
Empowering rural women 
in Haiti: a step forward

An approach focusing on Women in Development (WID) 
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- Country:  Haiti *

- Region:  Sud-Est (Belle-Anse and Thiotte)

- Title of the Project: Socio-Economic Empowerment of Rural Women (TCP/

HAI/3704)

- Objective of the project: Improving empowerment of rural women

- Approach: Women in Development (WID)

- Recipients:  15 associations of women, 1 200 women

- Implementing agency:  FAO in partnership with the MCFDF

- Financing agency: FAO (on own resources)

- Period covered:  January 2020 to December 2021

- Budget:  USD 400 000

- Positive developments:

> 30-50 percent increase in women’s investment in processing units. 
>  Increase in average household income
> 40 percent increase in the number of women membership in some 

associations

*  This publication was produced by the FAO Representation in Haiti, on its own funds, under 
the general supervision of Mr. Jose Luis Fernandez, FAO Representative in Haiti, and with 
the collaboration of Patrick David, Patrick Nicolas, Lucie Jouanneau, Sophie Bernard, Marie 
Line D. Francois, Arné Fritz and Maxime Roland.
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Objectives  
The objective of this systematization 
document is to capitalise on the best 
practices and show the positive results of 
Women in Development (WID) approach, 
used in the framework of TCP/HAI/3704 
“Supporting the Government of Haiti for 
the Socio-Economic Empowerment of Rural 
Women” by FAO-Haiti. 

The WID approach builds on women’s 
capacity to integrate into existing social 
and economic structures and dynamics, 
and highlights them as stakeholders and 
beneficiaries of the development of these 
structures and dynamics.

About the WID approach

This approach acknowledges the productive 
role of women, in addition to their reproductive 
role, and seeks to improve their living conditions. 
It is aimed exclusively at women and mainly 
implements small individual or associative 
income-generating projects in line with their 
traditional roles and responsibilities. In rural areas, 
these projects are accompanied by access to 
agricultural technologies, technical training and 
social education. 

The objective of the WID approach is to move 
towards more efficient and effective development 
(FAO 2011, Communication sensible au genre 
pour le développement rural [“Gender-sensitive 
communication for rural development”]).

Summary 
Rural women have an important role in the 
development of their communities. Their 
work at the level of groups, associations, 
farms, households and markets is increasingly 
essential and recognised by development 
partners. 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), through the project 
“Supporting the Government of Haiti for the 
Socio-Economic Empowerment of Rural 
Women,” is supporting the Haitian Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs and Women’s Rights 
(MCFDF) to make rural women more aware of 
the importance of their role and potential in 

the community while strengthening current 
efforts to improve conditions for agricultural 
production and processing. This project 
started in January 2020 and ended on 17 
December 2021. 

This document aims to highlight the Women 
in Development (WID) approach used by 
FAO in this project and thus highlight its best 
practices and lessons learned, as well as the 
benefits that women in particular and rural 
communities in general have been able to 
draw from it.
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1 The country is ranked 152nd out of 162 countries (Human Development Report 2020).
2 The country is placed in Group 5 with a low level of gender equality in the Human Development Index 
(absolute gender gap > 10 percent).
3 Enquête nationale d’urgence sur la sécurité alimentaire et nutritionnelle [National Emergency Survey 
on Food and Nutritional Security] (ENUSAN, 2019).

Context
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Project description and 
main results 

Haiti has a Gender Inequality Index (GII) of 
0.6361 and a Gender Development Index 
(GDI) of 0.8752. In Haiti, 26.9 percent of adult 
women have attained a secondary education, 
compared to 40 percent of men.

The Sud-Est department of the country, and 
particularly the arrondissement of Belle-
Anse (communes of Anse-à-Pitre, Belle-
Anse, Grand-Gosier and Thiotte), was severely 
affected by drought from 2014 to 2015. This 
natural disaster reduced the agricultural 
production of family farms by more than 
half. In October 2016, Hurricane Matthew also 
hit the same department at a time when its 
agricultural production was still in deficit, and 
a high number of households were acutely 
food insecure.

