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Agriculture in Nepal
Agriculture is key to Nepalese economy as it determines
economic growth and employment for most of the rural
people and it has remained the foundation of the
country’s development. However, the sector is largely
related with subsistence farming, particularly in the hilly
regions where livelihood is based on fragmented plots of
land cultivated in difficult conditions. More than 60
percent of the employed population are engaged in
agriculture and agriculture related activities as their main
occupation. Agriculture contributes only 29.37 percent
to the GDP (MoF, 2016/17). With respect to main
occupation, the male and female engagement in
agriculture, it is about 51 percent and 74 percent
respectively, MoF 2017/171.

This Case Study has been prepared as part of the
publication under the Political Economy of Gender
Factors in the Energy Sector: A Gender and Energy
Research
Programme
supported
by
ENERGIA/HIVOS, the Netherlands. Although the
Research Project was led by MSSRF in Chennai,
India, this study focusing on specifically on Nepal
has been prepared by the Project Team of the
Centre for Rural Technology, Nepal (CRT/N).
CRTN acknowledges the work carried out by the
Team, Dr. Indira Shakya, Dr. Purushottam

Shrestha and Ms. Ashma Pakhrin and expresses
sincere gratitude. We hope that it will be a
helpful source of information for planners and
practitioners engaged in the field of energy in
Nepal and abroad.

A large majority of farmers still use locally made
agricultural tools. Mechanization of agriculture is at a
very low stage. About 52 percent of farmers own the
Mr. Hari Gopal Gorkhali
most basic equipment - a plough or improved plough
Acting ED, CRT/N
(bikase halo). About 33 percent of farmers use bins and
containers for grain storage. Only one percent of farmers
own tractor or power tiller. Similarly, one percent of farmers own a thresher. Around 7 percent of farmer
households own a pumping set, CBS 20112 .

This article attempts to:
 Assess the changing role of Nepalese women in agriculture,
 Identify factors affecting their empowerment in the sector,
 Identify technical and energy initiatives enabling women’s empowerment in agriculture .
“The share of the agriculture sector in GDP has been in declining trend in the last 15 years. Such share was 34.3 percent on
average during the period from FY 2002/03 to FY 2006/07 and declined to 34.1 percent in next consecutive five years (FY 2007/08FY 2011/12). It has declined further to 31.4 percent in subsequent five years' period from FY 2012/13 to FY 20016/17. In fiscal year
2016/17, the share of the agriculture sector in GDP stood at 29.37 percent, while that of non-agriculture sector was 70.63
percent.” – Economi c Survey, MoF, 2016/2017
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Methodology
The assessment is based on survey of four districts: Kailali, Dhading, Kavre and Rupandehi.
The study is based on the qualitative method for collecting primary data through a series of focus group
discussions (FGDs). A standard FGD protocol (topic guide) was used in all the study areas through facilitating
discussions among group participants. The order in which the different domains were covered was
determined by the flow of the discussion. The protocol contained specific questions related to five domains
of empowerment (production, resources, income, leadership and time). During the FGDs, the participants
discussed issues pertaining to different domains of empowerment. The participants were facilitated to relate
the issues to the whole village to reflect what was commonly happening in the village, and not to limit their
response to their individual experience. After a thorough discussion among participants, a consensus was
reached among group members to describe their levels of empowerment on each domain.
The discussions also included aspects of changing roles of women in agriculture due to out-migration for
employment.

Women in Agriculture
Though rural men and women lay complementary roles
in the agriculture sector women have been found to
ensuring nutrition and natural resources management.
In the national context women’s participation in the
agriculture labour force in Nepal has increased from 36
percent in 1981 to 45 percent in 1991 and, by 2016, it
had reached over 50 percent. This suggests that
agriculture is being feminized in Nepal. This is mainly
due to the decade-long armed conflict and poverty
which resulted in high out-migration of rural men in
search of lucrative jobs. According to Ministry of Labour
and Employment 20153, an estimated 19 percent of
Nepalese migrated for employment, leaving more
women in charge of the household and farms. Across
the study areas, in recent times more and more women Photo 1: Women working in the paddy field
have involved themselves in agriculture. Assessment of
gender-based agricultural division of labour and its implications find that wome n’s work in rural areas is
strenuous and time consuming.
Integration of crops, livestock and forestry are characteristic features of Nepali agriculture in all four areas.
In farming, men and women work together, even though women’s involvement in farming activities varies
with season, crop type, and on livestock and socio-economic features of households. Women’s involvement
is higher in Kavre and Dhading as compared to Kailali and Rupandehi. Women’s involvement in farming also
varies with land-holding size. The larger the size, the lesser the involvement of women in farming activities.
Also, the share of women labour force is higher in vegetable production. This has been revealed in the
interaction with eight farmers groups in the study areas. Women work longer hours and have greater
workloads compared to men.
Despite the importance of women in agriculture, women farmers still remain labour intensive. They remain
still remain invisible and unsupported; without much support from the agricultural support services such as
extension (training), input supply, marketing and credit. Needs and priorities of women farmers are not
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adequately reflected in the extension services. Improving and strengthening the participation of women
farmers in agriculture training will help to increase the knowledge, skills which enhances vital path to
increase the efficiency of the women farmers.
However their roles are not well recognized. They received low priority in policy making, decision -making
and programme planning and implementation. Although, they are de-facto head of the family, much of the
decision on agricultural production are made by male. They have less access to extension services. The social
custom and work burden make them less contact with extension personnel. They usually received second
hand information through male members of the family. This has negative effect in agricultural production.

