women 

 Married Men 

Regional level:  

 Bureau of Agriculture / Research / OIDA 

 Water Resources / OIDA / Cooperatives 
Woreda level:  

 Extension 

 Agronomy 

 Irrigation Engineer 

 Socio-economy and Gender 
Community level: 

 Private Inputs Sellers 
 

 

Data was collected and recorded using the spaces provided in individual paper questionnaires – one 

for each interview or discussion.   

 

Sample 

The research was carried out two woredas per region – one woreda representing small-scale 

irrigation technology and the other micro irrigation.   
 
Table 4: List of woreda research sites 

Regions SSI Woredas MI Woredas 

Amhara Shikudad Dera  

Oromia Wayo Tuka Gutu Gida 

SNNP Melega Shebedino 

Tigray Adwa Keleteawlaelo 

 

It was planned that 6 FHH, 6 FMHH and 6 MHH would be interviewed in each woreda.  Focus group 

discussions of the same groups from between 6-10 people each would be held, one in each woreda.  

The actual numbers are represented in the table below.   
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Table 5: List of community respondents 

Region 

Individual  
Interviews 

Focus Group  
Discussions 

Totals 

FHH FMHH MHH FHH FMHH MHH  

Amhara 5 5 6 2 (12) 2 (10) 2 (16) 54 

Oromia 8 8 8 3 (21) 3 (27) 4 (37) 109 

SNNP 5 6 6 1 (10) 2 (18) 2 (20)  65 

Tigray 6 6 6 2 (16) 2 (16) 2 (16) 66 

Totals 24 25 26 8 (59) 9 (71) 10 (89) 294 

  

The individuals chosen for interviews were selected according to their availability and willingness to 

participate at the time of the team’s visits to their communities.  Although the sample was relatively 

small, conclusions were reached about the differences between women heading households, 

married women and married men.   

 

Key informants were also chosen for interviews based on their positions and availability. 

   
Table 6: List of types of experts 

Experts Number  

Socio-economist and Gender 11 

Irrigation Engineer 8 

Extension 9 

Agronomy 8 

Agricultural / Research / OIDA  5 

Water Resources / Cooperatives / OIDA 5 

Private Input Sellers 7 

 

Across regions, responses to the questions were similar. 
 
Table 7: List of Woreda and Regional experts 

Region Woreda Experts Regional Experts 

Amhara 8 4 

Oromia 10 10 (5 from zone) 

SNNP 8 2 

Tigray 9 4 

 

Data Analysis 

The data was organized according to eight topics, which corresponds to major areas of intervention.   

Quantitative data was collated by hand and frequencies presented in tables and bar graphs.  

Because of the limited number of interviewees (approximately 25 in each group), many of the 

responses were insignificant.  In any case, some of these were presented in side bars because they 

revealed interesting detail.   

 

Qualitative data from farmer individual interviews was compared with the data from the focus group 

discussions.  Furthermore, all the key informant interviews were coded and analysed.  Thematic 

analysis of all the data revealed 1-4 issues of gender inequity per topic.  These were described in the 

narrative, and represented by tables, graphs, quotations and scenarios.  Photos taken by all 

members of the gender team also accompanied the analysis.   
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All the research instruments included a section in which respondents could make recommendations 

for future programming.  These recommendations were categorized according to topic.  Relevant 

recommendations appear at the end of each section, along with a summary of major findings.   

 

Some limitations to the approach 

 The sample was so small that there was too much variation in the experiences of the 

respondents.  Therefore, some of the quantitative data does not seem to make sense.  For 

example, none of the married men said that they had oxen, but a number of the married women 

did.  Although some figures were included, the qualitative data was much more useful for 

identifying gender issues.   

 It was assumed that respondents chosen would be similar in their productive ages and economic 

viability.  However, some individuals were not able to engage in the market because they 

engaged only in subsistence activity.  These respondents threw off some of the findings that 

were predicted.  Not only was the sample small, but it was not entirely representative of 

productive groups.   

 Women heading households (FHH) is a much smaller segment of the population, and in some 

communities, it was difficult to put together an entire focus group.   

 No significant gender differences could be reliably concluded about region or woredas with the 

sample and instruments used.   

 There were definite issues which came out from women’s involvement in SSI and MI, and these 

are well represented in the report.  However, the respondents were not disaggregated into 

these categories for analysis, since there was insufficient data to do so.  SSI was the prominent 

irrigation method and MI was less identifiable.   
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Findings  

1. Irrigation Technology 
 

Irrigation is important for men and women because it provides them with opportunities to grow 

crops and earn income.  In the case of small-scale irrigation (SSI), when the water flows into the 

command area, it does not discriminate between women and men – everyone has turn.  However, 

women’s vision for irrigated water use is different from men’s.  Women, rather than men, will try to 

do more with irrigation water, not only using it for their crops, but for the household needs.   

Irrigation provides new opportunities for women in agricultural development. This study is about the 

experiences of women and men farming their own individual plots, how they assist each other, and 

make decisions.  The dynamics of how women and men work together on irrigated land reveals 

various gender issues, and shows how irrigation has the potential to challenge and change gender 

relations of power and control.     

Table 8: Hectares of Irrigated Land 

Hectares FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

.045-.125 9 8 3 

.25-.375 6 11 12 

.5-.75 8 9 8 

1 1 0 1 

 

The table above illustrates that a larger number of women, both women heading households and 

married women, have smaller plots than men.  However, overall, the differences between plots sizes 

between women and men are not that great.  This implies that both women and men have similar 

opportunities.   

Table 9:  Opportunities with irrigation 

Opportunities FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Availability of water / pond 10 12 9 

Availability of irrigable land 6 12 4 

New irrigation technologies 2 8 1 

Awareness of the benefits of irrigation 0 4 5 

 

The results in the table above show that women feel positively about their potential to use the 

available resources, land and water.  Interestingly, given the fact that so many experts interviewed 

for this study have expressed the belief that married women are not as interested in irrigation 

technologies as men, married women show more attraction to them than women heading 

households or men.    

 

As for challenges, results for women heading households are predicted.  Their biggest challenge is a 

lack of labour, given the fact that they have no husband to assist them.  Secondly, their lack of 

finance also reveals their more vulnerable status, compared to married women and men.  Men’s 

concerns about inputs, especially fertilizer, show their concern about growing enough produce for 

sale.   
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Table 10:  Challenges to Irrigation 

Main Challenges FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Lack of finance 5 1 3 

Lack of fertilizer 2 3 6 

Lack of labour 13 5 2 

Seepage / water logging 1 3 6 

Pest and disease 2 6 2 

Unavailability of improved seeds 8 3 7 

Water shortage 7 9 6 

 

According to experts, major deterrents to the use of small-scale and micro- irrigation technology are 

the costs of maintenance and repair.   

 

Less significant issues for women heading households, but also important to consider because they 

reflect their situation, were:  lack of skill, no time to attend training, physical limitations, no market 

linkages, inconvenient water schedule, lack of equipment, weak governance of water management 

committee, and border conflicts (field perimeters).   For married women, the additional challenges 

were more of a technical nature:  lack of plough / traction, lack of hand tools, scheme not 

functioning, no water pump, frost, lack of extension services.  Men’s concerns were more general: 

technology and community’s lack of cooperation.  Although these issues were not statistically 

significant, they point to gendered differences in how women and men perceive their challenges. For 

example, men are more involved in community management, so they identify the lack of 

cooperation.  They have more time to attend training, and fewer limitations with labour and 

equipment.   

 

 

I use spring water and a container for watering.  We have 
no other source of water, but we want to have access to a 

motor pump. (Woman heading household, Tigray) 

 

The issues of gender inequity and irrigation technology are related to 1) decision-making, 2) access 

to technology, 3) access to information.   

Decision-making 

Decision-making is a major issue for irrigation technology, affecting crop selection, access to 

extension, inputs, loans and marketing.  Decision-making means that men and women can control 

assets to the point of selling them, and have the final say in what they do and say.  Many women do 

not have decision-making powers when it comes to irrigation technology.  Their husbands consult 

with them, have discussions with them, and get their input – but in the end, husbands make the final 

decision.  This puts married women at a disadvantage compared to women heading households.   
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Women heading households are free to explore as many options as possible, even if they do not 

have the means to implement them.  They lack the security that a marriage may give them, but they 

have the freedom to make their own decisions.  Whereas, married women are limited by their 

inability to make decisions affecting their daily lives, women heading households who lack livelihood 

security, may have to rent out their land or contract it out for sharecropping.  Their ability to make 

their own decisions is less important, if they do not have land.   

Table 11: Person(s) who makes decisions for which types of farming methods to use 

Who FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Both husband and wife 0 18 4 

Myself only 14 1 17 

My husband  0 9 0 

Me and my family / children / sons  4 0 2 

Me/us with advice from extension experts 2 2 1 

With “stakeholders” / renters 2 0 0 

With IWUA  
With Water Distribution Committee, “Water Father” 

2 0 0 

 

From the table above, it is evident that women heading households make their own decisions.  

Married women believe that they make decisions jointly with their husbands.  However, the results 

for married men shows that, for the most part, they believe they make decisions on their own.  The 

quotations below illustrate the different perceptions of household decision-making.  

 

 

 

 

 

Different Views on Decision-Making 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Sometimes we discuss on the type of 

farming methods, but most of the time my 

husband and I agree with the decision. 

(Married Woman, Oromia) 

Both my wife and I make the decision 

because we trust each other.  (Married 

Man, Oromia) 

The decision is totally made by 

my husband  

(Married Woman, SNNP) 

I make the decisions about farming practices to be used.  In 

my family, it is perceived that farming is my responsibility.  

Even when I try to consult my wife, she is not willing to act 

because of her knowledge and skill gap.   

(Married Man, Oromia) 
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Decision-making is an important factor affecting how women can be independent actors in 

development processes in their communities.  At family level, when husbands control all assets and 

resources, women are disempowered by their limitations.  This is why micro-irrigation is important 

for women.  Micro-irrigation may appear as an extension of household labour because of its location 

in the backyard, and because of its smallness.  Information later in this section illustrates that micro-

irrigation is often combined with routine household tasks.  Men are more concerned with larger 

farm operations with greater potential for profits.  They may not exert as much control over micro-

irrigation if they see it as “women’s work.”  Micro-irrigation provides women with opportunities to 

make decisions, try technologies, and manage their own plots.   

Access to information 

Women are generally involved in planting, mounding, watering, hand weeding, harvesting, 

transporting, sorting, and packaging.  Women heading households are responsible for all farm tasks 

starting with ploughing which is reserved for men, seed bed preparation, farrow preparation, 

staking, and all other tasks, including selling.  They usually have help from their family, children or 

members of the WUA.  Because of their status, women heading households have more knowledge 

and skills on improved agronomic practices than married women.  However, men have greatest 

access to agricultural information.    

