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Increasing women’s participation in and 
benefits from agroforestry in Africa

Key points
•	 Agroforestry,	the	growing	of	trees	and	shrubs	

on	farms	in	combination	with	crops	and	
livestock,	is	a	common	farming	practice	in	
Africa.	

•	 Agroforestry	helps	create	profitable,	
productive,	healthy	and	sustainable	
landscapes.	Often,	women	are	responsible	for	
managing	trees	on	farms.	

•	 Despite	agroforestry’s	great	potential	to	offer	
substantial	benefits	to	women,	their	access	to	
enterprises	that	are	perceived	to	be	in	men’s	
domain—such	as	the	production	and	sale	of	
timber—is	low.	Women,	however,	have	good	
access	to	enterprises	traditionally	perceived	
as	theirs,	such	as	the	collection	and	sale	of	
indigenous	fruits.

•	 Rights	to	land	and	better	access	to	high	
quality	tree	seeds	and	seedlings,	knowledge,	
capital,	markets	and	labour	would	boost	
women’s	ability	to	fully	benefit	from	
agroforestry.

Policy recommendations
•	 Support women to come together in 

associations.	Women	organized	into	strong	
associations	will	ensure	better	bargaining	power,	
lower	transaction	costs,	more	sustainable	supply	of	
products,	greater	access	to	resources,	and	more	
influence	for	further	shaping	policy.	

•	 Support	women	with	knowledge.	Empowering	
women	with	knowledge	will	help	them	to	improve	
the	productivity	of	agroforestry	enterprises,	
particularly	the	lower-value	products	considered	to	
be	their	domain.	

•	 Improving	women’s	access	to	information.	
Extension	services	need	to	be	tailored	to	women’s	
needs	and	circumstances.	Some	of	the	actions	
that	would	improve	women’s	access	to	information	
include	training	more	female	extension	workers,	
holding	separate	meetings	for	women	farmers,	
targeting	women’s	groups,	organizing	video	shows	
for	women	who	are	not	able	to	participate	in	tours,	

timing	women	meetings/field	days/seminars	to	
coincide	with	seasons,	days	and	times	of	the	day	
when	they	are	available,	and	ensuring	that	women	
are	fully	represented	in	all	activities.	

•	 Support	women’s	access	to	market	
information.	Producing	market	information	
specifically	targeting	women	farmers	can	help	
improve	their	profits	from	sales	and	reduce	losses	
due	to	wastage	as	a	result	of	lack	of	buyers.	
Market	information	can	help	women	to	make	
informed	decisions	about	when	to	produce,	what	
to	produce,	for	whom	to	produce	and	when	and	
where	to	sell	their	produce.	

•	 Appropriate	technologies.	Develop	and	
introduce	agricultural	and	processing	technologies	
that	are	user-friendly	for	women.

•	 Legislation	supportive	to	women’s	land	rights.	
Advocating	for	laws	that	support	women’s	rights	
to	own	land	would	enhance	their	adoption	of	
agroforestry	and	benefits	that	accrue	from	it.

A dairy farmer in Rwanda (E. Kiptot)
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At	the	centre	of	agroforestry,	a	common	system	of	
smallholder	farming	throughout	Africa7,	are	women	
farmers.	Women	are	frequently	responsible	for	
managing	the	farm	with	its	crops,	trees	and	livestock.	
However,	their	decision-making	power	is	generally	
limited	to	subsistence	crops	that	involve	less	advanced	

technologies	and	have	low	returns8.	High-value	tree	
products	and	timber	generally	belong	to	male	family	
members.

Non-timber	tree	products	such	as	fuel	wood,	fodder	
and	fruits	are	generally	collected	by	women	from	sites	
away	from	the	farm,	purchased,	or	grown	on	the	farm.	