Problems
The various issues pertaining to women in the agriculture sector relate to:
Time-Consuming activities: On a daily average, women were found working three hours longer than the
men. Among the four districts, women in
Kavre and Dhading reported working longer
as compared to women in Rupandehi and
Kailali. However, working for the family as
well as working on the farm is extremely
tough for women. This complies with an IFAD
study found that women in Nepalese hill
districts had worked for about 16 hours per
day compared to only 9-10 hours for men;
they were overworked and hungry. Refer to
Table 1 for type of work carried out by
women in the farm.
Generally, women worked for longer hours in
all of the study areas than their men Figure 1: A women weeding in her farm
counterparts. Their involvement is found to
be more or less fixed in most of the daily activities at the household level, such as house cleaning, fetching
water, cooking food, cleaning dishes, and feeding and taking care of children. Besides involvement in
household chores, they also have to work on farm as managers and workers.
The activities performed during the three shifts can vary depending on seasons; availability of family labour,
geographic settings, and family status. The total work duration of women was from 12-16 hours a day
(excluding day-rest time). Table 1 provides a scenario of contribution to different types of farm work by men
and women.
Table 1: Agricultural Work from Gender Perspective

Operation
Tillage
Planting
Weeding
Harvesting
Threshing
Drying
Processing
Transportation

3%
65%
59%
58%
42%
61%
55%
42%

Crop Intensive Pocket area
Female
Male
97%
35%
41%
42%
58%
39%
45%
58%

6%
68%
67%
63%
35%
62%
47%
35%

Vegetable Pocket area
Female
Male
94%
32%
33%
36%
64%
38%
53%
65%

Marketing

Women
(12-16hrs /da y)

25%

75%

17%

83%

Morni ng (5-12
AM)

Sweeping floors, cleaning, fetching water, shed
cl ea ni ng, mi l ki ng a nd feedi ng a ni ma l s ,
prepa ri ng concentra ted food (kundo) for
a ni ma l s , prepa ri ng brea kfa s t

Afternoon (125 PM)

Fetchi ng gra s s /l i tter ma teri a l s /fuel wood,
worki ng on the field, tiffin/launch prepa ra ti on
a nd cl eaning utens i l s , gra zi ng a ni ma l s , s hed
cl ea ni ng/worki ng on the fi el d, fetchi ng
gra s s/li tter/fuel -wood /worki ng on the fi el d

Eveni ng (5-10
PM)

Mi l king and feeding a ni ma l s , cooki ng di nner,
cl ea ning utensils, household chores like grinding
a nd to bed goi ng

Figure 2: Women’s daily working schedule and regular activities in the study area

Lack of Machination: In both the Hill 4 and Tarai 5
districts, use of modern agricultural technology
and mechanization is very low. They depend on
traditional agricultural tools and technologies and
these too are developed from masculine
perspective to suit the male responsibilities of
the more difficult tasks in the field and women
that of relatively soft tasks. Rupandehi and Kailali
have high potentials of agricultural production
through mechanisation, see Table 2. However,
respondents claim that small and fragmented
land holding, poor infrastructure, lack of proper
irrigation facilities and energy to operate
available processing and irrigation technologies and lack of access to credit are some of the prominent
impediments to bring transformation in agriculture through mechanisation.