“Men are more exposed to external communication, have freedom of mobility, attend public events, 

and have access to media like cell phones and radio” (group of regional experts, Oromia).  One major 

reason why women are reluctant to adopt new technologies and improved farm management 

practices is because they do not have access to information, training and experience sharing events.   

 

A Woreda Irrigation Extension Expert in Oromia says, “Men are highly adaptive to new technologies 

compared to women.  This is because of their access to finances, awareness level, and exposure to 

various trainings and information.”  According to a woreda Extension Communication Expert in 

Amhara, women have resisted modern technology and tools because they do not have sufficient 

evidence that it will benefit them.  They are given theoretical knowledge, but need practical 

information and the experience of seeing it work.  In addition, technology intimidates women 

because they think it is too complex for them.  They need simple technology and know-how that 

reduces, not adds to, their work burden.   

Another woreda Irrigation Extension Expert says that women do not even take to new technologies 

being piloted because they find them too risky.  On the other hand, men are eager to experiment.  

Women prefer to relate to what they already know, keeping costs and additional labour low. On the 

other hand, when women are able to learn from practical experience and convinced that a tool or 

Following the completion of the diversion, there was no lesson on how to use the water. Due to this, some of 

us have lost our crops.  Sometimes, the IWUA executive nominates us for training, but it doesn’t help us 

because we don’t have access to the services to use the training.  If a new technology comes into our 

community, our men ignore us and share it among themselves.  (Married Woman, Tigray Region) 
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technology will work, “they are quick learners and apply technologies without hesitation” (Regional 

Official, SNNP).   

Table 12:  Farming Methods 

Method FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Line / Row Planting 8 9 5 

Fertilizer side dressing 2 0 3 

Contour Farming 0 0 1 

Soil and Water Conservation (mulch) 2 0 0 

Inter-cropping 2 0 3 

Crop rotation 1 0 3 

Hoe 2 0 1 

Composting 0 2 0 

Improved seed 0 0 3 

 

Many of these methods listed in the table above are traditional, whereas some are new.  The table 

shows that men are working with most of the methods, followed by women heading households, 

and finally by married women whose practices are limited.   

 

 

When we were in 6th grade, we learned to grow 
vegetables as part of our practical education on 
agriculture.  Since then, I developed an interest 
in vegetable and production, planting in rows 

and using compost as a fertilizer.  (Woman 
heading household, Oromia) 

Irrigating fruits gives me a bit of relaxed time 
because mulching around the roots after 

irrigating keeps the moisture for some time. 
(Woman heading household, Oromia) 

 

 

Access to technology 

Generally, depending on the area, men manage farms using furrow, and basin (contour) irrigation, 

whereas women manage their micro-irrigation plots based in their backyards.  A regional expert 

from Tigray says that because women have irrigable land so close to home, they can manage their 

plots to achieve even greater production than men.   

 

From a gender perspective, access to technology takes into account issues such as whether women 

have access to small-scale or micro-irrigation technology, and whether that technology is 

appropriate and easy for them to use.  Technologies for women should save them time, and alleviate 

hard work and drudgery.   
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Plans for irrigation do not always take into consideration women’s needs and interests – “the design 

of the irrigation scheme was very general and not 

gender-sensitive” (woreda Irrigation Engineer Expert, 

Tigray). A woreda Irrigation and Water Use Expert in 

Amhara said that engineers do not consult women 

farmers about their needs.  Their design manuals or 

checklists do not include gender issues.  This situation is 

not the case in all areas.  In Oromia, there are checklists 

to assess MI technologies and how they meet the needs of women heading households.  However, 

the situation of married women is overlooked.  In SNNP, according to a woreda Irrigation Engineer, 

“Both men and women participated during the survey and design process, making sure that the 

scheme aligned to their traditional scheme structure.”   

Table 13: Irrigation Techniques 

Irrigation Technique FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Rope Pump 1 0 3 

Furrow Irrigation 7 16 20 

Traditional – flooding 6 4 1 

River diversion 0 0 1 

Sprinkling/container/watering can 8 3 0 

Eriken trenching using groundwater 0 0 1 

Basin – underground water 1 0 0 

Pond treadle 3 4 0 

Ring Irrigation 2 0 0 

Motor Pump 1 5 0 

Contour Irrigation 0 3 0 
Other technologies mentioned by experts in interviews were the sprinkler and solar pump.  

An Extension Communication Expert from Dera Woreda, Amhara, also noted that donkeys are used to transport 

water from the river for irrigation.   

 

From the table above, it is evident that men depend on furrow irrigation with the context of SSI 

operations.  Married women identified additional techniques, and women heading households a 

variety of options.  This table shows that women are open and willing to try technologies, given the 

right circumstances.  For example, in Dera, Amhara Region, the most commonly used water lifting 

technology is the rope pump – it is available, inexpensive, and easy to manage and repair.  It is a 

woman-friendly technology.  The Extension Agent from Dera gives an example of a model woman 

farmer from Wonchet Kebele who uses the rope pump to grow coffee.  She is able to sell the coffee 

at the central market and provide seeds to the woreda agricultural office.  Women’s preference for 

micro-irrigation at home does not mean that they will not take advantage of small-scale irrigation 

technologies in a group.  In Tigray, a women’s farmers group of 10 members borrowed 18,000 birr 

and bought two motor pumps that they share.     

 

 

Manual lifting of water and irrigating crops 

demands more labour.  When children are 

away from home for some other activities, it is 

difficult for me to adequately irrigate the crop 

by lifting the required amount of water.  

(Woman heading household, Oromia) 

 

We started in 2006 – our group’s land holding range from .125-.25 hectare.  We produce tomatoes, green 

pepper, onion, green pepper, garlic, potatoes, head cabbage, guava, and oranges.  We are able to harvest 

twice a year.  From the income, we can send our children to school, and buy inputs and things for our 

houses.  Since we started to improve our incomes, we have more self-confidence.  

 (Women heading households, Tigray Region)  
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The technology that uses ground water by pulling rope pump is the easiest.  It needs less human 

power and is less time consuming compared to motor pumps.  (Woman heading household, 
Amhara) 

 

 

 

Summarizing her assessment of irrigation technologies, a woreda Socio-economist in Oromia says, 

“For women, micro-irrigation brings modern methods and technology closer to home.  Shallow wells 

are the commonly used water source in the area, and water is lifted using a rope and a plastic 

bucket.  The hand pump is also manageable for women, but fewer women use the treadle or motor 

pump.  In any case, women are able to operate the treadle pump because it is simple and easy to 

move.” 

 

A woreda Design and Scheme Administrator from Oromia says that micro-irrigation provides women 

with more options and flexibility than small-scale irrigation.  To explain, he says that when women 

sign up for small-scale irrigation, they also request a washing basin and cattle.  They see SSI as an 

opportunity for them to multi-task:  wash their clothes, water livestock and small ruminants, and 

irrigate and weed vegetables.  However, sometimes conflict ensues when the soapy water goes 

downstream to the next users, who get angry about the pollutant affecting their crop.  Given a 

choice of SSI and MI, he says that women prefer micro-irrigation technologies because they 

maximize water use efficiency, are easy to work with, and reduce the potential for conflict over 

water.  Women prefer using micro-irrigation because they can manage it for multi-purposes by 

themselves. “Women are good at water saving,” says another woreda official from Oromia.   

 

I like the treadle pump because it’s easy to get help from 

children because they enjoy dancing!  

(Woman heading household, Tigray) 

Some are not successful, such as drip irrigation, because the 

holes of the drip are easily clogged by sand.   

(Married Woman, Tigray) 

https://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://www.ewtec.org.et/phase2/image/img_rp08.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.ewtec.org.et/phase2/r%26d_e.html&docid=6MYR4mLkGiOA4M&tbnid=h8Sv2cw9daKQgM:&w=640&h=480&ved=0ahUKEwi9t8b_7OXLAhWBxxoKHatACMcQxiAIAg&iact=c&ictx=1
https://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=x-raw-image:///273e205d6a90262cb6b4c48f91a063a9293af26ec6b8cb492ddf337c7edff6d6&imgrefurl=http://metameta.nl/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Rope-pump-Final-vs4.pdf&docid=YZsVfu9T9TZvgM&tbnid=LCaQal0gPifeSM:&w=558&h=419&ved=0ahUKEwjJotH-7eXLAhWI7hoKHd1QCfgQxiAIAg&iact=c&ictx=1
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Recommended Irrigation Activities in Year 2 

Findings PNG Recommendations SGI Recommendations 

Often women are 
not involved in the 
design of 
technologies meant 
for them to use.  
Experts have 
difficulty to identify 
best practices in 
irrigation for 
women, which could 
assist them in better 
planning for 
women’s 
involvement in 
irrigation programs.   

1. With the participation of women 
farmers, do an efficiency study on 2-3 
MI technologies for growing specific 
vegetables.  (efficiency study) 

2. Pilot improved new MI technologies 
which are accessible, affordable, and 
easy to operate and manage. (pilots)  

3. Identify, document and disseminate 
women’s MI and SSI best practices. 
(research, case studies, booklets) 
 

4. Assess different water lifting 
technologies (SSI, MI) used 
by women and rate them 
according to women-friendly 
criteria (i.e. time and labour 
savings, others identified by 
women).  

5. With women, make 
recommendations for 
modifications to enhance 
user-friendliness.  Design 
and development 1-2 
prototypes. (research and 
product development)  
 

Because of lack of 
decision-making 
power and 
independence, 
many women do not 
have enough 
information and 
skills to operate 
their irrigation 
systems to produce 
to their optimal 
potential.   

 6. Establish women’s irrigation 
development groups for 
training and support.  
(formation, workshops) 

7. Provide specific training on 
MI management for women. 
(curriculum, workshops)  

8. Build women’s capacity to 
operate and maintain their 
MI technology. (curriculum, 
workshops) 

9. Organize exchange visits for 
experience sharing to areas 
where women are 
successfully managing MI 
and SSI.   
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2. Irrigated Crops 
 

The choice of crops to plant on irrigated fields has gendered implications.  The issues of gender 

inequity are related to 1) types of crops, 2) decision-making, and 3) sales and consumption.   

Types of Crops 

The following table is a list of all the crops planted by respondents.   