Gender inequalities within Haitian 
communities are often exacerbated during 
emergencies. Recent natural disasters (such 
as the drought and Hurricane Matthew) have 
made the situation of rural women and girls 
in the affected departments, including the 
Sud-Est, even more vulnerable. 

Women’s involvement in the informal sector, 
as well as the increase in the cost of the food 
basket in August 2020 due to inflation, have 
largely affected the purchasing power of the 
poorest households, more specifically single-
parent households headed by women. 

According to the results of ENUSAN 20193, 
the capacity of women to develop coping 
mechanisms remains very low, while they are 
more responsible for family nutrition than 
men, particularly for the nutrition of children 
under five. In addition to this precarious 
situation, structural weaknesses limit 
women’s access to basic services, financial 
capital and means of production, specifically 

 

in the communes of Belle-Anse and Thiotte 
in Haiti’s Sud-Est department.

In response to the fragility of these women 
living in rural areas, the MCFDF, together with 
the FAO, developed the project systematised 
in this Good Practice Sheet, which has 
made it possible to strengthen the Income 
Generating Activities (IGAs) of women’s 
associations in order to improve their income.

Improving women’s income is one of the 
many factors that would enable them to 
better feed their families and invest in rent-
seeking activities for their collective welfare. 
In view of gender inequalities, this project 
argues that capacity building in management 
and leadership, strengthening of value chains 
through the use of local knowledge and 
strengthening of the productive capacity of 
these women would be a considerable asset 
to help them earn a better income from their 
usual activities.

This project was implemented in a context 
of economic fragility and high socio-political 
tensions, and restrictions due to the 2019 
coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19).

With the objective of supporting women’s 
IGAs to enhance their empowerment, this 
pilot project, through its results, seeks 
to provide a common implementation 
strategy for stakeholders in rural women’s 
empowerment projects.

Project components

This project consisted of three components:

1. Strengthening women’s management 
and leadership capacities;

1
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2. Strengthening value chains by enhan-
cing local knowledge through Farmer 
Field Schools (FFSs);

3. Capitalising on the results of the pro-
ject for scaling up.

Several actions have been implemented to 
address women’s problems based on three 
pre-established criteria: (i) to be legally 
recognised by the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Labour (MAST); (ii) to be a women’s 
organisation; (iii) to have an ongoing income 
generating activity. Fifteen women’s 
associations related to the agricultural sector 
in the communes of Thiotte and Belle-Anse 
were selected as recipients of the project, and 
received the following support:
 
9Capacity development:

• Capacity building on entrepreneurial and 
financial management, gender, female 
leadership;

• Nutritional education and food safety 
associated with women’s income 
generating activities and the rehabilitation 

of their processing units (creating a space 
for composting, storage of products, 
installation of mills, etc.).

Following a participatory methodology and 
using familiar language, three members of 
the management committees from each 
association were identified to participate 
in the training as relays to disseminate the 
knowledge and innovations learned.

9Financial support for processing materials 
and equipment:

As women have limited access to productive 
resources and training, this project provided 
1 200 women, grouped in 15 associations, 
with the technical and financial means to 
contribute to the development of women’s 
autonomy. 

Sixteen savings and credit groups for women 
were created, ensuring self-confidence and 
social cohesion within the groups as well as an 
increase in purchasing power. This initiative 
has enabled them to adapt to external shocks 
and to strengthen food and nutritional 
security. 

©
 F

A
O



6

These associations have also been provided 
with management tools for the better control 
and use of their income. It is important to 
note that although all the activities of the 
TCP/HAI/3704 project targeted women, men 
were also invited to the trainings in order to 
position them as allies. The project provided 
support to agri-food production by financing 
processing materials and equipment.

While the project also planned to build 
and rehabilitate processing units, this 
activity could not be completed within the 
project implementation period. However, 
its completion is planned through another 
project to be implemented in the year 2022.

The amount allocated by the project for the 
rehabilitation or construction of processing 
units varied across the associations depending 
on the state of the buildings. 

In addition to training and the distribution 
of materials, it should be mentioned that 
gender-sensitive communication has served 
to ensure the genuine participation of women, 
enhance the value of their knowledge and 
better respond to and explain the issues 
related to gender equality.