Introduction
Gender	inequalities	in	areas	such	as	education,	
ownership	and	access	to	resources,	land	tenure,	
extension,	and	health	have	contributed	to	sub-optimal	
agricultural	productivity	and	high	poverty	levels	in	sub-
Saharan	Africa.

Land	tenure	systems	on	the	continent	overwhelmingly	
grant	the	rights	to	own	and	dispose	of	land	to	adult	
males1.	While	there	is	variation,	in	patrilineal	societies	
women’s	rights	to	land	are	often	through	their	husbands	
or	sons,	and	these	rights	may	cease	upon	divorce,	
widowhood,	or	when	a	woman	has	no	male	children.2	

There	is	also	considerable	evidence	that	men	usually	
have	the	overall	authority	over	tree	products	that	are	
considered	to	have	high	financial	returns3,	4,	such	as	
timber.	

Several	studies	have	also	shown	that	women	have	
lower	access	to	agricultural	extension	than	men.	
Although	most	farm	work	is	carried	out	by	women,	fewer	
than	one	in	10	extension	workers	in	several	African	
countries	were	female5.	Furthermore,	most	extension	
services	are	focused	on	cash	crops—which	are	
traditionally	considered	to	be	men’s	crops—and	less	on	
food	and	subsistence	crops,	which	are	considered	to	be	
women’s.

Even	though	women	work	hard	on	their	farms,	they	
face	great	difficulty	in	obtaining	male	labour	needed	
for	tasks	such	as	land	preparation	and	tree	pruning6.	
Without	adequate	labour	for	managing	their	farms	or	
appropriate,	female-friendly	farming	and	processing	
technologies,	women	often	remain	in	the	downward	
spiral	of	poor	farm	yields	and	poverty.

A farmer in Siaya, Kenya harvesting fuelwood from an improved fallow plot (E. Kiptot)

Why	women	and	agroforestry	in	Africa?
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The	proportion	of	women	practising	agroforestry	
varies	considerably	in	different	areas	and	for	different	
practices.	For	certain	new	practices,	such	as	fodder	
shrubs	for	dairy	production	in	the	central	highlands	
of	Kenya,	it	was	found	that	60%	of	2,600	farmers	
establishing	fodder	shrubs	were	women9.	This	high	
participation	of	women	was	facilitated	by	project	

extension	staff,	who	targeted	women’s	groups	or	
groups	with	mostly	women	members.

Women	are	increasingly	assuming	household	head	
roles	and	decision-making.	Female-headed	households	
(FHHs)	account	for	30%	of	all	rural	smallholder	
households	in	Malawi10	and	over	50%	in	western	
Kenya11.

Women	and	agroforestry

Collecting	off-farm	requires	only	labour,	but	women’s	time	
is	scarce	and	supplies	are	often	located	far	from	the	farm.	
Purchasing	is	an	option	but	most	small-scale	women	
farmers	are	cash-constrained.	Fodder	and	fruits	may	be	
cropped	annually,	but	it	needs	access	to	land	and	labour,	
which	are	often	scarce.	Agroforestry	is	a	low-cost	system	
that	uses	minimal	external	inputs	and	which	farmers	often	
prefer	because	it	will	ensure	supply	of	fuelwood,	fodder,	
fruits	and	other	products	and	services	such	as	timber,	
nuts	and	soil	fertility	improvement.	It	offers	immense	
opportunities	to	women,	who	in	most	cases,	face	severe	
resource	constraints.

Agroforestry	has	several	advantages	relative	to	the	other	
three	options	of	collection,	purchasing	or	growing	in	fields:	

(i)	It	uses	relatively	little	land	and	labour	as	trees	can	
be	planted	around	the	homestead,	on	field	boundaries	
or	mixed	with	crops;	(ii)	Weeding	of	trees	and	shrubs	is	
only	necessary	during	the	early	growth	stages;	and	when	
mixed	with	crops,	no	extra	weeding	is	required	(iii)	Few	
or	no	cash	inputs	are	needed,	except	for	the	purchase	of	
tree	seeds/seedlings.	