Table 14: Crops planted on irrigated plots (in alphabetical order) 

Crops FHH / 
24 

FiMHH / 
28 

MHH / 
24 

Crops FHH / 
24 

FiMHH / 
28 

MHH / 
24 

Apples 2 2 0 Legumes 1 0 0 

Avocados 0 2 1 Lettuce 1 5 3 

Bananas 3 3 3 Maize 8 10 7 

Barley 0 0 1 Mangoes 3 3 0 

Beetroot 3 3 5 Onions 10 8 7 

Cabbage 15 14 13 Oranges 0 0 1 

Carrots 7 8 8 Papaya 0 2 0 

Chat 4 4 6 

Coffee 4 6 6 Potatoes 11 13 12 

Enset / False 
Banana 

2 0 1 Spices 2 0 0 

Sugar cane 0 1 0 

Garlic 4 2 2 Sweet 
potatoes 

3 0 0 

Green Peppers 6 9 5 Swiss Chard 3 3 4 

Tef 1 0 0 

Guava 2 1 2 Tomatoes 8 10 10 

Hop / Gesho 2 5 4 

Hot pepper 2 3 0 Wheat 2 1 2 

Kale 1 0 0 

 

Women listed more types of irrigated crops than men.  They grow more crops to diversify their 

potential to earn income, and avoid the risks of having nothing to sell if one or two crops fail. In 

addition, because women are preoccupied with household work, they choose short season, early 

maturing vegetable crops (woreda Design and Scheme Administrator, Oromia).  Other factors 

women take into account when they choose certain crops is labour requirements, ease of crop 

management, and suitability of land size.   

Of the 32 crops, the most frequently listed by all three groups are cabbage, onions, potatoes and 

tomatoes.  Given a chance to grow additional crops, the results were similar.  
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Table 15: Most frequent preferences for additional crops 

New crop preferences  FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Potatoes 9 3 4 

Tomatoes 2 8 0 

Cabbage 2 7 5 

Onions 1 1 6 

Garlic 1 0 6 

Carrots 4 3 3 

Beetroot 3 4 2 

Maize 3 4 4 

 

For those farmers who had not yet planted potatoes, tomatoes and cabbage, those crops were their 

top choices.  According to respondents, these are popular because they are marketable and easy to 

sell.   

“Women farmers focus more on producing potato and onion than other crops.  This is because these 

crops have high local market demand.  Because coffee and chat demand more labour and 

management, women farmers prefer to grow potato and onion” (Woreda Horticulture and Irrigation 

Development Process Owner, Amhara Region).  In SNNP, a woreda Irrigation Agronomy Expert said, 

“Men prefer high value crops for getting more income, and women prefer cabbage, carrot and beet 

root because these crops are easy to manage and do not require much investment capital.”   

These quotations show that crop selection patterns have different decision-making implications for 

women and men based on the crops’ requirements for financial outlay, skill and labour, plot size, 

scale of production and value.  The majority of women are at a disadvantage for growing high-value 

crops because they do not have the requirements.   

Decision-making 

The table below shows a slightly more equitable decision making pattern between married women 

and men on crop selection than for farming methods (former section on irrigation land and 

technologies).  More men agree that they take decisions with their wives.  However, still, 

approximately half of the married women and half of the married men say that men make the 

decisions unilaterally.   

Table 16: Person(s) who makes decisions for which crops can be grown on irrigated land 

Who FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Both husband and wife 0 13 8 

Myself only 13 1 12 

My husband  0 12 0 

Me and my family / children / sons  6 3 1 

Me/us with advice from extension experts 2 3 2 

With “stakeholders” / renters 2 0 0 

Neighbouring farmers 1 0 0 

With IWUA  1 0 1 

Even if the husband 

consults his spouse, 

he still decides on 

the crops to be 

grown.  (Married 

women, Oromia 

Region) 
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Men make decisions based on their priorities, which evolve mostly around sales.  In contrast, women 

need to consider both their need for income, in addition to feeding their families.  Men’s decision-

making limits women’s ability to fulfil their commitments and aspirations.   

From the data provided, it is unclear whether men’s decision-making extends to women’s backyard 

gardens or is confined to the family farm.  It is assumed that women have some decision-making 

autonomy at home.  According to another woreda Irrigation Agronomy Expert in SNNP, women 

prefer to grow vegetables because they can make decisions about the additional income by 

themselves.  If this is the case, there is more evidence that micro-irrigation has tremendous potential 

to empower women.  

Sales and consumption 

The table below shows that more men are involved in the exclusive sales of crops than women.  

More women use their produce for home consumption than men. 

Table 17:  Crop sales and consumption patterns 

 

1: Women heads of households, 2: Married women, 3: Married men 

Blue:  Sale, Red: Consumption, Green: Both 

 

From the study, it is clear that certain crops that are associated more with women than men.  

Moreover, women are more involved than men in growing crops for family consumption.  These 

patterns are related to women’s gender roles.  Although women’s roles should be recognized and 

valued, they should also be challenged so that women have more opportunities.  

Recommended Crop Activities for Year 2 

Findings PGN Recommendations SGI Recommendations 

Women do not have the same 
opportunities as men to earn 
income from the crops they 
grow.  They are not engaged in 
growing high-value crops as 
much as men because of 
financial and labour 
constraints.  Their crop choices 
need to meet two priorities:  
income generation and food 
for the family.     

1. Woreda Health and 
Agriculture experts 
should provide a menu 
of crops and their 
nutritional properties 
along with instructions 
for food processing and 
preparation (booklet) 
 

2. Women and men should share 
in decision-making about crop 
selection.  Implement the 
Gender Model Family program. 

3. More financial and technical 
support for growing high-value 
crops in a tailor-made support 
package for women farmers. 
(capacity building program) 
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3. Extension Services 
 

Fifty percent of women headed households saw agricultural extension services (DA, woreda) as a 

major opportunity to improve irrigation farming compared to 11% married women and 21% married 

men.  The reason for this lack of interest in extension services, especially on the part of married 

women, is the lack of appropriate training provided by experts (Gender Expert, SNNP).  However, 

experts say that women farmers are not willing to take advantage of their services because they are 

overburdened with household work.   

The ratio of men to women who are extension workers is 71% to 29%.  The majority of male 

extension staff find it difficult to communicate with women farmers because of cultural barriers.  

According to a regional Process Owner in Amhara, most extension workers lack awareness of gender 

issues.   One woreda Extension Expert from Tigray said:   

We planned to include women and men farmers, but we considered only women 

heading households and not married women.  Generally, we plan to target 20-

30% women heading households out of the total.  During demonstrations we do 

not pay attention to document women’s and men’s opinions separately.  

Similarly, during promotion, we pay attention to how many farmers request to 

apply a technology, not on how many women are included.  Once they adopt a 

technology, we report on the numbers of women and men adopters, but we do 

not evaluate the benefits for women and men separately.  

Moreover, a woreda Extension Communication Expert from Amhara said experts lack commitment 

to work with women because they are “economically inactive” and not seen as real farmers.  He 

cites evidence that women, especially women heading households, are not able to plough their land 

and instead rent out their plots.   

For research-extension linkages, extension agents are required to 

include 30% women participants, appoint women to the decision-

making committee, and to identify gender issues to be taken into 

account for the research agenda.  However, they prefer working 

with men over women, because women often drop out. At the 

same time he notes that women are not consulted about their 

reasons for non-participation – most planning for extension 

services is top-down.   

The issues of gender inequity in extension services are related to 1) access, 2) content, 3) 

methodology, and 4) convenience.  These issues pose different challenges for women than for men.   

  

We need training just like our 

husbands.  If my husband has to 

go to another place for work, I 

will have to manage the farm.  

(Married Women, Amhara 

Region)  
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Access 

When asked whether they had access to agricultural / irrigation 

extension services, 100% of married men, 83% of women 

heading households, and 42% of married women say that they 

did.   

Similarly, when asked whether they had participated in activities 

at the Farm Training Centre, 79% of married men, 71% of women 

heading households, and 32% of married women say that they 

attended.   

Different areas have varied practices about who has access to extension training.  In some areas, 

quotas per household favour men and women heading households.  According to a woreda 

Irrigation Extension Expert, “men are not willing to send their wives to extension training, or to share 

their experiences with them.”  In contrast, some extension agents target married women to 

participate with men    

In other areas, women are specially targeted (Gutu Gida Worea, Oromia Region) in the MASHAV 

project:   

“There is a lot of success as a result of involving women in agricultural extension.  

Women are called ‘development heroes.’  We are trained on vegetable and fruit 

production separately from our husbands.  We can graft, make compost, weed 

and water our plants. As a result, our confidence has improved because we have 

successfully applied what we have learned.  We were able to persuade our 

husbands about the benefits of MASHAV, and they assist us in land preparation, 

weeding, cultivating and watering.  Now we save time and work load because 

tasks are shared among our family members. Our husbands respect us because 

we have been able to improve our livelihood.  We think that it is better to train 

women in micro-irrigation agriculture because of the benefit for our families.”   

In general, women and men do not have the same opportunity to access information and extension 

services.   Extension services do not fully take into consideration women’s limitations and constraints 

as farmers, i.e. cultural and communication barriers, lack of confidence, difficulties in sources inputs, 

work load.   Even though women may be able to name newly introduced irrigation technologies, 

they continue to practice traditional methods because they do not have hands-on training. 

Content 

Although married men were in the majority of participants benefitting from extension services, 

women heading households were able to name 26 different topics which they had learned about 

through both extension and FTC activities, married men 19 topics, and married women 10 topics.  

This shows that women who have some access to extension services recall what they have learned 

and want to learn more.   

Our husbands get the training.  

They do not tell us what they 

learn. But we contribute a lot in 

the area of irrigation 

agriculture, especially in our 

gardens. (Married Women, 

Amhara Region) 
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Demand-driven extension services is important.  For example, we need to 

know how to use fertilizer.  The service should be adjusted based on my needs 

and interests.  (Women heading households, Amhara Region) 

Table 18:  Most popular topics covered by extension services 

Topic FHH FiMHH  MHH  

Utilization of fertilizers (chemical, organic) 16 2 10 

Irrigation 12 6 9 

Row Planting 10 7 11 

Improved seed 6 6 4 

Preparation of compost 3 1 7 

Water management 4 1 6 

Grow and manage fruits and vegetables 7 2 7 
 

 

From the table it is evident that conventional topics are the 

most popular.  Still, the side bar with the topics of interest to 

women shows there is a large variety of both conventional and 

new technologies.  Women are interested in learning more 

about how they can manage their limited resources, improve 

their existing practices, and implement additional activities close 

to home.   

None of the women respondents mentioned that household 

work was a barrier to additional agricultural activities.  Only men 

(married men, woreda and regional experts) noted that women 

were overburdened with house work.  Women are willing to 

engage in agricultural development as long as it is relevant to 

their needs.   