Such support has enabled these women’s 
associations to increase their investments by 
30 to 50 percent compared to previous years. 
Nearly 88 percent of the beneficiaries consider 
themselves very satisfied and 12 percent 
quite satisfied with the FAO intervention, and 
would like to see: i) an increase in support 
and specialised incentive mechanisms to 
encourage the adoption of agricultural 
practices based on proven technical advice; 
ii) the provision of additional support and 
training on the care and housing of livestock; 
and iii) guidance on the commercial aspect 
to help create sales networks by putting 
potential buyers in direct communication 
with clients (wholesalers, end consumers, 
etc.).

This project has brought about changes in 
gender disparities by contributing to the 
empowerment of women in Belle-Anse and 
Thiotte. 

A participatory assessment was carried out 
at the beginning of the project to identify 
priority needs so that the project activities 
would correspond to the real needs of the 
women’s associations. For example, culinary 
lessons and teachings were organised, with 

the knowledge that women play a major role 
in dietary diversity. Technological equipment 
such as mills, castor oil presses and alternative 
energy sources were made available to them 
in order to lighten their workload.

The management and leadership capacities 
of the women beneficiaries of the project 
were strengthened. The project trained 
45 women on value chain management, 
rural entrepreneurship and food safety. 
Agricultural inputs, materials and equipment 
were provided for the associations’ IGAs. This 
enabled the women working on the project to 
play a new social role in their community.

9Support for the establishment of village 
savings and loan associations:

In order to overcome the problems related to 
COVID-19 and also to decentralise the training 
venues, the theoretical and practical sessions 
were organised in several groups and in 
close proximity, so that the women living in 
peripheral areas had less distance to travel to 
participate in the training.

These women have been able to manage their 
own resilience activities. For example, the 
women’s village savings and loan associations 
(VSLAs) operate autonomously, with their 
members deciding on the frequency of 
meetings, the amounts to be contributed and 
the conditions for granting loans. 

In total, 16 VSLAs comprising 160 people, 
mostly women, have been organised and 
supervised by the project for the proper 
management of savings, the granting of loans 
and the establishment of a solidarity fund used 
in case of emergencies. They have already 
saved about HTG 440 570  (USD 4 000). 

In general, the pooling of their funds 
constitutes a capital allocated to credit, which 
is available to all members at a very low 
interest rate. This activity directly supports 
their small businesses and has a positive 
impact on family income. The average income 
has doubled as more women started pooling 
their money. 

Additionally, this project provided a link to 
another project focusing on school canteens 
in the Sud-Est department. In this new project, 
the strongest women’s associations will be 
selected to make their products available to 
schools.
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The project has shown that when the 
economic, political and social barriers faced 
by women and girls are removed to enable 
group members to start their own businesses, 
the capital invested increases. These groups 
of women and girls have not stopped at 
learning; they have also acted. They are 
actively involved in their associations and the 
number of women members has increased 
by more than 40 percent in some of the 
associations benefiting from the project, as 
reported by the associations themselves. As 
their confidence and sense of collaboration 
grows, these women actively participate in 
the trainings.

Key results
This initiative has been successful on several 
levels by combining multiple strategies to 
highlight the potential of women in the 
agricultural sector. Its greatest success 
continues to be the interest of rural women 
in this type of initiative, which allows them 
to become aware of their important role at 
the societal level. This approach has borne 
concrete results in terms of improving their 
actual standard of living and quality of life. 
These results can be summarised as follows: 

• Women’s awareness of the importance 
of their role  in the economic and social 
life of the community: 88 percent of 
the beneficiaries are very satisfied and 
12 percent are quite satisfied with the 
project. 

• Increased investments and improved 
income for women’s associations: 30-
50 percent increase in investments 
compared to previous years; savings fund 
of USD 4 000; average household income 
doubled in some cases.

• The ownership of the project by women 
and the dynamism of their participation; 
regular monitoring of the associations’ 
activities; active participation in IGAs; 
founding of 16 savings and credit 
associations; an increase of almost 40 
percent in the membership of some 
producer associations.

• The involvement of men: Not only do 
some men participate in the training 
sessions, but they also willingly help the 
women in the transport and sale of goods.
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These results are based on the following best 
practices and factors for success.

