
 November 2020 — Issue #1 

Dear reader, 

The FAO gender team in Europe and Central Asia is 
pleased to share with you the first issue of its newsletter. 
This new publication explores and discusses women’s 
and men’s experiences in agriculture and food security in 
the region. 

In each quarterly issue, you will meet our real heroes and 
read their stories: stories about how communities, 
especially women from remote villages together with 
various partners and governments, strive to improve lives 
and the ways in which FAO stands hand-in-hand with 
them to achieve effective results.  

However, we still have a lot to accomplish: the elimination 
of hunger and malnutrition, leaving no one behind. 
Despite our considerable progress, women and girls 
continue to be disproportionately affected by 
inequalities. At the same time, women are the main 
food producers and food providers for their households.  

Reaching gender equality should be a priority for every 
country, community and household. 

This newsletter is our contribution to spreading the word 
on how meeting the different needs and interests of 
women and men, girls and boys, in agricultural and rural 
development policies, contributes to gender equality, 
social inclusion and to building a better world. 

Thank you for reading! 

In this issue: 

 15 October 2020 – International Day of Rural
Women 

 Case studies from the region:
- Women sustaining forests in Uzbekistan
- Cash+ in Armenia: “One cow can make a
difference” 
- FAO Land Degradation Neutrality project in
Georgia identified as an example of good 
practice at the GEF council 
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15 October 2020 – International Day of 
Rural Women  

International days are important occasions for raising 
awareness, mobilizing political will and celebrating 
achievements. So why rural women? 

FAO estimates that within Europe and Central Asia: 

• 60 to 87 percent of women working in agriculture
are informal or family workers, while only 6.5 to 31
percent of agricultural holdings are managed by
women.

• The share of women who are the beneficiaries of
rural advisory services can be as low as 10 percent
of all clients, and the share of women who own
agricultural machinery can be as low as 5 percent of
all owners.

• The status of rural women is greatly exacerbated by
a double or triple burden of domestic and
reproductive work, which overwhelmingly falls on
women’s shoulders.

• Women earn 60 to 85 percent of men’s salaries
and have lower access to decent jobs and
off-farm employment.

• The impacts of climate change, and access
to productive and natural resources, reinforce
existing inequalities in rural areas – areas that
disproportionately experience poverty and exclusion.

Closing the gender gap in agriculture would generate 
significant gains for the agricultural sector and for society 
as a whole. Gender inequalities are rooted in socially 
constructed norms and reinforced by systems, public 
attitudes and stereotypes of gender roles that give less 
visibility to women’s crucial contributions to agriculture, 
fisheries and forestry. This is why investing in rural women 
represents investing in the critical agents of change for 
ending poverty and reaching food security for all, thus 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (Source: 
FAO. 2019. Regional gender equality strategy and action 
plan for Europe and Central Asia 2019–2022. Budapest). 

Women farmers of Tajikistan at harvest time 

FAO Director-General, Dr. QU Dongyu

On 15 October 2020, which was also the first anniversary of 
the launch of the FAO Women’s Committee, FAO Director-
General Dr. QU Dongyu stated: “...the world is home to 
more than 1.1 billion girls under the age of 18, who are 
poised to become the largest generation of female leaders, 
entrepreneurs and change-makers the world has ever seen. 
Yet, every day, women and girls face persistent structural 
constraints that prevent them from fully developing their 
potential and hinder their efforts to improving their lives as 
well as those of others around them. This situation must 
change, and I believe that together we can contribute to 
that.” 

Did you know? Global data on gender 
inequalities 

If women had the same access to productive resources 
as men, they could increase their farm yields by 
20–30 percent. In turn, this could raise total agricultural 
output in low- and middle-income countries by 2.5–
4 percent (Source: FAO. 2011. The State of Food and 
Agriculture: Women in Agriculture, Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development. Rome). 

Gender inequality is a major cause and effect of hunger 
and poverty: it is estimated that 60 percent of 
chronically hungry people are women and girls (Source: 
WFP. 2015. Gender Policy and Strategy. Rome). 

In most countries, women in rural areas who work for 
wages are more likely than men to hold seasonal, part-
time and low-wage jobs. Women also receive lower 
wages for the same work (Source: FAO. 2011. The State of 
Food and Agriculture: Women in Agriculture, Closing the 
Gender Gap for Development. Rome). 
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Case studies from the region 
Women sustaining forests in Uzbekistan 

Uzbek women taking part in traditional crafts production training 

Mahbuba was carefully following the instructions of 
a traditional crafts master, looking from time to time at 
her cell phone which was placed on the table with the 
screen facing upwards: she had to make sure that 
her four children were okay. She had left them with her 
mother-in-law that morning and they agreed that if 
something happened, she would message her. 
Mahbuba’s husband and his father left for Russia some 
time ago to find better jobs and she had become the 
de facto head of the household until the men returned 
home. Even if the men had been at home, she would 
not have left the children with them, because of 
social norms that prescribe domestic chore roles to 
women. 

