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Gender Empowerment and Agroecology in Rwanda 

By the end of 2018, over 820 million people in the world went to bed hungry. Food insecurity, or 
irregular access to healthy and safe food, is biggest in Eastern Africa (30.8% of its population), and in 
every continent on the planet, women are more food insecure than men (“World Hunger”). 43% of 
women in developing countries work in agriculture (“​Women in Agriculture”​). If agriculture empowered 
women, there would be less hunger and poverty, better food and economies in the world ​(“Equal 
Harvests” 1; “Women Infographic” 2).​ An examination of the country of Rwanda follows. 

Rwanda is in East-Central Africa. It is small and landlocked and has a population of 121,916,434. ​17.6% 
of the population is urban, and 82.4% is rural (“Rwanda Population”).​ Since 1955, there has been an 
increasing trend for rural people to move to the cities (“Rwanda Demographics”), especially to Kigali, 
which is Rwanda’s largest and capital city. Rwanda has a total land area of 24,668 km. 47% of this land is 
arable, 10% is permanent crops, 17.4% is a permanent pasture, and 18% is forest (“Rwanda Learning 
Tour” 10-11). The average farm size is 1.483 acres (Block 2020), whereas the average size of a Canadian 
farm is 778 ​acres (“Snapshot of Canadian agriculture” Table 2). ​Two-thirds of all food grown in Rwanda 
is for survival. Such farmers have less than 0.5 acres of land each. Rwanda’s main agricultural production 
includes coffee, tea, pyrethrum (insecticide made from chrysanthemum flowers), bananas, beans, 
sorghum, potatoes, and livestock. Its largest exports are coffee, tea, hides, and tin ore ​(“Rwanda Learning 
Tour” 10-11). 

Rwanda is a republic under an executive president with multiple democratic systems that include the 
Liberal Party, the Party for Progress and Concord, the Rwandan Patriotic Front, and the Social 
Democratic Party. Paul Kagame is the Chief of State ​President (“Rwanda Learning Tour” 11). ​Since 
2003, Rwanda has had the most women parliamentarians in the world (now at 61%) (Abouzeid). 

Grasslands cover Rwanda’s countryside, which has many small farms, rolling hills, and rugged mountain 
areas and a chain of volcanoes. Its high elevation makes for a temperate climate, with a daily temperature 
of 23◦C. There are two rainy seasons: February to May and September to December, with daily 
downpours and lots of sun. Although its average rainfall is 80 centimetres (31 inches) per year, climate 
change means less rain, more problems with drought, and long dry spells​ (“Rwanda Learning Tour” 10). 

In 2012, the average family size in Rwanda was 4.3 persons ​(“Household Size” 12​). Traditional 
beehive-shaped grass thatched houses are still common in the rural areas, whereas cities and urban areas 
have many kinds of houses (Block 2020). Typical Rwandan food is neither spicy nor hot. Most meals are 
simple, and made from local foods such as cassava, beans, sweet potatoes, millet, plantains, and corn. 
Country people do not eat very much meat. People keep cows for “status” in their communities. City 
people eat more meat, especially beef and chicken. Some people also catch and eat fish. Supper is the 
biggest meal. Snack foods include bananas, mangos, pineapple, and papaya (“Customs and Cuisine”). 

79.5% of Rwandans work in agriculture, mostly in subsistence farming. Although the average annual 
salary is $700 USD, 35.7% of Rwanda’s population lives on less than $1.00/day ​(“Rwanda Learning 
Tour” 11). Most people have Community Based Health Insurance (CBHI) and it is free for the poo​r. 
Community health workers (CHWs) also go to the villages to treat the sick, which makes health care 



more available to the poor (“How Rwanda Brought”).​ ​Education has been free for all children since 2003; 
however, as the children get older, many leave school early, which means that fewer students finish high 
school or go on to university (Nkurunziza). Although there are many new schools and classrooms, and 
there is a big push for “smart schools”, especially in the cities, 32 % of the population cannot read or 
write (Trines). 

51% of Rwanda’s population has electricity access, either through the national grid (37%) or through 
off-the grid systems (14%) (“Electricity Access​”). Improved roads exist; however, Rwanda’s rural road 
network remains mostly unpaved and often not accessible during the rainy seasons, which makes it very 
difficult for farmers to take their food and products to sell in the market (​Transport Sector Strategic Plan 
2013 4-5, 28)​. 64% of its population has access to basic sanitation services and 57% have access to safe 
drinking water (“Water, Sanitation and Hygiene”). There are lots of mobile phones, but not everyone has 
electricity to charge them, which means they have to pay to charge their phone in a public place that has 
electricity (Fivenson). 

Rwanda’s many hills and high acidic soils are great for growing tea. Its high population density, which is 
the highest in East Africa, means there are many people to work in agriculture. This fact is especially 
good for growing coffee, which involves much work by hand​. Also, many cooperatives have formed over 
the last 25 years, which has helped coffee farmers to keep more money than before​ ​(“Rwanda Learning 
Tour” 10, 14). 