• The competence-based approach 
used in the project. This approach was 
emphasised in the training courses and 
was combined with a range of styles to 
facilitate learning (auditory, visual and 
kinaesthetic). A KWL form (Knowledge, 
Willingness to Know and Learning) 
known in Creole as KVA (Konnen, Vle 
konnen, Aprann) was distributed to 
participants to enable them to make 
their own assessment;

• Training of focal points (promoters) 
whose task is to disseminate the 
concepts learned. Three women per 
association were selected to take part 
in the various training courses offered 
under the project and then disseminate 
them to peers. The participants showed a 
strong willingness to put the training into 
practice. This was observed in the group 
work as well as in the development of the 
business plans;

• Laisser faire. Women’s associations can 
control their own resilience activities. The 
women’s VSLAs operate autonomously, 
and their members decide for themselves 
the frequency of the meetings;

Best practices and 
factors for success

2

• Adequate and diverse methods: The 
training programmes, the methodology 
and the tools used are very suitable 
means to raise awareness about and 
educate women in their mother tongue 
(Creole).  They meet the needs of the 
participants in a simple and effective 
way;

• Carrying out a participatory self-as-
sessment of the beneficiary associa-
tions at the beginning of the project;

• Achieving concrete and rapid results 
in improving income and quality of life 
(less workload, better nutrition, etc.);

• Good coordination between all ac-
tors. The regular exchanges between 
the project implementation staff, the 
MCFDF and the project beneficiaries 
were extremely beneficial for the suc-
cessful implementation of the project.
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Lessons learned 
Three lessons emerged from this experience, 
which we develop below.

1. Women are important economic 
actors in community development. 

As pillars of the rural economy, women 
are creating a prominent place for 
themselves in the agricultural processing 
sector while multiplying production 
initiatives when they have access to 
training, productive resources and credit.

A patriarchal society, in which women are 
designated only to raise children and look 
after the house, reduces the chances for 
community development.

2. Women’s access to the means and 
factors of production has an important 
economic added value.

The main benefits of this initiative are 
the improvement of women’s access 
to productive resources, services, 
technologies and training which take into 
account the gender issues that affect the 
majority of Haitian women, specifically 
rural women with their low level of 
knowledge and their lack of access to 
resources. Women invest 30 to 50 percent 
more money and time in processing 
units, where the pooling of their resources 
increases their productivity and income.

However, product packaging and 
marketing could have had a greater 
impact on the added value of the project. 
These aspects were not prioritised in this 
project.

The business plans produced by the 
different associations show profitability 
ranging from 4 percent to 286 percent, 
depending on the sector of activity. 
The three most profitable sectors of 
activity are the following business plans: 

fruit processing with a profitability of 
286.66 percent, honey production with a 
profitability of 70.69 percent and castor 
oil production with a profitability of 66.73 
percent.

3.  Education remains one of the most 
powerful instruments for empowering 
women.

Other positive effects of education in 
the short and medium term can also 
be noted. Groups of women who have 
received training are more likely to have 
more profitable and sustainable IGAs 
than women who have not had this 
opportunity. 

Interventions were aimed at facilitating 
change for the benefit of women 
beneficiaries. By emphasising the role 
of women in agriculture, the field of 
agriculture, often considered to be a 
male domain, was challenged. Adult 
women who usually have little time or 
opportunity to learn were able to benefit 
from adequate training. 

Social cohesion and solidarity have 
developed from the 16 women’s 
credit groups formed within these 
communities. This promotes the 
economic empowerment of rural women 
who contribute to increased agricultural 
productivity, reduced hunger and 
malnutrition and improved economic 
growth.

Education remains one of the 
most powerful tools for women’s 
empowerment. It provides them with 
the knowledge, skills and confidence 
they need to engage in the pursuit of 
opportunities for material success. The 
project contributed to the creation of 
an enabling environment for gender 
equality in the targeted communes.

Women are now aware of their 
strong productive capacities and the 
importance of their involvement in farm 
decision-making. They are taking more 

Lessons learned and 
difficulties encountered

3
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responsibility in these areas, increasing 
their capital and spending more time on 
IGAs.