  

Other extension topics 

suggested by women: 

 Small ruminants 

 Bee keeping 

 Poultry 

 Marketing 

 Preventing post-harvest 

losses 

 Integrated farming 

 Weed management 

 Land preparation 

 Soil and water 

conservation 

 Crop and seed selection 

 Pest management 

 Budgeting land 

 Cropping patterns 

(inter-cropping, crop 

rotation) 

 Transplanting seedlings 

 Preparing seed beds 

 Timely sowing 
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Methodology 

Generally, women prefer more individualized or small group approaches to extension, in which they 

are able to participate, interact with others and practice new methods and techniques.  In Tigray, 

both men and women come together in their separate groups for extension training.  A regional 

expert in SNNP says, “Experience sharing is the most woman-friendly.”   

Table 19:  Learning about irrigation farming 

Source FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

DA 13 10 13 

Model farmers 7 4 5 

Neighbours 5 6 2 

Kebele extension service 4 4 6 

Farmer friends 2 5 4 

Indigenous knowledge 2 9 4 

Woreda extension experts 4 1 8 

 

The table above shows from whom men and women farmers learn.  Other options for learning which 

were mentioned were:  adjacent woreda visits, field days, farm development group leaders, public 

meetings, radio, Farmer Training Centers, formal experience sharing inside and outside the district, 

farmers’ conference, and IWUAs.  Married women also learn from their husbands because they have 

less access to formal training than women heading households.   

 In Tigray, among both women heading households and married woman, there are women 

model farmers which are an encouragement to other women.  In the same region, a woreda 

Extension Communication expert said that women prefer farmer to farmer experience 

sharing.   

 In Oromia, women said that they prefer “one to five” (one model farmer and five learners in 

a group) and farm to farm irrigation extension approaches.  Ideally, they want house-to-

house (one-to-one) visits so that they can learn from home in their own gardens.  

 In SNNP, a regional official said that women farmers like “women development groups.”  He 

cited a successful campaign in which 345,000 women were trained on seedling production.  

This was accompanied by a “massive awareness creation campaign which focussed on all 

aspects of gender equality.”  

Given women-friendly extension methods and consistent follow-up to training, a group of regional 

experts in Oromia said that women farmers have exhibited best practices in the following areas:   

 Close management of fruit and vegetable production 

 Effective and efficient use of water 

 Managing farm demonstrations on improved agronomic practices.   

 

They said that women showed commitment in applying the knowledge and skills gained, and that 

their work was of the best quality.   
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Given women-friendly opportunities for learning, a group of married women in Oromia said that 

they are able to apply agronomic practices better than men.   

  

Convenience 

Women heading households are able to access extension services even though the times offered for 

training are not convenient to them (36%).   Sixty-seven per cent of married men and only 11% of 

married women said the training times were convenient.   

Main reasons for inconvenience are:    

 Timing  

 Short notice, extension workers do not discuss with them in advance 

 Venue inconvenient 

 Women not especially targeted 

 Irregular, inconsistent. 

Main reasons why extension services are convenient:   

 FTC location or demonstration site close by 

 Timely, sessions organized during the slack season, just after harvesting of rain fed crops and 

before the beginning of irrigation 

 Extension workers came right to their irrigation land for orientation 

 Farmers are consulted about time and arrangements, ahead of the activity.     

Women are willing to accommodate extension services as part of their daily routine, but those 

planning the services need to be sensitive to women’s daily realities.   

Recommended Extension Activities for Year 2 

Findings PGN Recommendations SGI Recommendations 

Awareness sessions 
about gender 
equality have not 
shown sufficient 
levels of change in 
gender relations of 
power and control 
favouring men, 
especially in the 
agricultural sector.  

 1. Hold community meetings with 
officials and local leaders to orient 
farmers to extension plans for the 
year.  Emphasize the importance of 
women’s involvement in new 
irrigation technologies.  Have local 
leaders speak to men about the 
importance of women’s participation 
in agriculture for nutrition and income 
benefits.  (quarterly awareness raising 

I am interested in training supported by practical demonstrations.  This helps me to practically exercise what I 

have been told and to internalize the steps in the methods and techniques.  Farm-level advice given by DAs is 

also helpful to remind me of what I may have forgotten in properly applying the methods.  Moreover, discussing 

farming practices in public meetings provides a place for farmers to learn from each other.  Several different 

approaches are important because if I miss one opportunity I can benefit from other.  (Woman heading 

household, Tigray Region) 
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Rules and 
procedures persist 
which impede 
women’s 
involvement in the 
sector. 

sessions) 
2. Take a family approach – both men 

and women see themselves as farm 
managers, and sharing decisions, 
resources, labour.  Train the entire 
family in agricultural practices, 
technology, marketing, health and 
nutrition. (implement the Gender 
Model Family program.)  

3. Discontinue the practice of “one 
household-one representative” 
favouring men-only participation in 
extension activities.  Allow all women 
in communities to participate without 
standing on rules and regulations that 
limit or prohibit women’s 
participation.  Keep quotas for 
women’s involvement and strive to 
meet or exceed them.  (targeting 
strategy) 

Extension workers 
are not trained to 
work with women 
and do not always 
use women-friendly 
methods. 

4. Sensitize extension agents 
on the importance of 
reaching women and how 
to use adult education 
techniques and women-
friendly methods to appeal 
to them.  (workshops) 

5. Recruit women extension 
officers to provide services 
to women and women’s 
groups.  (recruiting 
guidelines) 

 

Not enough effort 
has been made at 
woreda and kebele 
levels to plan for an 
extension program 
that is relevant to 
women and meet 
their needs.   

6. Strengthen inter-sectoral 
approaches and 
commitment at woreda 
level. (planning workshop) 

7. Make appropriate 
budgetary allocations for 
working with women 
farmers. (planning 
workshop) 

8. Develop a special, tailor-
made training program for 
women on micro-irrigation 
methods. (curriculum 
development, workshops) 

9. Develop a “women in 
agricultural development 
starter pack” for micro-
irrigation with appropriate 
equipment and inputs as a 

10. With woreda expert support, at 
kebele level, use bottom-up, demand-
driven, participatory approaches to 
plan with women their extension 
program for the year, including topics, 
pilots, demonstrations, research-
extension linkages, locations and 
times.  (planning workshops) 

11. Ensure that women leaders, women 
model farmers, women extension 
agents are present for planning 
sessions, along with a representative 
group of both women heading 
households and married women.  
(profiles of women in agriculture 
leaders) 
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part of the training package. 
The starter packs should be 
designed and developed 
with input from women 
farmers.  (starter packs, 
workshops) 

Methods used for 
extension are not 
always women-
friendly.  Extension 
planners have not 
made deliberate and 
consistent efforts to 
attract women to 
their services.   

12. Plan these types of events 
regularly:  experience 
sharing at kebele and 
woreda levels, model 
women farmer 
demonstrations, house-to-
house visits. 

13. Organize women within the scheme 
(both women heading households and 
married women) into farmer 
groups/clubs to access irrigation 
extension services. (group formation 
and training) 

14. Identify model women farmers in the 
group, so they can teach and work 
with other women to disseminate and 
scale up best practices. (training for 
model farmers)                                     
 

Extension efforts 
have not done 
enough to support 
and reward women 
in agricultural 
development.   

15. After introducing a 
technology, follow-up with 
monitoring and supervision, 
providing intensive and 
regular support and 
technical back-up, especially 
for irrigation technology.   
 

16. Put in place a system of rewards and 
recognition for women farmers to 
encourage and acknowledge their 
efforts, and also to illustrate how 
gender roles can change. (award 
mechanism) 

 

4. Inputs 
 

Inputs are essential to growing crops, and both women and men use them.  However, the extent to 

which they are used differs.  Also the types of seeds preferred by women differ.  As mentioned in the 

previous Crops section, women prefer early mature and short duration crops, especially vegetables.   

Table 20: Types of inputs used for irrigated farming 

Inputs FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Fertilizers (DAP, Urea, NPS) 20 21 22 

Improved seeds 20 13 13 

Compost/manure 5 1 7 

Fruit tree seedlings 3 1 0 

Pesticides 2 4 4 

Herbicides 2 0 0 

Insecticides 0 3 3 
 

Decision-making on inputs follows a similar pattern to that of irrigation methods and technologies.  

Given the fact that a financial outlay is required for inputs, men have more control over decisions 

related to inputs.  
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Table 21:  Person(s) who makes decisions for which types of inputs to use 

Who FHH / 24 FiMHH / 27 MHH / 23 

Both husband and wife 0 12 5 

Myself only 12 1 16 

My husband  0 13 0 

Me and my family / children / sons  6 0 1 

Me/us with advice from extension experts 4 1 1 

With “stakeholders” / renters 2 0 0 
 

Because men are in a better financial position than women, they are able to purchase inputs more 

easily than women.  Both men and women are face challenges in accessing quality seeds because it 

is not always available for purchase.  The issues of gender inequity are related to availability and 

accessibility of inputs.   

Availability and accessibility of inputs  

In Amhara, a woreda Horticulture and Irrigation 

Development Process Owner said that there is a 

shortage of improved seeds, such as potato and 

onion.  The local seeds of those two crops are not 

good quality in terms of productivity, and they are 

susceptible to different diseases and pests.   

As part of the study, seven private inputs dealers were 

interviews in the all four regions.  Most inputs sellers prided 

themselves as one-stop shops for both foodstuffs, and 

household and agricultural supplies.  Only those in Amhara 

noted that more women purchased inputs from their stores 

than men.  In the other three regions, women who purchased 

inputs comprised only 10-20% of customers.  The reason cited 

for so few women customers is that they lack the finances to 

invest in inputs.  When asked what women purchase, answers 

ranged from wheat, maize, teff, vegetable seeds, fungicide, 

insecticide, herbicide to animal feed and drugs.  Some inputs 

sellers said that the issue of the buyer’s sex was not as much a 

factor as land size.  However, others noted that there were 

differences between the size of the seed packets purchased by 

women and men.  Whereas men bought seed packets of 500 

grams, women only bought 250 grams.   

When asked what challenges men and women farmers have in 

accessing the appropriate inputs, a woreda Irrigation 

Agronomy Expert from SNNP listed, “lack of capital for 

investment, shortage of vegetable seed, and high cost of 

fertilizer and vegetable seeds.”  These issues are reflected in the table below. 