Agriculture is the backbone of Rwanda’s economy. 80% of its population farms, and agriculture makes up 
30% of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Erosion, destructive rains, and severe environmental 
degradation means lands in Rwanda are declining in productivity. With a total land area of 2.6 million ha 
that is less than 47% arable, and the pressure of a growing population (2.8%=26 million by 2050, or 1000 
people per km​2​), the government has recognized its double problem of food security and environmental 
sustainability (Paul et al.). 

Small-holder farmers face the biggest problems. Most have “kitchen gardens” of only 0.5 acres or less to 
support themselves. Much of the land is hilly, overgrazed, and deforested; and the rains do not come as 
expected or needed. (Block; Mukamazimpaka). Although the Rwandan standard of living greatly 
improved from 2006-2011, especially in the Northern Province, 46% of households are below the 
minimum amount of 2500 kcal per day, with Southern and Eastern Rwanda being the most food insecure 
(Paul et al​.). Further, getting food to and from the markets is very expensive as Rwanda is land-locked. 
Imported fuel adds to the production costs of trying to transport food on rural roads that are often not 
all-season or paved (​Transport Sector Strategic Plan​ 2013 2, 4, 5). 

The last 25 years in Rwandan history has also affected men and women very differently. After a 100-day 
civil war in 1994, “You had the majority of the dead—men. The majority of the fugitives—men. The 
majority of the prisoners—men. Who will run the country?” These words, said by Rwandan human rights 
lawyer Alice Urusaro Karekezi (Abouzeid), describe the starting place of a country following the 
“absolute disruption” of all social, economic, and political institutions after the genocide (Meader & 
O’Brien). The role Rwandan women used to play before colonization, one where the mothers used to 
mentor kings, and where rural women used to hold communities together when the men were away, has 
influenced the post-genocide pro-women policies that have reshaped the values and expectations for 
women in the public. For example, before the genocide, women could not grow coffee. Now, they can be 
landowners and parliamentarians (Abouzeid). 

Closing the gender gap in Rwanda is still a work in progress, however, as many men still expect the 
women to do much of the unpaid care work. This issue affects rural women and those living in poverty 



most. On average, Rwandan women spend 5 hours each day doing such unpaid work, compared to the 
men, who spend 1.5 hours doing it. These same women farmers spend 5.5 hours each day on farming and 
other activities to make money. Added to the 5 hours they also spend doing unpaid care work, means that 
these women do not have much time to better their livelihoods. As well, 80% of these women participate 
in food crop farming and 6% participate in cash crop farming ​(​The Impact of Unpaid Care ​7-8​). 

Growing food sustainably for a growing population on less available farm lands while also empowering 
rural women farmers seems like an impossible task. There is a grassroots solution to this challenge called 
agroecology. This way of farming gives priority to local food security, environmental sustainability, 
biodiversity, and social justice. It also considers what is best for individual communities and incorporates 
local knowledge and expertise (​“​Agroecology: A Viable Path”​;​ “Women Seed Change”). ​At the same 
time, it is very important that women farmers have the right kinds of spaces where they can learn, share, 
and take part in their chosen activities. Most importantly,  

Agroecology is about independence and autonomy. Autonomy means independence and 
self-reliance. When peasant families can rely on their own saved seeds, diverse food production, 
and low input agro-ecological production methods then they have an option to live outside the 
vicious cycle of loans, expensive inputs, and dangers to their health from chemicals. Agroecology 
is fundamentally about delinking peasants from corporate or external inputs and bringing 
self-reliance. (Khadse 21) 

Working with what is available to decrease a farmer’s workload has to fit the environment and her needs. 
For example, in a joint project between several international food organizations, rural Rwandan women 
learned how to build rain harvesting systems. This idea has given the women and their farming 
cooperatives more time for other things as they no longer need to spend so much time getting water for 
their daily needs and farms (“Empowering Women Farmers”). 

Women’s access to cooking fuel also impacts the extra hours they work. 89.1% of farm households in 
Rwanda use firewood (​The Impact of Unpaid Care​ ​12​). There is a real need to find alternatives to 
firewood and more efficient ways of cooking that are simple, not too expensive, and appropriate. These 
are discussions and decisions that need to happen by and with the women, and improving women’s 
agency empowers women farmers ​(“Women Infographic” 2; “Equal Harvests” 1-2). ​For example, not 
everyone has the same electricity access. Advocacy work by and with these women is necessary, so that 
local and government authorities understand why spending money on public electricity infrastructure is so 
important. This would also help everyone in rural communities to have better electricity access. 

In developing nations, many men have been moving to the cities to make money, which means that the 
women do the farm work (Khadse 15). ​This fact also means that the women have less time to access 
agricultural extension services. The government pays for these services and programs, which help and 
educate farmers. In Rwanda, 53% of men farmers and 46% of women farmers have received such 
services (​The Impact of Unpaid Care​ 12). In order for more farmers to be able to access these services, 
women need time to attend (Mukamazimpaka) and there must be talk between men and women about 
gender issues on the farm. For example, there needs to be more discussion about what kinds of services 
women need to improve the farm jobs that they do ​(“Women Infographic” 2; “Equal Harvests” 1-2 ). 