4.   Men should not be left out.

Women’s associations are often 
supported by a few men for different 
needs (transporting heavy equipment, 
repairing equipment, etc.) who are called 
upon to co-operate for the success of their 
business. This facilitates social cohesion 
and a good understanding of the project’s 
actions. The involvement of the men, even 
partial, facilitates their acceptance of the 
rationale of the project.

5. The profit generated by the IGAs 
and the participation of women in 
the development of the business plan 
for their IGAs reinforces their role as 
decision-makers.

6.  The involvement of government 
actors is essential for following up with 
the recipients.

Difficulties encountered

• Women were initially reluctant to participate 
in the project. 

At the beginning of the project, the level of 
women’s participation was poor because the 
male partners did not want their wives to 
participate in the meetings. With the gender-
sensitive communication strategy, several 
gender awareness sessions were conducted, 
during which the role of women as agents of 
change was highlighted. The leaders of the 
associations then reported an increase in the 
number of members. 

• Assumptions that international agencies 
want to disrupt the family balance had 
a considerable impact on the project 
implementation strategy. As a result, it took 
some time to integrate the idea of the project 
into the community through numerous 
awareness-raising sessions.

• There were difficulties in finding some of 
the equipment requested by the associations 
on the local market. An international tender 
solved the problem. Some operational 
constraints, such as the waiting time for a 
tender, caused a considerable delay in the 
delivery of equipment. 

• The budget was rather limited for the 
equipment of the processing units. The 
amount allocated to the purchase of 
processing equipment is around 20 percent 
of the overall project budget (USD 400 000). 
It should be noted that the renovation of 
processing units was also planned but, due to 
operational constraints, it could not be carried 
out during the project implementation 
period. However, a new project is expected to 
address this. 
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Sustainability

The beneficiary women’s organisations 
will have an essential role to play in the 
continuity of the actions undertaken as a 
result of this intervention. The intervention, 
aimed at strengthening their capacity in 
entrepreneurial and financial management, 
leadership, nutrition and food safety, and 
gender, has laid a solid foundation for 
sustainable socio-economic empowerment.

The active participation of women in 
management and decision-making will 
also contribute to the sustainability of the 
project’s actions. 

Important starting points for sustainability 
include the communal agricultural offices of 
Belle-Anse and Thiotte, and the coordination 
office of the MCFDF involved in accompanying 
the associations. 

The project’s approach, based on an innovative 
strategy to raise the awareness of women’s 
groups in order to strengthen their economic 
empowerment process, was relevant and is 
justified by the level of satisfaction expressed 
by the women beneficiaries. It is essential 
to work on strengthening their technical 
capacities, as this significantly reduces 
inequalities in access to resources.

Furthering the Women in 
Development approach 

The expansion of this approach will rely 
on the MCFDF as a central node that will 
facilitate the adoption of the WID approach 
by other actors, UN agencies, community-
based organisations, the private sector, and 
all actors working in the areas of gender 
equality and food security. The MCFDF will 
act as a benchmark to guide and strengthen 
partnerships between the government, 
private and NGO sectors.

In addition, to scale up the project’s actions, 
local stakeholders were involved in the 
intervention strategy. Village savings and 
loan associations (VSLAs) were also created 
to maintain viable socio-economic activities. 

The women participants easily joined the 
VSLAs in order to access credit and social 
support systems in case of emergency. 
With this new alternative, which increases 
their resilience to disasters, investments 
will continue to be made through fund-
raising with financial partners. In particular, 
the Spanish Embassy is already in contact 
with the FAO to negotiate more substantial 
funding for projects aimed at strengthening 
the capacity of rural women in other 
geographical areas of the country. 

Nevertheless, the members of the 
associations, the Farmer Field Schools (FFSs), 
will draw on their funds to continue their 
activities and to maintain and replace worn-
out materials and equipment. This is one of 
the key factors for the sustainability of the 
project outcomes. 

It is crucial that these women meet other 
women who have already gone down 
this path. This helps to illustrate to them 
the medium and long-term benefits of 
the concepts learned. Therefore, planned 
exchange visits should be carried out in 
future interventions in order to promote 
model women and organisations.