 

Other challenges women 

identified related to inputs: 

 Lack of knowledge 

 Limited technical 

support 

 Loans only for rain fed 

agriculture 

 Need for collateral 

 Lack of timeliness of 

financial resources 

 Lack of trusted suppliers 

 Required amounts and 

types of seeds not 

available when needed 

 Do not want to take 

risks 

We have a problem with quality of improved seeds.  The 

right suppliers are not known.  The right place where 

real seed is obtained is not known.  We do not know who 

to ask to solve this problem.  (Married Man, Oromia) 
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Table 22: Main challenges in accessing the inputs needed 

Challenges FHH / 
24 

FiMHH / 
28 

MHH / 
24 

High price of inputs (i.e. fertilizer, motor pump) 8 10 5 

Low financial capital to purchase inputs 10 6 8 

Unavailability, inaccessibility, lack of timeliness of inputs for 
sale 

10 0 4 

Lack of quality seeds and seedlings 2 0 16 

 

A special challenge for women is the cost of seed packs which are much larger than they require.  An 

example is given by a woreda Agronomy Expert in Oromia:  Usually men organize themselves in a 

group in order to purchase and share an input packaged in bulk size.  However, the majority of 

women farmers are not organized in groups, and because they are so busy with different 

responsibilities, they have no chance to get information about such options.  Only women who have 

relatives in the group can take advantage of these types of opportunities.  Similarly to other 

agricultural services, there is insufficient planning for women farmers’ input needs.  Therefore, 

women’s access to inputs is haphazard, further disadvantaging their irrigation agricultural activities.   

Recommended Inputs Activities for Year 2 

Findings PGN Recommendations 

Although both women and 
men are challenged to access 
quality inputs, women are 
more disadvantaged because 
of lack of knowledge, and 
decision-making and buying 
power.   

1. Supply improved seeds through linkages between private 
inputs sellers and known, certified, legal, reliable seed 
producers. 

2. Ensure access to inputs supply during irrigation period, so 
that women can purchase quickly whenever they have the 
money.   

3. Arrange for small-sized seed packs of improved vegetable 
seeds for easy purchase by women. 
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5. Loans 
 

Information collected during the study implied that men had access 

to loans and took loans for farming activities.  However, there was 

overwhelming evidence that women did not take loans out of fear 

that they would not be able to pay back.  On the other hand, men 

have confidence to take loans for larger scale operations.   

 

A woreda Irrigation Extension Expert from Oromia summarized the 

situation:  When produce is ready for sale, men’s priority is to pay 

off the loan with large quantities sold at whole sale rates.  Women, 

having control of much less produce, sell cautiously bit by bit to 

cover daily expenditures for the household.  Given these scenarios, 

the main issue for gender inequity is accessibility of credit. 

 

Accessibility of credit 

Of the respondents, 8 women heading households, 11 married 

women and 12 married men said that they had access to loans.  

However, the women insisted that they did not want to take loans 

due to “fear.”  They felt that they would not be able to repay the 

loan with interest.  In addition, one-third of women heading 

households believed that loan services were unreliable.   

Women’s perceptions of loan requirements:  

 Collateral, group collateral 

 Good payment history 

 Savings account in a financial 
institution 

 Permanent residence in area 

 Ability to use inputs properly 

 Requirement of signatory / 
witness at woreda 

 Form group with same 
interests 

 Member of farmer group or 
association 

 Plot owner with fixed assets 

 Ability to pay in 2 years 

 Percentage down payment 
 

 

Women did not feel confident that they could meet these criteria.  

They were instead overwhelmed with the challenges of taking 

loans (see sidebar).   

In the communities where the interviews took place, there did not 

seem to be either formal or informal groups of women engaging in 

saving and revolving loans. In fact, women said that they found it 

difficult to trust others and form a group.  The data shows that 

women are isolated individuals in their irrigation farming activities. 

This is one major reason why women have difficulty accessing 

services, such as training or loan facilities 

Women’s identification of 

the main challenges 

associated with loans:   

 Stringent loan criteria 

 High interest rates 

 Difficult to pay on time 

 Perception of risk, lack 

of confidence 

 Afraid of defaulting, no 

chance to get another 

loan after defaulting 

 Loans provided are 

insufficient to purchase 

the required inputs 

 Inputs are purchased 

with cash, not on credit 

 No collateral or savings 

 No credit facility in area 

(especially Oromia) 

 Lack of a trusted source 

to provide information 

about credit and sources 

 No  options or 

alternatives for loans 

 Difficult to find the right 

people to form a small 

group 

 Irrigated land size too 

small to make the loan 

worthwhile 

 Loan provision not 

timely 

 The system for getting 

loans for the irrigation 

season has not yet been 

streamlined.  
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Recommended Financial Assistance Activities for Year 2 

Findings SGI Recommendations 

Women are unwilling to 
take loans.  They have 
little confidence in 
themselves, in group 
lending, or in loan 
service providers.   

1. Facilitate introductions to financial services and subsidized loans for 
women for inputs and irrigation technologies (motorized pump, rope 
pump, treadle pump, water sprayer and other equipment). 

2. Arrange for access to a credit facility with low interest and extended 
payment periods for women.  

3. Connect women to organizations that implement revolving loan funds 
or micro-credit. 

 

6. Marketing Irrigated Crops 
 

There are several constraints to marketing irrigated crops, particularly vegetables which are 

perishable.  Dependence on markets outside their area and a lack of reliable transportation for 

distance travel implies that farmers have to rely on brokers or middle men who may not give them 

fair prices.  Information about prices mostly comes from informal interactions.  We get market 

information from local markets and social gatherings.  Regarding linkages, we have no idea.  

Probably men might know.  (Married Women, Oromia) 

Table 23: Access to market information 

 

1: Non-applicable (small plots or small amounts), 2: Yes, 3: No 

Blue: Women heads of households, Red: Married women, Green: Married men 

 

From the table, it is evident that the majority of married men and married women had access to 

market information of some type.  Women heading households also had access, but to all lesser 

extent.  Both men and women have access to cell phones and, if the service was available, would be 

able to tap into market price information to take a better stand with buyers.   

Before women can sell their produce on the market, a number of factors come into play.  The issues 

of gender inequity are related to 1) decision-making about sales, and 2) accessibility to markets.   
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Decision-making about sales 

According to the table below, women have more influence over decisions to sell produce than in 

other areas (technology use, crop selection, inputs purchase).   

Table 24: Person(s) who makes decisions about how much of the produce grown will be sold 

Who FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Not enough to sell  3 3 2 

Both husband and wife 0 16 13 

Myself only 12 0 4 

My husband  0 8 0 

Me and my family / children / sons  7 2 5 

With “stakeholders” / renters 2 0 0 

 

 

 

 

 

Even so, according to a woreda Extension Expert in Tigray, men still have the upper hand when it 

comes to decision-making on products to be sold because of women’s lack of self-confidence.  In 

addition, according to a woreda Extension Communication Expert in Amhara, the decision is different 

for each type of crop – cash crops are most of the time decided by men, but other crops are decided 

jointly.  Since cash crops are worth more on the market, men dominate these types of sales.   

Table 25:  Person who sells the produce grown on irrigated land 

Who FHH/ 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Not enough to sell  3 3 2 

Both husband and wife 0 15 15 

Myself only 14 0 6 

My husband  0 8 0 

Me and my family / children / sons  5 2 1 

With “stakeholders” / renters 2 0 0 

 

 From the table above, it is evident that married women do not have the ability to sell irrigated 

produce independently from their husbands.  However, 

husband are able sell independently.  The majority of 

women and men say that they both sell their produce, but 

it is not implied that they sell jointly, or that women control 

sales, especially over men’s crops.   

 

 

Men prefer to sell large amounts of product at a time.  This is with the intention to 

use the income to pay the cost of fertilizer taken by credit and cover other 

expenses that require more money.  Our wives prefer to sell small amounts at a 

time in order to have a consistent source of income with which to buy items for 

daily needs.  (Married Man, Oromia) 

Women sell hop, and men sell coffee, 

mangoes, papaya and chat.  

Traditionally hop is fully managed 

and harvested by women and after 

consumption the remaining is sold by 

women.  (Married Woman, Amhara) 
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Table 26: Person who manages the income from sale of produce  

Who FHH / 
24 

FiMHH / 
28 

MHH / 
24 

Non-applicable – nothing to 
sell 

4 4 1 

Myself 17 1 11 

Husband 0 5 0 

Both husband and wife 0 18 12 

Myself with children 3 0 0 
 

The table shows the majority of married women (64%) say that they and their husbands manage 

income from sales.  However, from the quotations by married men, it is evident that income is not 

managed jointly, but separately.  The type and amount of produce sold and the resulting profit is 

much smaller for women than for men.   

Accessibility to Markets 

Selling produce is complicated, according to a woreda Irrigation Extension Expert in Oromia.   

Market information is provided by DAs and it is reliable.  Sometimes farmers [men] 

get organized into groups to buy some vegetable seed in bulk when it is too costly 

to buy smaller packets.  On the other hand, when they sell their crops, they assess 

market prices by themselves.  This is because each crop is different, harvesting time 

is different, some of them are wholesalers, and some sell their produce piece by 

piece.  Some crop types are perishable and others have a longer shelf life.   

Proximity of local markets was seen as an opportunity for improvement by 30% of married men 

compared to 11% of married women and 13% of women heading households.  A woreda Extension 

Communication Expert says that it is hard for women to sell their produce when they are far from 

the market centre and cannot access transportation.   

Table 27: Means by which produce gets to market 

Means FHH / 24 FiMHH / 28 MHH / 24 

Non-applicable 4 3 1 

Donkey 3 14 10 

Myself 10 6 5 

Pack animal 7 7 6 

Wagon / cart 3 6 4 

Support from relatives 4 0 0 

Hired labour 0 0 4 

 

From the information in the above table, both men and women rely on their own carrying power or 

animals to transport their produce.  Women heading households are the most disadvantaged in that 

almost half carry the produce themselves.   

I manage the cash income 

from the sale of chat by 

myself.  I save in Oro Micro 

Finance.  My wife manages 

the income from the sale of 

vegetables and she spends it 

on daily home expenses.  

(Married Man, SNNP) 
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The situation of the market is not as conducive for women, given their situations, as it is for men.  

There are no market linkages targeted to women producers. Given women’s lack of ability to 

navigate in men’s domain, they are at a disadvantage when it comes to marketing their produce.   

Recommended Marketing Activities for Year 2 

Findings PGN Recommendations SGI Recommendations 

Women farmers are 
not well organized to 
access markets 
benefits:  they do not 
work in groups or with 
associations to sell 
their produce.   

1. Establish market centres or collection 
centres at accessible central points, 
so that women can access the 
market more efficiently. 