It is highly unusual for Mahbuba to be away from home and 
she only leaves once a month to purchase 
household goods. But this time was different – this time 
she went to the district centre to join a three-day 
masterclass with 25 other women from Matmon and 
Jovuz, the highest and remotest mountainous villages 
of Kitab district in Kashkadarya province, to learn 
carpet weaving and how to make woollen blankets, 
clothing and souvenirs. Since her marriage at 18, she has 
been unable to attend university or vocational school 
because of her sizeable workload at home – looking 
after the children, maintaining a supply of water for 
drinking and the cattle, keeping the house warm in the 
cold season and undertaking the many other 
domestic chores typical of an average rural woman in her 
neighbourhood. For Mahbuba’s community, the forest is 
the main source of income and survival. She 
still remembers her mom teaching her how to interact with 
the forest; details such as how to safely light a fire for 
cooking in the grazing areas and how to harvest Ferula 
smelly. Not much has changed since then, but recently 
when buying goods in the bazaar, she heard through a 
local municipality campaign that the forest is 
degrading due to the continuous use of wood in the 
winter and animal grazing. 

If forests are “dwindling”, how would the family survive 
on only a small, partial income from the sale of seedlings 
and fruit, and growing wheat and raising livestock? 

FAO currently works with four pilot areas in Uzbekistan to 
sustain forests in mountain and valley regions and support 
the most vulnerable. FAO has introduced alternative and 
diverse income-generating activities for women to 
increase their family income, which in turn will decrease 
their dependence on grazing and illegal logging. Experts 
recommend that communities increase their engagement 
with local non-wood resources, for example, 
environmentally-friendly sheep wool. This is available in 
most households but is often not utilized, and in most 
cases, is simply thrown away or burned after shearing. The 
introduction of carpet weaving and blanket making using 
wool represents the revival of, and new directions for, 
traditional crafts. There is high demand on the market and 
in the developing ecotourism sector along the routes of 
the Great Silk Road. This is why Mahbuba and over 100 
other women from the regions of Kashkadarya, 
Syrdarya and Namangan have learned to produce 
environmentally-friendly non-wood crafts.  

Uzbek women participating in training on how to use sheep wool 

Women do not usually engage in formal relations with 
forest enterprises due to widespread stereotypes that 
perceive men as the main breadwinners. Although the 
legislation provides equal rights for both women and men 
to own property, there are significant gender disparities in 
land and real estate ownership. The majority of forest 
grazing ticket owners and contractors are men.  

Family finances are accumulated in the hands of the elder 
male, usually a father-in-law, who controls the 
family budget and expenditure. Women are not visible 
in forest management in Uzbekistan either, and 
less than 20 percent of the State Forestry 
Committee’s professional staff are female, with an even 
lower percentage found in the forestry organizations. 
FAO works closely with the State Committee on Forestry 
to strengthen the country's gender equality commitments 
and is conducting comprehensive work on introducing 
gender equality principles into the institutional policy and 
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legal frameworks that govern forest management. One of 
the biggest achievements is the development of the first 
long-term, budgeted Corporate Gender Strategy of the 
Committee, which includes the establishment of a gender 
coordinator position in each forestry enterprise.  

Sustainable forest management is inseparably linked with 
integrated area development, basic infrastructure 
development (water, energy and roads), the provision of 
high-quality social services and finally, the creation of jobs 
for women and men across the value chain. Thoughtful, 
knowledgeable and careful management of forestry, 
timber and non-timber resources, using forest-friendly 
approaches and technologies at all levels will bring 
benefits for all – for Mahbuba, other women, men and the 
world as a whole.   

Cash+ in Armenia: “One cow can make a 
difference” 

Merselida Atoyan with her daughter-in-law and grandchildren at their 
barn 

Merselida Atoyan, a 69-year-old woman, lives with her 
son and his family in Mayisyan, a village in Shirak 
marz (province), situated in the north-west of the 
Republic of Armenia. At 1500–2000 m above sea level, 
this marz is the coldest region in Armenia, where the 
temperature can sometimes drop to -46 °C in winter. 
Shirak marz also has the highest levels of malnutrition 
and under-five stunting in the country.  

Merselida worked as a cashier for thirty years in the marz 
centre of Gyumri until 1988 when a devastating 
earthquake hit, taking the lives of almost 50 000 people 
and injuring approximately 130 000. The earthquake 
destroyed buildings and infrastructure, leaving thousands 
of people without shelter and jobs. Since then, the Atoyan 
family has had a tough time trying to survive. Although the 
family owns 1.5 ha of land, it remains abandoned because 
they have been unable to afford the costs of renting a 
tractor to till the land, buying seeds and fertilizers, or 
paying for irrigation water. The only stable income that the 
family receives has come from the government’s social 
assistance programme. The Atoyan family’s income 
changed when Merselida learned about FAO’s Cash+ pilot. 