The qualities and strengths of 
the initiative

The WID approach offers the opportunity 
to quickly take into account women’s needs 
and respond to them in an informed way. 
It has placed women at the centre of the 
interventions, giving them the opportunity 
to realise the added value of their work to the 
functioning of the community and to better 
position themselves to improve the income 
within their households.

Future plans for this initiative4
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This approach can be described as:

•  Replicable;
• Transformational: Creates a policy en-
vironment for gender equality and a 
strategy with the necessary resources to 
promote and support gender mainstrea-
ming;
• Simple: Is easy to implement;
• Attractive to stakeholders: Encourages 
mobilization of actors;
• Satisfactory for recipients: Helps em-
power women;
• Mobilising: Promotes active participa-
tion of women in training;
• Tangible: Increases women’s access to 
factors and means of production and im-
proved income.
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The WID approach used in this project 
proved to be very relevant considering the 
socio-cultural context of women living in 
Haiti. 

The project contributed to the empowerment 
of women in the communes of Belle-Anse 
and Thiotte. It improved their leadership as 
well as their production and management 
capacity. This was possible thanks to a 
combination of social education support 
through key partners and management 
training coupled with good agricultural 
practices introduced through the FFSs set 
up and popularised by the FAO over twenty 
years ago.

A survey of the project’s recipients revealed 
their level of satisfaction (88 percent very 
satisfied and 12 percent fairly satisfied) 
and emphasised the improvement in the 
productivity of the project’s beneficiary 
associations and their income. 

This experience showed that the resources 
allocated to IGAs implemented by women 
reduce inequalities between women and 
men and strengthen women’s productive 
work for much more effective community 
development. This confirms that women’s 
empowerment contributes greatly to 
transforming the lives of families and the 
whole community.

FAO-Haiti encourages technical and financial 
partners to promote the WID approach 
in the most remote areas, in order to 
support the economic development of rural 
communities by strengthening women’s 
means of production.

The empowerment needs of women in the 
communes of Belle-Anse and Thiotte remain 
enormous. Given the magnitude of the 
need in these two communes, this project, 
financed exclusively with FAO’s own funds 
for an amount of USD 400 000, could not 
finance all the IGAs desired by rural women. 

The budget for the equipment of the 
processing units was quite limited. The 
amount allocated to the acquisition of 
processing equipment was around 20 
percent of the overall project budget (USD 
80 000). It is worth noting that the upgrading 
of processing units was also planned, but for 
operational reasons could not be carried out 
during the project implementation period. 
However, a new project is expected to 
address this. 

Ultimately, this project laid the foundations 
for an economy of solidarity for and by 
women, promoting rural women as viable 
economic partners in the community, 
with diverse outputs in the production, 
processing and conservation of agricultural 
products. 

All the achievements of this project are only 
a small step in the great struggle of women 
all over the world. Would it not be fair to 
question the ability of women to continue 
to make their business work regardless of 
external family pressures? Will the values 
and customs embedded in rural women’s 
inner selves allow the concepts they have 
learned to affect the development of the 
family and, by extension, their communities? 

To answer these questions, the lessons 
learned from this short-term success will also 
need to be verified in the medium and long 
term. In addition, the best practices from this 
project should be promoted and valued in 
other rural women’s empowerment projects.

Conclusion
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Any replication of such an approach in a 
project will require:

1. A minimum of 36 months of implementa-
tion to develop the rationale for the project;

2. Cooperation with partners who are expe-
rienced in supporting women;

3. Provision of technical support to the pro-
cessing units for at least one year;

4. Facilitation of exchange visits for improved 
learning;

5. Promotion of a gender-sensitive communi-
cation strategy; and

6. Foreseeing a strengthening plan for the as-
sociations in the field of agriculture based on 
a self-assessment.

Association of women from Thiotte at their coffee nursery.
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Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
Representation in Haiti (FAO-HAITI)
FAO-ht@fao.org
5, Impasse Devilmé, Rue Daniel Brun, Pétion-Ville
Port-au-Prince, Haiti
Tel: (+509) 29 41 03 11 / 29 41 03 16

For more information please contact:
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