2. Identify market linkages for women’s 
produce, including transportation. 
 

3. Establish “producers’ 
cooperatives,” groups or 
associations so that women 
can take better advantage 
of markets by collecting 
their produce and 
transporting it together.   

4. Establish marketing groups 
for women to bargain and 
negotiate for fair prices for 
their produce. 

5. Increase market-led 
production so they have a 
greater role in cash 
cropping. 

6. Establish regular woman-
friendly market 
information mechanism 
using mobile phones. 

 

Women produce 
relatively smaller 
amounts of irrigated 
produce for the 
market than men. 

7. Instead of selling produce to middle 
men or taking it to far-away markets, 
add value to vegetables and fruits 
and sell them locally.  For example, 
potatoes could be made into chips 
and sold at schools or in local eating 
places. 

8. Stimulate local markets. Introduce 
farm gate sales.   
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7. Involvement in Irrigation Water Users Associations (IWUAs) 
 
The mandate of IWUAs is the provision of irrigation water to its members for agricultural purpose. 

The IWUA Proclamation creates a specific legal basis for the establishment of Irrigation Water Users’ 

Associations (IWUAs) as a particular type of legal entity for operation and management of irrigation 

and drainage systems.1  

• IWUAs are public law organizations and their mandate is of a public 

interest nature 

• Membership is compulsory 

• IWUAs operate on a non-profit / non-commercial basis but they will 

nevertheless provide services to their members, namely the provision of 

irrigation water, on a paid basis 

• IWUAs are self-managed organizations governed by their members, but 

due to the public interest nature of their tasks are subject to some form of 

supervision by the government. 

 
IWUAs serve their members by providing them with 

irrigation water, and related scheme resources, services 

and benefits. Members of an IWUA have land use rights 

within the service area. Women who have land use rights 

and manage their own farm enterprise as heads of 

household are IWUA members. If a husband manages the 

farm as head of household, and his wife does not have a 

land use right but is a family laborer, then the wife cannot be a IWUA member. Women heading 

households in any given population in Ethiopia is estimated to be 20-25%.2  Therefore, because most 

married women are not included, women’s representation on IWUAs will be considerably less than 

men’s.   

 
Information from Oromia showed that in addition to formalized Water Users Associations, there is 

also a traditional sub-committee called Aba lega which operates informally with no written 

regulations.  In cases where there is no WUA, the Aba lega is the only structure to regulate water 

use.  Aba lega is responsible to monitor how the water distribution schedule has been applied, and 

to deal with grievances and appeals as they come up from water users.  Usually there are 5-7 

members on this traditional committee and depending on the place, up to 2-3 women heading 

households.   

In WUAs, the issues of gender inequity are related to 1) the definition of a household as an 

undiversified unit, fixed to the identity of the male head, 2) access to executive positions and 

decision-making powers, 4) knowledge of rights and responsibilities under WUA, and by extension 

                                                           
1 Lempériere, P.; Hagos, F.; Lefore, N.; Haileslassie, A.; Langan, S. 2014. Establishing and strengthening 

irrigation water users associations (IWUAs) in Ethiopia: a manual for trainers. Colombo, Sri Lanka: International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI). 
 
2 A number of sources were consulted, but the figure quoted most frequently is the World Bank (2011) at 
26.1%.  No more recent data seems to be available. 

The only reason why female-headed 

households are members of IWUA is to 

use water to irrigate their land and make 

income.  Irrigation is our only income 

source.  (Women heading households, 

Oromia Region) 
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whether or not women receive all the scheme’s resources and services to which they are entitled 

and 5) women’s low self-esteem as compared to men because of lack of education and other 

opportunities.     

 

Definition of a household as an undiversified unit, fixed to the identity of the male head 

All households which participate in an irrigation scheme in a command 

area are de facto members of a Water Users Association.  Unless a 

household is identified as a member of the WUA, it cannot access any 

services provided by the scheme or benefit from the water distribution 

schedule.   It is understood that in a household with husband and wife, 

the husband will assume the representational role on the WUA.  Married 

women do not have an opportunity to participate in the Water Users 

Association unless their husbands are away.   

The rule about household representation on the IWUA favours men as the majority.  The implication 

is that the household head is in control, and other family members, women and children, are 

labourers under the head.  Observed is the tendency to uphold without question this bureaucratic 

regulation, rather than seeing the gender inequities embedded with it.   

 
Table 28: Involvement in Water Users Associations 

 

1: Women heads of household, 2: married women, 3: married men 

Blue: Non-applicable, Red: yes, Green: no 

 

In households headed by woman, because there is no husband, the representational role falls to her.  

She is accepted as an equal to men by virtue of her status as a household head.  There does not 

seem to be any question about her right to represent her household, even though she is a woman.  

Women heading households participate in WUA meeting and even hold executive positions.   

As a result of these inequities, women may not be able to capitalize on the resources and benefits of 

the scheme.  Given how the WUA functions, even if married women were to become members, the 

current structures, including leadership, may not be gender-sensitive enough to make it worthwhile 

for them to participate.   
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Of course I’m a member of 

the ICWUA.  For all those 

who have irrigated land, it 

is compulsory.  (Married 

Man, Oromia) 
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Access to executive positions and decision-making powers  

In one woreda in Oromia, women heading households said that their attendance to IWUA meetings 

was inconsistent, and when they did attend, they were “passive participants.”  In another woreda in 

Oromia, married women said that they are voted on to the committee without being asked.  When 

the committee makes decisions, men take over. Therefore, they feel like “pseudo” or “amorphous” 

members.  Any confidence women could gain by being on the committee is diminished by the fact 

that the community does not trust them because of their lack of skills.   

 

On the other hand, in Gutu Gida woreda, the gender expert said that even though very few women 

participate, they make “very influential” contributions to discussions.  A socio-economist in another 

woreda in Oromia noted that after women assume committee work, their capacity to participate in 

decision-making improves.   

 

Reportage from another woreda in Oromia notes that women members of Aba lega are assigned as 

cashiers (and treasurers, storekeepers, purchasers):  “This is because the community believes that 

women are very careful and honest in managing resources and saving for planning purposes.  They 

are forward-looking and think about what will happen to them and the family if the money is used 

for other than the planned purpose.”  In the same woreda, women have never been assigned to one 

of the key executive decision-making positions, such as chairperson, co-chair or secretary.  This is 

because of “the perception that leadership is men’s domain, and women are poor in leadership.”   

 

Of all 76 women and men interviewed, 9 said that their water associations had one woman 

representative on the executive, and 3 said that theirs had two. Positions held by women were:   

 Controller of water distribution (3)  

 Accountant (3)  

 Committee member (2) 

A married woman explained low women’s involvement by the fact that women are not strong in 

committee work.  Another said that men would not listen to them anyway.  One man said that 

women were too busy with house management issues to be involved in WUAs.    

Of all those interviewed, 5 women heading households, 3 married women and 2 married men said 

that women on IWUA executives were able to participate in decision-making.  An equal number said 

that women were not able to participate.  The majority of responses (71%) felt that the issue was 

not relevant. 

In Tigray, these rules are changing:  a new regional IWUA proclamation has initiated women in active 

participation as individual or executive committee members.  In Amhara Region, a newly 

constructed scheme has put in place this bye-law:  50% women and men should be on the executive 

committee.  Also in SNNP Region, it is recognized that half of the scheme management team should 

be women.  Even though the percentage may vary from scheme to scheme, this shows progress for 

There is no woman on our IWUA.  It’s because male members don’t trust women’s leadership capacity.  They 

believe that management of the scheme is difficult for women.  Women themselves share this idea and 

consider themselves incapable.  (Woman Heading Household, Oromia) 
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The water distribution schedule considers all the people in the command area.  When women are allocated their 

turn in the night, they try to change with men whose turn is in the day-time.  If they cannot change times, the land is 

left unused.  This is one of the reasons why women rent out their land.  (Married Man, Oromia) 

Most of the time, this 

activity is done by us.  

Females are weak 

physically.  They cannot be 

involved in Operations and 

Maintenance.  (Married 

Man, Amhara) 

Operations and maintenance 

work is assigned to male 

farmers.  The female-headed 

households contribute money.  

Because of socio-cultural 

problems women cannot do 

O&M activities.  But we can do 

them!  (Woman Heading 

Household, Amhara) 

gender equity.  Even so, women may not readily take advantage of this opportunity because they are 

not empowered to do so, either by their wider community or by their husbands.   

 

Knowledge of rights and responsibilities under WUA  

Fifty percent of women heads of household and married men said that they are aware of their rights 

and responsibilities as members of the irrigation scheme.   

 

 

Only one-quarter of married women said that they were aware of their rights under the scheme, and 

that they became aware of them through their husbands.  

When asked whether the water distribution program was outlined in the bye-laws, the respondents 

were evenly divided, half said yes, and half said that they did not know.  Similarly, when asked 

whether the water distribution program was fair to both women and men, the responses of both 

married women and married men were consistent – 50% said yes.  On the other hand, 58% of 

women heading households thought that the arrangements were fair, even when evidence pointed 

to the opposite.  Women heading households are disadvantaged when their turn at water 

distribution happens at night.  Woman, especially women heading households, are afraid to go out 

at night for security reasons, and because they do not want to leave their children alone at home.  

Because they cannot go out at night, they need to exchange with men who are allocated day-time 

distribution.  Most often this involves payment or compensation of some type, which is in 

contravention to overall the overall intent of the scheme’s regulations.  In addition, according to a 

woreda irrigation expert in Tigray, when men water at night and women during the day, men 

actually have water for a longer period, consistent with the amount required for the crop.  

Therefore, women may be disadvantaged in several ways.   

When asked whether there was any statement in the bye-laws that specifically promotes gender 

equality, 80% said that they did not know.  Of the 20% who said that there was a specific statement, 

10% were men.  Men said that women heading households had equal rights to men if they owned 

plots of irrigated land.   

When asked whether women and men 

had equal responsibilities for operations 

and maintenance of the scheme, 50% 

said it was not a relevant issue.  The 

remaining 50% said yes, saying that 

everyone participates in canal cleaning, 

except for women who are pregnant and 

breastfeeding.  The aged are also 

exempt.  Although, both women heading 

Yes, I am aware about my rights to use one pond among the four of us.  But regarding the responsibilities, we have 

almost done nothing to maintain the pond in the case of damage.  (Woman Heading Household, Tigray) 
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We do not have leadership 

training, but we would like 

to have it every time to 

empower women.  

(Woman Heading 

Household, Amhara) 

households and married women participate equally, often women heading households will pay for 

labourers to do the work for them.  One woman said that women participate, but they are not 

pressured to do so.  One man said that although the bye-laws specify that men and women should 

share in the work, in practice it is not possible.  Some male respondents said that only simple 

physical work is handled by women.  Heavier work, such as the opening and closing of the valves, is 

handled by men.   