Nonetheless,	external	factors	can	severely	curtail	
women’s	participation	in	agroforestry.	For	instance,	the	
integration	of	trees	into	farms	is	often	a	knowledge-
intensive	undertaking,	needing	skills	that	many	women	
farmers	lack,	such	as	how	to	establish	nurseries	or	prune	
trees.	Tree	seeds	and	seedlings	may	also	not	be	easily	
available.

A dairy farmer in Kieni, Central Kenya, with calliandra (E. Kiptot)



Figure 1. Use of soil fertility management options by gender of household head in western Kenya 
Source: Place et al. (2004)Po
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A	review	of	10	studies	in	Kenya,	Zambia,	Uganda	
and	Malawi	on	factors	likely	to	affect	the	adoption	of	
agroforestry	technologies	for	improving	soil	fertility,	
showed	that	in	all,	except	two	studies,	gender	was	not	a	
significant	variable	affecting	adoption12.	The	agroforestry	
technologies	in	the	studies	included	improved	fallows,	
biomass	transfer	and	mixed	intercropping.	Improved	
tree	fallows	are	the	deliberate	planting	of	fast-growing	
leguminous	trees	or	shrubs	in	rotation	with	crops.	
Biomass	transfer	is	a	technology	where	biomass	
from	shrubs/trees	grown	on	or	off	the	farm,	is	cut	and	
incorporated	in	the	soil	as	green	manure	when	planting	
crops.	Mixed	intercropping	involves	planting	nitrogen-
fixing	trees	that	can	tolerate	continuous	and	heavy	
pruning,	in	a	regular	pattern	with	crops	such	as	maize.

In	western	Kenya,	women	used	improved	fallows	and	
biomass	transfer	technologies	significantly	more	than	
men,	who	preferred	using	fertilizer13	(Figure	1).	In	Zambia,	
there	were	no	significant	differences	between	proportions	
of	men	and	women	household	heads	practising	the	
use	of	improved	fallows	nor	were	there	any	significant	
differences	between	single	women	and	female	heads	of	
households	who	were	married14.	These	findings	suggest	
that	the	use	of	improved	fallows	for	replenishing	soil	
fertility	is	gender-neutral.	However,	women	have	smaller	
improved	fallow	plots	than	men.	

Improved	fallows	serve	as	a	source	of	fuel	wood,	
representing	a	major	benefit	to	women,	who	may	have	to	
travel	long	distances	in	search	of	fuel	wood.	In	western	
Kenya,	improved	fallows	generated	5-42	Mg/ha	of	
fuelwood	within	1-3	years15;	in	southwestern	Uganda	
24-27Mg/ha	after	2	years16;	in	eastern	Zambia	10	Mg/ha	
after	2	years17;	and	in	coastal	Kenya	13-21	Mg/ha	after	
2.7	years18.	

Low-cost	agroforestry	technologies	for	replenishing	soil	
fertility	are	attractive	to	women	farmers	because	they	
involve	low	inputs	but	high	returns.	Apart	from	the	obvious	
benefit	of	improving	soil	fertility,	reflected	in	the	high	
maize	yields,	they	also	provide	fuel	wood	and	reduce	the	
incidence	of	weeds	such	as	striga	(Striga hermonthica).

The	collection	and	sale	of	indigenous	fruits	are	
considered	women	and	children’s	domain	in	most	of	
Africa19.	Apart	from	collecting	fruits,	women	are	also	
involved	in	value-adding	activities	to	fruit	tree	products,	
such	as	drying	and	packaging.	

Women	have	a	very	limited	role	in	areas	that	are	
considered	to	be	men’s	enterprises,	such	as	the	felling	
and	sale	of	trees	for	timber.	Women,	however,	often	have	
access	to	tree	branches	for	fuel	wood.