4
5

Hill Districts refer to Dhading and Kavre
Tarai District Refer to Rupandehi and Kailali

Table 2: State of Mechanisation in the Agriculture Sector

Activity

Technologies
 Majority of Tillage By Animal Power
 Iron Plough
 Tractor

Tillage

Planting /
Seeding

Irrigation

 Tractor with Cultivator






Power Tiller
Rice Is Manually Transplanted
Maize & Vegetable Seeds Is Dibbled
Canal Irrigation
Deep Well Irrigation

 Shallow Well
 Treadle Pumps
 Drip And Sprinkle Irrigation
 Manually Performed By Using Locally
Made Sickles

Harvesting

 Combined Harvesters are In
Operation In Rupandehi
 4 Wheel Tractor Operated Reapers
are also Getting Popular
 Beating on Stone/ Drum
 Animal/ Tractor Treading

Threshing

Transportation

Processing

Available
to women

Remarks



Responsibility lies with men
Responsibility lies with men
Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common
Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common






Custom hiring by women is common



Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common
Common at household level for
vegetable farming
Custom hiring is common
Common at household level for
vegetable farming





Common practice
Common practice



Common practice



Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common
Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common





Common practice
Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common
Mainly used in the Tarai
Custom hiring by women is common

 Threshers












Common practice
Custom hiring is common
Common practice in Tarai



Common practice to carry goods on
the back especially in the hills
Common practice,
operated by women as well

Animal and Mechanical Power
Human ,
Tractor,
Cycle,
 Bullock Cart
 Manual
 Sheller, Huller, Grinding Mill, Oil
Expeller, Beaten Rice Mill Is Common



Ani mal
Power
41%

Mecha nica
l Power
23%
Huma n
Power
36%

Regarding the status of farm power availability as
per CBS 2011 mechanical power makes up for only
23 percent while that of animal and human power
are 41 percent and 36 percent respectively. Animate
power remains a major source, see Figure 2.

Inhibitive Tradition and Culture: Existing culture and
tradition regarding the role of men and women in
agriculture are still being adhered to till date across
the study areas. According to women in Kavre as well
as Dhading, “There is a growing need for us to take
the roles of both male and female in agriculture; we
are managing all agricultural activities, our workload
Mechanical Power Human Power Animal Power
has increased with having to manage the household
tasks,
agriculture and community work as well. There
Figure 3: Farm Power Available in Nepal
are certain farm activities such as ploughing which is
difficult as we are not used to it. Besides, culture also prevents us from undertaking this particular task”.
These are restrictive with serious implications in the agriculture production scenario and land use. To
mention a few, women are not permitted to plough fields: traditional technologies are heavy and difficult for
women, however, even with the introduction of tractors, they still depend on men -folk to drive the tractors.
With the increasing number of out-bound male-migration, a women from Kailali stated the need for male
labour for women to continue large scale agriculture work. This is also a reason for numerous women taking
up vegetable farming rather than paddy and maize. Further it is also not surprising to learn that small scale
farming is now an increasing trend and large areas of farmland are left uncultivated.
Low Level of Literacy: In Nepal, it has also been reported that adult literacy rates of women are particularly
low for Asia. Not only that, there is a lack in progress in improving female literacy when compared to men.
This is particularly concerning when considering feminization of agriculture since rural women need to be
able to deal with challenges presented by the agricultural economy and competitive global market.
Low level of Participation in Decision Making: It is interesting to know that although women are more
involved in different farming and animal caring than men, major decisions on buying and selling of livestock
as well as crop cultivation still lies with the men. Joint decisions are prevalent mainly on the smaller aspects
at the household level.
It is not surprising to learn that there is a low level of women participating in committees of programmes
and projects. As one female from the citizen’s forum in Dhading stated: “men are there to make decisions
for us.” With this understanding and attitude it is not surprising that women’s issues fail to make a mark at
concerned places in the planning process in the village, district and national level.
Lack of Access to Credit
Our society believes that women are poor in marketing and mathematical calculations and so do not have
the ability to bargain. Such perceptions limit women’s access in marketing of agricultural products. Since
access to marketing is directly linked with income, women are mostly deprived of t his income-earning
opportunity. However, a significant number of women are engaged in vegetable farming integrated with
livestock rearing as well. According to the response from the FDG participants, credit is available for
purchase of technologies required for tilling, harvesting, processing and transport. The non-availability of
credit is due to absence of collateral which is directly linked with women’s possession of assets.

Outmigration of Men for Employment
There is a growing pattern of outmigration of male population from villages to urban areas and overseas in
search of better opportunities. This is mainly due to the poor economic development processes that could
not generate adequate income and employment opportunities at home, political and econ omic changes, and
globalization, concomitant with attractive employment opportunities offered outside the country.
Simultaneously, rural communities are facing the disincentives of worsening security in villages, employment
opportunities, and subsistence farming becoming less and less rewarding and unable in meeting their basic
needs. This has led to a situation where women, in addition to looking after children and the elderly, have to
take additional responsibilities in farming within the traditionally male-dominant farming practices. This is
not only inappropriate and unfriendly to women, but also has lowered the use and productivity of land;
hence perpetuating, if not exacerbating, food insecurity. Women are increasingly adopting less intensive
farming practices as well as abandoning agricultural lands.
Perspectives Regarding Group Activities
The working group formation of women such as the vegetable farmers’ group and livestock group has been a
blessing for these women. It enables them to share responsibilities which gives them time for household
activities as well. These responsibilities relate to attending committee level meetings, market for selling
purchasing goods necessary for their work. Above all they qualify for group -based credit, an approach
adopted by the local financing institutions. They also qualify for support from concerned organisations such
as extension workers, seed and livestock.