Women’s low self-esteem as compared to men because of lack of education and other 

opportunities    

Both women heading households and married women said that 

women cannot participate effectively on committees as decision-

makers because their leadership is weak.   

All the women (52) were asked whether they had access to or would 

like to participate in leadership training, more than half said that it 

was not relevant.  Only some understood its importance.  Several 

women were more interested in learning about better farming 

methods.   

Recommended IWUA activities in Year 2 

Findings SGI Recommendations 

Given that women are not seen as 
equal members of the IWUA implies 
that they are perceived differently 
from men in society.  If women are 
left out of structures like IWUA, they 
may also be left out of opportunities 
to become independent farm 
decision-makers with access to land, 
skills, inputs, capital, markets and 
water. If a society excludes most 
women from economic farm 
opportunities, IWUAs cannot change 
much within their narrow mandate of 
providing irrigation water.3  Existing 
gender relations of power and control 
need to be examined and 
transformed in communities.   

1. Organize community awareness campaigns on gender 
and agricultural development, so that women and men 
are aware of the importance of women’s leadership in 
scheme management.   

2. Start a Gender Model Family4 program in conjunction 
with irrigation schemes.  GMF gives men 
responsibilities for modelling gender equity in their 
homes and sharing its benefits with their neighbours. 
The program begins with Action Plans for men and 
children to share in household tasks, and progresses to 
decision-making, resources, business and finances.  
Provide orientation and training for self-selected 
Gender Model Families to accelerate promotion of 
gender equity in communities.   

IWUA administration is male-
dominated because of rules that limit 
the involvement of women, especially 
married women.  This limits their 
representation in scheme 

3. Strengthen the IWUA executive and management 
committee by providing its members with knowledge 
about their roles, and skills to carry them out. Include 
training on gender awareness for agricultural 
development.  With the same knowledge and 

                                                           
3 Lempériere, P.; Hagos, F.; Lefore, N.; Haileslassie, A.; Langan, S. 2014. Establishing and strengthening 
irrigation water users associations (IWUAs) in Ethiopia: a manual for trainers. Colombo, Sri Lanka: International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI). 
4 http://www.sendwestafrica.org/sl/index.php/news1/item/12-gender-model-family 
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management and their ability to 
express their issues and concerns.  As 
a result they may not be able to 
access scheme resources and benefits 
in the same ways as men.   
 

expectations, both men and women on the committee 
will be able to contribute for the good of the scheme 
and its beneficiaries.  (series of workshops) 

4. Formulate scheme-level bye-laws which allow married 
women to participate as full members with their 
husbands, and as executive and committee members.  
Instead of one representative per household, both 
husband and wife should attend meetings and 
activities, and contribute according to their skills and 
abilities.  To maintain the current rule about 
representation, one household should have one vote.     

5. Committees should be training to monitor for gender 
equity, ensuring that women receive the same 
resources and benefits from the scheme according to 
members’ rights and responsibilities. The results would 
be disaggregated to show differences in the 
experiences of women and men. (survey using user 
satisfaction survey, community score card, validation 
workshop) 

In general, women’s educational level 
is low and leadership skills are weak.  
They are not fully aware of their rights 
and responsibilities in the scheme.  
They do not hold positions on the 
executive.  The community does not 
accept women as leading in decision-
making roles.  Therefore, they lack 
self-esteem and confidence.  

6. Provide leadership training for women, along with 
orientation to their rights as participants in the scheme, 
and the roles and responsibilities of members and 
executives.  Emphasize assertiveness, dealing with 
authorities, public speaking, conflict management and 
resolution. (workshops, follow-up) 

7. Connect women to services so that they are able to 
improve literacy and numeracy skills. (mini-
scholarships) 

8. Start irrigation clubs for women in individual schemes.  
The clubs should be led by women members of the 
scheme executive.  This way women executives will 
understand and be able to represent the concerns and 
issues of women.  All-women’s irrigation clubs can also 
be used to identify women who are interested in 
forming solidarity groups for village savings and loans, 
or for vegetable collectives or cooperatives. (club 
formation) 
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8. Nutrition 
 

One of the main causes of chronic undernutrition in 
Ethiopia is lack of diversification in the diet.  This limits the 
amount of nutrients needed for the body’s growth and 
protection.  Irrigation is an opportunity for families to 
grow vegetables and fruits all year round for varied and 
rich diets.   A recent study (2015) carried out in Tigray and 
Amhara regions sought to prove that small-scale irrigation 
crop diversification combined with nutrition education 
would positively affect household dietary diversity.   

Irrigation may affect dietary diversity through: 

1. An increase in disposable income, and or 

2. Making production of certain food groups possible. 

If the effect is mainly through the resulting increase in income, then any program 

that increases farmers’ income may be similarly effective in tackling low 

household dietary diversification.  

On the other hand if irrigation enhances dietary diversification because it provides 

an opportunity to produce more food groups that could not be obtained 

otherwise, then irrigation is a truly unique strategy to tackle low dietary quality.5  

The study concluded that the increase in household dietary diversity was only slightly higher with 

irrigation and not statistically significant. Hence, the combination of nutrition education and small-

scale irrigation did not significantly enhance HDD. 

The earlier section in this paper, Irrigated Crops, explains that although families may plant a large 

number of vegetables and fruits, the majority may be sold.  Thus, the reason for selecting and 

planting a variety of vegetables and fruits is not necessarily to promote a diversified diet.  Because 

women are risk averse, “they tend to intercrop and diversify 

their irrigation production” to ensure that they have something 

to sell.  Their focus is “production and productivity” – 

marketable crops and increased income (Woreda Irrigation 

Expert, Tigray, Woreda Agronomist, Amhara).  Kebele and 

woreda experts said that are not consistently introducing crop 

choices for better nutritional options, and many are not 

considering the nutritional benefits at all.   

                                                           
5 Abadi G; Dadi, L; Estifanos, B S; King, G; Mideksa, D; Catholic Relief Services; Ricker-Gilbert, J; Sesmero, J; Sun, S. The 

Effect of Irrigation & Nutrition Education on HDD in Ethiopia. Purdue University 2015 Integrated Nutrition Conference, 
September 14-15, 2015, Royal Orchid Hotel, Nairobi, Kenya. 
 

We have no idea about nutrition 

but use some of the produce for 

household consumption.  (Married 

women, Oromia Region) 
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Although many farmers said that they consumed some of the produce, 

there was insufficient information about whether fruits or vegetables 

were eaten in ways to promote nutritional efficacy.  Nutritionists 

cannot take for granted that the mere planting of nutritious foods will 

lead to better nutrition.  For most farmers any connection between 

nutrition and vegetable production is “unintentional.”  In Oromia, a 

group of women heading households said that “They didn’t consider 

nutrition issues during crop selection because they lacked knowledge.”  

In Tigray, one woreda official said that “farmers are still not aware of its 

importance of nutrition related to health.”  Therefore, nutrition 

education needs to complement irrigation agriculture initiatives.  The same group said that, 

“consistent awareness education is given by the health extension workers about nutritious food and 

its importance.  Now they have different 

vegetables in their meals.”  However, a 

woreda Agronomy Expert from SNNP 

Region said that such training is limited.  

As mentioned in the study cited above, 

the opportunity of irrigation promotes 

crop diversity, and this is one important 

step to dietary diversification and better 

nutrition.   

Nutrition education improves people’s knowledge of the relationship between nutrition, health and 

food, but is not always effective in changing people’s dietary behaviour and related attitudes toward 

food.  In Africa, conventional nutrition education is still the norm.6  This usually involves teaching on 

food groups and cooking demonstrations.  Innovations to nutrition education involve a range of 

social marketing and community-based approaches (i.e. Positive Deviance/Hearth method). 

A variation on nutrition improvement strategies is a more targeted approach to one or two foods.  

The MASHAV project in Oromia has promoted the avocado, a nutrient-dense fruit known for its 

many positive properties, i.e. 4% of the recommended Daily Value (DV) for vitamin E, 4% vitamin C, 

6% folate, 8% fiber, 2% iron, 4% potassium, with 81 micrograms of lutein and 19 micrograms of beta-

carotene. MASHAV provided materials for nurseries of avocado seedlings, established plantations for 

export, and also demonstrated various recipes made from both the avocado’s flesh and seed, 

showing both men and women how the fruit tasted in various dishes.   

This type of targeted approach which explores all the options of one food has been effective in some 

countries (ivy gourd green leafy vegetable in Thailand7 and orange-fleshed sweet potato in Uganda8) 

through the use of intense social marketing.  MASHAV also promotes the potential of the avocado 

from different perspectives.  

                                                           
6 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 1997. Agriculture food and nutrition for Africa - A resource book 

for teachers of agriculture. Rome: Food and Nutrition Division. 
7 Smitasiri, S., Attig, G.A. & Dhanamitta, S. 1992. Participatory action for nutrition education: social marketing vitamin A-
rich foods in Thailand, Ecology of Food and Nutrition, 28:199-210. 
8 HarvestPlus. Disseminating Orange-Fleshed Sweet Potato: Findings from a HarvestPlus Project in Mozambique and 

Uganda. 2012. Washington, D.C.: HarvestPlus. 

Due to the irrigation development, we started using a 

variety of vegetables during most meals.  We consider the 

amount of produce consumed by the family a profit gained.  

Even farmers who do not have irrigated plot are buying and 

using vegetables for food.  

 (Women heading households, Tigray Region) 
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However, the reasons why dietary diversification initiatives, such as irrigation combined with 

nutrition education, may not work as effectively as expected may be related to gender issues.  For 

improved nutrition, the issues of gender inequity are related to 1) availability and access to quality 

seeds and seedlings, 2) household decision-making on how to use irrigated crops, 3) access to 

nutrition education / extension, and 4) ability to diversify the daily diet.    

Availability and access to quality seeds and seedlings9 

Earlier sections of this paper, Inputs and Loans, showed 

that women found it difficult to access a reliable supply of 

improved and drought-resistant seeds.  Although this is 

also an issue for men, it is a more pressing one for women 

because they do not take loans for inputs.  Women’s access 

to seeds and seedlings may be constrained, limiting their 

ability to consistently plant a variety of fruits and 

vegetables for household dietary diversification.   