Although	women’s	involvement	in	marketing	of	
agroforestry	products	is	mostly	confined	to	the	small-
scale	retail	trade,	in	certain	cases	they	received	
substantial	financial	benefits	from	the	sale	of	
indigenous	fruits	and	vegetables12.	

In	southwestern	Burkina	Faso,	earnings	from	shea	
nut	kernel	sales	ranged	from	US$15-35	per	annum	
which	represented	20-60%	of	women’s	income	in	
rural	areas21,	sufficient	to	cover	a	substantial	part	of	
their	annual	expenditure22,	23.

Studies	of	the	value	chains	of	safou	(Dacryodes 
edulis)	and	Gnetum africanum	in	Cameroon,	and	
shea	kernels	and	butter	in	Benin,	found	that	women	
collect	the	tree	products,	take	them	to	the	market	
and	dominate	retail	trade23,	24,	25	(Figure	3).	The	men	
involved	dominated	the	wholesale	trade,	which	
required	significant	capital,	usually	obtained	from	
selling	cacao.

Although	men	and	women	are	both	involved	in	managing	
trees	planted	on	farms,	women	do	most	of	the	work,	
especially	during	the	initial	stages	of	tree	establishment20	
(Figure	2).

Few	studies	have	compared	men	and	women’s	
management	of	agroforestry.	However,	data	indicate	that	
women	have	similar	tree	survival	rates	as	men	and	are	
able	to	implement	agroforestry	practices	as	well	as	men12.	
In	cases	where	they	do	not	perform	well,	the	reasons	are	

varied	and	include	lack	of	knowledge,	lack	of	access	to	
extension	services	and	scarcity	of	resources,	particularly	
labour.

Certain	agroforestry	practices	appear	to	offer	substantial	
benefits	to	women.	For	example,	fodder	shrubs	grown	in	
hedges	on	farms	help	reduce	the	time	that	women	spend	
off	the	farm	searching	for	fodder,	while	improved	fallows	
help	reduce	weeding.

Figure 2. Management of planted indigenous trees species by 
gender in Chivi district, Zimbabwe 
Source: Gerhardt and Nemarundwe (2006)

Women’s	ability	to	manage	agroforestry	technologies
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Women’s	benefits	from	the	sale	of	agroforestry	products



A woman selling D.	edulis in Cameroon (ICRAF photo archive)

Figure 3: Involvement of men and women in marketing D. edulis (safou) in southern Cameroon
Source:	Awono	et	al	(2002)
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A farmer (middle) from Machakos Kenya in her papaya farm (E. Kiptot)

Women’s	access	
to	agroforestry	
information	
Fewer	women	than	men	
have	access	to	information	
from	extension	staff12,	26	
(Figure	4).	This	bias	has	
been	attributed	to	several	
factors.	First,	socio-cultural	
barriers	that	inhibit	extension	
agents,	80-95%	of	whom	are	
men,	from	communicating	
with	female	farmers.	
Second,	there	is	a	general	
perception	that	since	men	
are	the	decision-makers,	any	
extension	message	should	
be	passed	on	to	them.

Several	policy	recommendations	to	improving	women’s	
benefits	from	agroforestry	have	been	highlighted.	If	they	
are	addressed,	women	farmers	could	increase	their	

productivity	substantially.	This	increase	in	productivity	has	
the	potential	of	increasing	women’s	income	as	well	as	
reducing	the	number	of	hungry	people	worldwide.

Figure 4: Proportion (%) of male heads of households (husbands) and their wives acquainted with extension agents in different zones of 
Senegal 
Source: Moore et al (2001).
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United Nations Avenue, Gigiri, P.O Box 30677-00100 Nairobi, Kenya
Phone: +254 20 7224000, Fax: +254 20 7224001
Via USA phone: (1-650) 833-6645, Fax: (1-650) 833-6646
Email: worldagroforestry@cgiar.org 
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The World Agroforestry Centre is a 
member of the CGIAR Consortium
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