Founder and director of the Rwanda Women’s Network, Mary Balikungeri, says that more work is 
necessary to bring Rwandan men into the gender-empowerment dialogue. Men need to be a part of the 
solution, which is finding a way together to lessen women’s unpaid care work (Abouzeid). When applied 
to farming, such liberation of women’s time means better support for families and increased food security 
for the nation. 



There also needs to be agricultural investment for groups of women farmers where they can be leaders 
and fully participate (“Women Infographic” 1-2; “Equal Harvests” 1-2). An excellent example of this 
involves the story of Kenyan farmer Lucy Anyango who uses Conservation Agriculture (CA) techniques 
such as minimum tillage and earlier planting to increase her crop yields. CA practices have maximized 
her income and given her the ability to get more training and teach other women in the community about 
CA. Her documentary story demonstrates the importance of women’s agency and being able to make 
important choices about what she does on her farm. Lucy received support and CA training from 
Canadian Foodgrains Bank (CFGB) member World Renew. Her success story informs the international 
community about the importance of supporting women farmers at the grassroots level (​Common 
Strength​). Currently, there are two CA related CFGB projects in Rwanda. While not structured 
exclusively for women, these CA projects are designed to target household food insecure and resource 
poor smallholder farmers. As women are largely responsible for such farms, most of the project 
participants are women (Block 2020). 

Including strong roles for agricultural groups of women is now part of Rwanda’s agricultural policy, 
which requires women to more fully participate in cooperatives (Meader & O’Brien​). Collective action, 
where women farmers can learn, manage money, or market, is essential (“Women Infographic” 2: “Equal 
Harvests” 2). Women farmers in Rwanda’s cooperatives express a high level of trust and satisfaction in 
cooperatives, which ​has ​given them greater access to markets and more stable incomes. Such an approach 
to food policy in developing nations is promising; however, more time will show whether it is sustainable 
(Meader & O’Brien). 

The agroecology grassroots model also helps to meet 15 of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) (​“Women Seed Change”​). ​With 10 years left for the world’s UN member agencies to meet its 
agenda of ending poverty, protecting the planet, and ensuring peace and prosperity, empowering farm 
women in the developing world is essential (“The Sustainable Development”). 

Since Rwanda has serious problems with soil quality, lack of rain, and soil erosion, a possible solution for 
this involves increasing crop yields with agroecology technologies that rely on planting shrubs along field 
contour lines. The shrubs, which are like a live fence, help to keep soil and water in place. When the 
shrubs are cut or trimmed, the cut shrub material is used for mulch which helps in further soil 
conservation (Rushemuka). Many smallholder farmers use straw mulch. It is cheap and easy to use. The 
straw also helps with bug control (Mukamazimpaka). Another traditional Rwandan farming practice that 
could aid in land conservation is crop rotation where farmers plant a sequence of crops on the same land. 
This practice improves soil quality, and helps to reduce pests and weeds (Ndikumana). To conserve water 
and help deal with drought, a simple irrigation technique that involves unglazed clay pots called ollas, is 
currently being used in a CFGB supported nutrition project in Rwanda’s Eastern Province, which is 
especially dry. The pots are sunk into the garden beds with just the necks sticking out and then they are 
filled with water. The water slowly seeps out through the clay pots, which gives much-needed water to the 
garden plants. The practice is an ancient one and is used elsewhere in drought prone areas in the world, 
and is especially suited to the kitchen gardens of smallholder women farmers (Block 2020). 

Rwanda’s women farmers grow most of the food crops. They know what grows best and where. They 
know about such things as rainfall in different parts of the country.  They are the traditional keepers of 
seeds and knowledge. These farmers need support so that they can continue to grow local seeds, which 
also encourage biodiversity (Block 2020).​ ​Such support must include ways to increase agricultural yields 
sustainably (​The Impact of Unpaid Care​ 2, 14; “Agroecology: A Viable Path”; “Women Seed Change”; 
Block 2017, 2020; Mukamazimpaka). As 80% of the food in Rwanda is produced by smallholder farmers, 



increased productivity, however small, still impacts the entire country, the continent of Africa, and 
ultimately the planet. 

Women farmers in Rwanda need to know the specific fertility of their farming lands. With this 
information, they can refine what seeds would be most appropriate for food and cash crops. Although 
these women know the climate and general rainfall patterns very well, climate change presents unique 
challenges. These farmers need to know about strategic measures. For example, the farmers struggle with 
heavy rains and prolonged droughts. They must have access to the ability to learn about best practices in 
dealing with such challenges and how to apply them to their farming needs. The farmers must also have 
the means to be able to do so (Mukamazimpaka). 

Empowering women farmers, whether they be in Rwanda or elsewhere, is an ongoing journey. Doing so 
via the agroecology grassroots movement offers hope in a world faced with ever-increasing global 
hunger. 
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