This project combines ongoing state social assistance with 
the provision of cattle and feed, and training. The pilot 
aimed to help vulnerable households to make productive 
investments and, ultimately, improve their food security 
and nutrition.  

“FAO provided us with a pregnant heifer. Our cow gives 6 
to 7 litres of milk a day, which is enough to feed the family 
and produce homemade yoghurt, cheese and butter. We 
manage to sell the surplus to earn money for taking care 
of other needs, to buy meat and eggs, fruit and 
vegetables,” Merselida told us with a smile on her face. 
She added, “The cow gave birth to a calf and is now 
pregnant with another one! We could not imagine how 
one cow could change our lives and give us hope for the 
future.” 

Between 2017 and 2019, FAO, the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs (MoLSA) and the Agrarian Department of the 
Ministry of Economy piloted a Cash+ approach to social 
protection to improve food security and nutrition 
outcomes and strengthen the livelihoods of the rural poor 
in the Shirak and Lori marzes (regions). The intervention 
included 133 poor rural households which were 
beneficiaries of a family benefit, the national social 
assistance programme. The pilot complemented the state 
cash transfer with support packages designed to help 
households diversify their agricultural production, and at 
the same time, improve their food security and nutrition. 
The packages included the provision of technical training, 
extension and advisory services, and productive inputs. 
The pilot also delivered nutrition education and follow-up 
activities for participant households, including regular 
visits to monitor progress and identify challenges, and 
needs-based individual professional consultations with 
veterinarians and agronomists. 

The success of the intervention can be summarised by two 
significant results: 
(1) Recent findings from the rapid assessment on the

impact of COVID-19 in the Lori and Shirak marzes
confirms that vulnerable rural families in Armenia who
received livestock and feed support from FAO were
better able to cope with the situation generated by the
pandemic and maintain more balanced nutrition.

Merselida’s grandchildren enjoying homemade fresh yoghurt and milk
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(2) During the Government’s session on 7 November
2019, the Minister of Labor and Social Affairs, Zaruhi
Batoyan, presented the Ministry’s plans for 
overcoming poverty in the regions of Armenia. He
highlighted the FAO project “Developing Capacity for
Strengthening Food Security and Nutrition in Selected
Countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia,” funded
by the Russian Federation, as a successful pilot. Based
upon FAO’s approach, the government implemented a
state-funded social protection programme targeting
1 000 rural families. 

FAO Land Degradation Neutrality project 
in Georgia identified as an example of 
good practice at the GEF council 

Extensionists participating in gender training

In its progress report on gender strategy implementation 
and at its 58th council meeting, the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF) highlighted FAO Georgia’s project on Land 
Degradation Neutrality as the best example of a gender-
responsive project design. The FAO gender team in Europe 
and Central Asia congratulates the Country Office on this 
outstanding achievement!  The GEF-7 Land Degradation 
Neutrality (LDN) project “Achieving Land Degradation 
Neutrality Targets of Georgia through Restoration and 
Sustainable Management of Degraded Pasturelands” 
started in Georgia this year and involves the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection and Agriculture of Georgia, FAO 
and GEF. The project aims to integrate LDN principles into 
national policies, strategies and planning documents and 
restore degraded land. It incorporated a gender-
responsive approach early in the design, following LDN 
principles to achieve envisaged targets. The project’s 
gender analysis utilized information from the FAO 
“Country Gender Assessment in Georgia” (which can be 
found on the FAO website in the “Country gender 
assessment series” section).  

This assessment demonstrates that women are 
differentially affected when land is degraded, because of 
their multiple and substantial roles in agriculture and food 
production, as producers, housekeepers and food 
providers. The assessment found that while women 
constitute the majority of farm workers in the regions that 
are most severely affected by land degradation, they also 
have limited access to land and other property ownership. 
Furthermore, women encounter barriers to participation 
in decision-making related to conservation and land 
management, and have less access to agricultural 
extension services and financing. The national data were 
further supplemented with a deep-dive household survey 
conducted in the three target regions to inform the 
gender-responsive design. Considering women’s roles as 
farm workers and stewards of the land, the project viewed 
gender mainstreaming as central to achieving the LDN 
targets.  

To date, the project has identified gender focal points 
from national institutions and consultants to assist 
with the implementation of a robust gender action plan. 
Moreover, as part of the actions identified in the 
action plan, representatives of grassroots rural 
women engaged formally and informally in pastures will 
be included as full members of the national inter-
sectoral multi-level LDN working group. Efforts are 
underway to ensure that women will have equal 
opportunities to express their voices and views on the 
current pastureland policy in the working group. We 
look forward to sharing our project outcomes as they 
progress. 
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