Need for Women Friendly Technical Interventions
It is pivotal for agriculture development in Nepal
to ensure equal access for resources, education,
techniques and gender equality, so that they can
work efficiently to their full ability to change rural
women's poor condition.
A key intervention is enabling access to
technology which can promote women’s
economic advancement by improving the
productivity and quality of women’s work and
generating new economic opportunities. This
process opens up two key pathways to economic
advancement for women:



increasing women’s productivity in existing
economic activities, and
Creating new economic opportunities for
women.

For example, technology that irrigates land used
for agriculture can improve crop production and
reduce the amount of time women must spend
collecting water. Women can also gain access to
new economic opportunities through technology
by being engaged along the agriculture value chain
and engage in the development and deployment
of a technology as designers, producers,
distributors or sales agents.

The technical intervention offer women critical economic benefits: increased income, greater confidence,
better decision-making skills and improved access to other assets and financial resources. Women can then
use their stronger economic position to invest in health care, education and entrepre neurial initiatives,
transmitting social and economic benefits to their children, families and communities.
Access to improved technical interventions has greater implications on women’s social, economic and
political status. These play crucial role in reducing the time and effort involved in household activities,
providing better health and educational conditions, enhancing income -generating opportunities, and
facilitating their participation in public affairs.
The integration of gender issues is thus vital for agriculture in Nepal. The role gender plays is rather
complex, as it concerns the role of gender in agriculture/agricultural value chains from sowing, harvesting
and especially in the processing stages due to the high energy needs.

Conclusion
The outmigration of economically active group of population, the socio-political instability to invest on
agriculture or the lack of appropriate technology, are not the only factors that explain the lack of agricultural
development in Nepal. Besides this, gender discrimination is what is resting huge burden for women to hold
and manage their family and carry their farm activities for the subsistence of the family.
Moreover, whilst men generally perform heavy physical labour women are involved in tedious and timeconsuming work such as weeding, harvesting, threshing and milling. This has resulted in farmlands being
under-used or even left unused. This has affected the local food production though families may have more
income (from remittances) to buy food.
Increase in the takeover of agriculture and community level roles by women in the absence of male should
have created opportunities for them to be empowered, develop their capacity and, more importantly,
become entrepreneur farmers rather than family farm labour. However, social and cultural factors, along
with a non-supportive policy and institutional environment, have not responded to the need to empower
agriculture-dependent women to increase their ownership and control over productive resources.
Improving the status of women, by giving them access to resources, increases agricultural productivity and
therefore incomes. When women have increased incomes, they tend to spend a greater fraction of their
finances on their children’s health and nutrition.

Recommendations
The assessment highlights that if women farmers are given the same access to land, tools and credit as men,
this will result in the increase in food production and support the objectives of reducing hunger. Together
with other initiatives, such as secure land tenure, greater financial inclusion, extens ion services and
trainings, it is obvious that greater access to technology, information and markets, are essential to make our
agriculture gender-smart.
The success of any new invention therefore depends on the empowerment of women, and on their training
and access to information. If women's knowledge is enhanced, together with support for manure, seed and
pesticide, the necessary tools and energy access for irrigation and other activities within agriculture were
also enhanced– then women could do all the agriculture work themselves. For example, the traditional way
of husking millet, a small staple grain, with a pestle and mortar is labour-intensive and time-consuming, and
a de-husking machine could significantly save time and energy . These can be realised through the following
process:

1. Promote Technologies to reduce energy and time spent, particularly the household and farm
production activities. Extending the technological innovations such as weeders, paddy threshers,
winnowers, sprayers, harvesting tools, parboiling units, maize shellers, dal making machines etc., will
reduce the burden of women.
2. Organizing Women’s Groups: Male extension workers can be trained to work more closely with
women in settings that are culturally acceptable, such as women groups. Such groups help build up
confidence and improve access to infrastructure.
3. Innovative Credit Programmes using non-traditional forms of collateral and local institutions
(women groups) can ensure that women are able to obtain access to credit.
4. Identify and provide the right training and extension needs of women. This is one of the most
important steps in initiating any developmental programme.
5. Give Women Farmers more Access to Meetings, trainings, exposure visits and demonstrations and
organizing training programmes based on the needs of the women. Institutional and village based
trainings to be organized as per the convenience of the women farmers.
6. Enhance Access to Necessary Energy for Operating the Machines
7. Change the Stereo-typed Attitude of Male Agents with regular gender sensitization courses
 Increasing awareness of gender roles
 Developing skills in use of language and communication to suit women
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