Household decision-making on how to use irrigated crops 

In the section of this paper, 

Marketing Irrigated Crops, it was 

explained that farmers select and 

grow vegetables and fruits based on 

their market demand, not their nutritional value.  Men prefer to grow marketable crops to earn 

more money (OIDA officers, Oromia).  Although women exert some influence on sales of irrigated 

crops, men still have the last word on what is sold or saved for the household.  Even when women 

gain some knowledge and interest to consider nutrition as a factor in crop selection, their husbands 

can reject this idea and reverse their decision (OIDA officers, Oromia).  This is because men need to 

sell in large quantities in order to pay off their loans and make more money.  Therefore, women may 

not have enough access to or control of irrigated crops in order to use them for dietary 

diversification.   

Nutrition education / extension 

Knowledge about nutrition varies from place to place 

within regions.  In some areas, women do not have access 

to nutrition education, whereas in other areas, women are 

well-served by health extension agents who provide them 

with knowledge on vegetable food preservation and 

preparation.   Most extension agents do not promote 

vegetables for nutrition, so neither men nor women are 

sufficiently informed about the qualities of the food to add 

to their diet.   

  

                                                           
9 All photos in this section provided by Teshome Beyene, Gender Expert, SMIS, SNNP Region.  

We are not aware about nutrition.  But 

from experience we know it is good to 

diversify our diet.  The problem is we don’t 

have such diversified food crops.  Partly 

because we don’t know how to do it.  

(Married Women, Oromia) 

Our wives do not have training about how to prepare a balanced diet. 

(Married Man, SNNP Region) 
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Ability to diversify the daily diet 

Given their lack of nutrition education, women and men 

may not understand the value of food to health, or how to 

incorporate irrigated crops into existing food preparation 

practices, i.e. recipes.  If the nutritive value of irrigated 

crops was figured into decision-making, men and women 

may establish new priorities about what to plant, how 

much to sell, and what they eat.   

 

Recommended Nutrition Activities in Year 2 

Findings PGN Recommendations 

Plans for irrigation 
schemes are often made at 
woreda and kebele levels 
without consideration of 
their potential to improve 
people’s health and 
nutrition. 

1. Policy makers and planners need to have their capacity built on the 
relationship between irrigation, irrigated crops, health and 
nutrition (workshop, seminar).   

2. Nutrition awareness should become a regular feature in periodic 
planning or review events on irrigation agriculture.  (extension 
sessions, FTC) 

3. Nutrition issues should be included in new irrigation guidelines. 
(PIDM guidelines)  

Agricultural experts do not 
have enough knowledge 
about nutrition to advise 
farmers on the best crop 
choices which provide 
them with required 
nutrients. (Woreda 
extension communication 
agent, Amhara) 

4. Health extension workers and nutrition experts should advise 
agricultural extension agents and farmers on crop selection and 
seed sales for optimal nutrition.  The opportunity costs of selling 
irrigated vegetables and fruits should be compared with those of 
consuming them (workshop).  

5. Depending on the area, certain crops should be promoted over 
others (i.e. avocado) in order to intensify nutrition awareness, and 
potential for nutrition improvement (social marketing).   

Current strategies to make 
inputs available for 
irrigated agriculture are 
not explicit enough to 
promote nutrition 
improvement. 

6. Extension services should include a nutrition component 
(curriculum development, training). 

7. Extension services should facilitate reliable supplies of varieties 
and combinations of new, improved, drought-resistant crops 
(coordination with nurseries, research centres, private dealers). 

8. Women and men should be trained in crop selection, not just for 
their market value, but for their nutritional value.  Crop selection 
(vegetables, fruits) should take into consideration dietary 
diversification and different types of nutrients that is mindful of 
minimum daily requirements. (curriculum, FTC, extension sessions) 

9. Work with women farmers to allocate and design their plots to 
ensure that grains, root, leafy and fruiting vegetables, and fruits 
are planted for optimal nutrition potential. (FTC)   

10. Before planting time, women and men farmers should receive 
practical hands-on training to prepare recipes using irrigated 
vegetables and fruits.  No new seeds should be introduced without 
orientation to their health/nutrition properties, and a 
demonstration of how they should be prepared for consumption in 
the household (recipe booklets, seed fairs, food fairs).  

11. Combine irrigated crops and nutrition interventions with income 
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generating projects along the value chain. Choose specific 
vegetables and/or fruits. (food processing) 

12. Initiate local food processing units. 
 

 

Overall Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The SMIS project is committed to mainstreaming gender and nutrition in all 

project activities. This will ensure that SSI scheme development, water user 

organizations and A-TVET small-scale and micro irrigation (SSMI) training 

programs are gender responsive. (AWP1)  

SMIS’ commitment to mainstream gender in all its project activities is exemplary.  In its second year 

and beyond, it will promote gender equity and see concrete changes in gender relations through its 

interventions.   

Many recommendations for putting in place measures for gender equity have been made in this 

situation analysis.  Project management should consider all of them, and implement those that are 

possible in the second year, with plans to implement others in the third and fourth years.  Efforts 

made to promote gender equity should be deliberate and strategic.  They should be followed up and 

monitored to see how they are inspiring real change in gender relations of power and control, how 

they are changing the lives of women and men, and how they are working to assist the project 

meets its objectives.     

The following conclusions and recommendations are overarching issues that deserve extra attention 

at the end of this situation analysis.  Paying attention to these key issues will strengthen the 

project’s implementation of its measures for gender equity.   

6. Women Heading Households 

In Ethiopia, women heading households (FHH) comprise from 10-25% of the population, depending 

on the area.  Because of their status, they are targeted differently from married women.  They are 

recognized as household heads, and therefore have decision-making power and autonomy, in similar 

ways to men.  Even though they are women, their single status has forced them out of their 

traditional gender roles.   

From the situation analysis, it was observed that women heading households have more exposure to 

agricultural technologies than married women.  When asked questions about options and 

opportunities, the responses from women heading households were almost always more in number 

than those of married women and men.  For example, women heading households came up with the 

most ideas related to opportunities (18), challenges (31) and recommendations (24) than married 

women (14, 27, 19) and married men (16, 24, 16).   

The lesson learned from women heading households – although they are a small but recognizable 

groups – is their resilience and willingness to try new things and to explore all avenues.  The 

situation of women heading households provides a vivid example of how gender roles can change.   
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Recommendations:   

 Women heading households should be discouraged from selling their land to renters or 

contracting it out to sharecroppers because they will be vulnerable to food insecurity.  

Identify technologies which allow women to stay on and farm their land.  

 Avoid separating women heading households from married women.  Women should learn 

from each other’s circumstances and work together in groups.   

 

7. Micro-irrigation options for women 

There is a lack of micro-irrigation options for women, which are women-friendly.  It was observed 

from the situation analysis that most women are planting gardens with knowledge passed down 

from their mothers and grandmothers.  When new technologies were introduced to them, such as 

drip irrigation, they did not always find them user-friendly.   

 

Generally, when women learn how to operate and control new technologies, they become more 

confident to try other activities.  Women’s use of technology is another way to challenge their 

inequitable gender roles and empower them.    

 

Recommendations:   

 

 The project should have a menu of women- designed and -approved, low-cost options for 

micro-irrigation.  This may involve prototypes, pilots and demonstration sites.  

 “Fix the drip” by exploring alternative options for drip irrigation, such as pitcher irrigation, 

and bucket kits. 

 Because their gardens are close to home, women are more likely to compost from kitchen 

scraps and food processing left-overs.  Introduce keyhole gardens with composting baskets. 

Emphasise composting and mulching with women because they enjoy these activities and 

have the materials to do it.    

 Encourage alternative water sources for washing clothes and activities which contaminate 

downstream users.  Explore rain water harvesting options, such as eavestroughing, clay or 

cement containers, and reservoirs.   

 

8. Women’s isolation and invisibility 

Unlike women in other African countries who depend on solidarity groups, cooperatives and 

collectives of all types for moral and livelihood support, the women interviewed for the situation 

analysis seemed isolated and afraid.  They had limited access to information, services, credit, and 

markets.  Not only were they shy, but they were averse to risks they associated with being involved 

in groups.  On the other hand, they loved to learn from each other.   

 

Recommendations:   

  

 Provide a broad set of irrigation agriculture support services to women on the condition that 

they form groups.  Services include the development of their farmer organizations, 

productivity advisory services, input supply, access to finance and market development.  
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Women should work jointly within the context of measures for gender equity, so that they 

understand how they are working together for gender change.   

 

9. Women’s access to and control of the means of production 

Access to labour, control over decision-making, and sharing of resources are major factors to 

women’s ability to engage in and benefit from irrigation agriculture.  However, the situation analysis 

showed that there is little impetus to change existing gender relations of power and control, 

especially at household level.     

 

Recommendations: 

 

 Address gender inequalities at the root by using the Gender Model Family (GMF) program.  

The program calls for volunteers, i.e. members of IWUA, to modify household roles, so that 

men and children lessen women’s load.  Husbands and wives commit to an action plan 

which they develop themselves. At the beginning, this involves a simple re-distribution of 

tasks, but progressively, like labour, decisions start to be shared.  As women have more say 

in decision-making, they begin to have more opportunities to access training and other 

services to improve their management of irrigated plots.  With SMIS Gender Team in the 

lead, implement four Gender Model Family pilots, one in each region in conjunction with 

IWUAs.  

 

10. Strategic Gender Interests 

Projects tend to focus on Practical Gender Needs because they are easier to implement, lead to 

quicker results, and do not challenge existing gender relations.  PGN activities mostly focus on 

livelihood opportunities, income and nutrition.  However, many recommendations addressing 

strategic gender interests were suggested by women who participated in the situation analysis, so 

they are also priorities for women and even men.   

 

Recommendations:   

 

 Although the situation analysis has provided over 65 recommendations for Year 2 activities, 

project management should consider a balance of both PGN and SGI activities, or a greater 

number of SGI interventions.  Addressing Strategic Gender Interests will also meet Practical 

Gender Needs because women and men will be empowered to take initiative.     

 The roll-out of PIDM’s 21 steps should be accompanied by supplement guidance for 

mainstreaming gender at every stage.  This should include suggestions for activities with 

address both PGNs and SGIs. 

 To illustrate how gender is addressed in irrigation agriculture, a set of mini-manuals should 

be produced with case studies from Ethiopia showing how irrigations interventions can 

promote greater gender equity.  The following are examples of potential titles in a SMIS 

series called Gender and Irrigation: 

 Women’s participation in irrigation extension  

 Women’s leadership and empowerment in WUA’s  

 Women and household micro-irrigation development (gardens)  
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 Women’s involvement in irrigated water management (multiple use of irrigation 
water and prevention of malaria)  

 Women’s production of high-value nutritional crops  

 Women’s use of efficient irrigation technologies (time and labour savings). 

 


