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Executive summary

Introduction

Across the global South, most rural women

and girls are disadvantaged. Compared to men
and boys they receive less formal education,
some may get less health care, they have fewer
opportunities to work outside the household
and when they do, they are often paid less and
treated worse than men. Most rural women are
constrained by social norms that define them
primarily as wives, mothers and confined to

the domestic sphere, where men do less than
their fair share of household chores. Women are
typically expected to be subservient to men. At
worst, they are subject to emotional and physical
abuse by men.

Not only is this unjust, but also it means the full
potential of rural women and girls — as people,
workers, citizens, leaders — is not realised, to
the detriment of their households and families,
their rural communities and indeed their nations.
When rural mothers lack the basics of life — food,
income, health care — their children are at risk.
Gender inequity thus threatens future generations.

Questions and approach

This study addresses two questions from the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation:

e What does an inclusive agricultural
transformation that empowers women look
like?

e What are the implications for: (a) policy; (b)
infrastructure; (c¢) technology; and (d) behavior
change?

In addressing these questions, the study sets
agricultural development within the wider
context of economic growth and transformation.
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Changes to the lives of rural women and
girls have been framed within a in a series of
development transformations — at national level,
in agriculture and rural areas, in households
and finally for individuals. The framework also
sees agricultural development as progressing
through stages — early, middle and late, which
reflect the declining relative importance of on
farm agriculture activities as national economies
develop and diversify away from a dependence
on agriculture.

Drivers of agricultural transformation may
serve to stimulate or support inclusion of rural
women and girls, or to prevent and reduce
it. Whether such drivers help inclusion is an
empirical question for specific cases.

Investigating how past transformations became
inclusive, three cases of long-term rural economic
transformation since the 1960s were studied:
Egypt, Peru and Thailand. All three countries
experienced economic growth, urbanisation, and
a marked shift in their economic structure as
agriculture has declined relative to industry and
services. Available statistics were collected, and
existing literature reviewed, to provide material
for interpretive studies that set out the main
changes in national and rural economies, and
what has changed for rural women and girls.

In addition, two contemporary cases were
examined: Ethiopia and Tanzania, both low-
income countries that are still largely rural
and agrarian, but with growing economies and
transformations in progress. For both countries,
the study relied mainly on existing statistics and
literature, complemented by an exploration of
policy for women’s empowerment. In addition,
for Tanzania, a qualitative study of change for
rural women and girls was undertaken in two
contrasting areas of the country.



Findings

Of three countries studied over the longer run,
Thailand is an exemplar of what is possible
through growth and transformation. Since

the early 1960s, when policy changed from
industrialisation led by the state to that led

by private firms, the Thai economy has grown
rapidly. By 2015, GDP per person was almost ten
times higher than in 1961, in real terms.

Growth was encouraged by policies and
macroeconomic management that encouraged
private investment; by public investments in
roads, irrigation schemes, health and education;
and, during the 1960s and 1970s, by aid from
the United States that included funds to construct
roads deep into rural areas.

Agriculture grew ahead of population growth,
not only feeding a growing population, but also
generating net exports. Agricultural development
was largely extensive before the 1990s: new land,
much of it taken from the forests, was brought
into cultivation. Since 1990, agriculture has grown
through increased land and labour productivity.

In rural areas, the non-farm economy expanded
through new businesses servicing agriculture,
through expanded production of goods and
services for farmers with increased incomes, and
some decentralised manufacturing. Growth of
the urban economy created opportunities for
young people from rural areas, including women,
to migrate to work in retailing, domestic service,
construction and assembly plants.

Meanwhile, owing to a successful family
planning programme that covered rural areas,
fertility rates fell from more than six per woman
on average to under two by 2015. Population
growth slowed notably.

The combination of a slowing growth of the
labour supply, and many more employment
opportunities, led to rising rural wages: farm wages
tripled in real terms between 1985 and 2003.

The lives of rural women and girls have been
profoundly affected by these economic and
demographic changes. Diversification of the
rural economy created new employment options
for women, either as migrants or as workers in
rural enterprises.
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Rural women’s work has been eased by
reduced fertility and hence fewer children to
care for, and by electricity and running water
in homes — even if women still do much more
domestic work than men. Public investments in
health and education mean that rural women and
girls are healthier and better educated than their
mothers and grandmothers were.

While women have faced gender norms that
ascribe women a secondary role in a society
where men are expected to lead and take key
decisions, those norms have not prevented
women taking up employment and business
opportunities. Above all, young women have not
been prevented from migrating.

Thailand shows how much progress for rural
women can be made when broad-based growth
takes place, along with public spending on
rural public services, in a context where gender
norms, while favouring men, do not block
women’s progress. It also shows how beneficial
a rapid demographic transition can be for rural
transformation and women’s lives.

Peru dissipated its earlier development
through losing almost 25 years of economic
growth between the late 1960s and early 1990s,
owing to the problems of land reform, unwise
macroeconomic policy and civil war in parts of
the Andean highlands.

Since the early 1990s, Peru’s economy has
grown rapidly, initially on a narrow base of
mining, and exports from commercial farming
along the coast. In the 1990s that meant too few
jobs were created, and poverty and inequality
rose. But in the 2000s a combination of slowing
population growth and job creation, notably
in export agriculture, raised employment and
wages. This, plus public spending on roads,
irrigation, health, education and cash transfers in
low-income areas, predominantly the highlands,
led to major reductions in poverty and inequality
since the early 2000s.

The material conditions of life for rural
women have improved substantially: more
economic opportunities, better health and
education. Indeed, recent life histories indicate
a sea-change in the perspectives of rural parents
for their daughters. Seeing new off-farm



opportunities, they recognise that secondary
schooling is critical for girls’ prospects.

As in Thailand, although the material
conditions of rural women’s lives have
improved, changes to gender norms and status
have been slower.

Egypt provides a further contrast. Economic
and agricultural growth have taken place, but
inclusive growth has been hampered, with
consequences for rural women who have made
less progress than in the other two countries.
Egypt’s growth model has not created enough
non-farm employment to absorb the young and
growing labour force, especially since the mid-
1990s. Despite the economic liberalisation that
might have attracted foreign investors, Egypt
has not seen the growth of assembly plants and
light engineering in the ways that so many Asian
emerging economies have. Moreover, many of
the jobs that have been created in Egypt have
been regarded as male jobs — even in tourism -
providing few opportunities for women.

Above all, Egypt is going through a prolonged,
and possibly even stalled, demographic transition.
Fertility rates remain stubbornly high. Hence, the
labour force has grown faster than employment
in most years since the mid-1990s. Not only has
this condemned youth to a difficult search for
employment that is often informal and ill paid; it
has disproportionately affected women, especially
rural women, who are less educated and less
mobile than their urban counterparts.

Rural girls thus face the prospect that their
future lives will be restricted to the domestic
domain where they will be expected to do much
of the farm work, bear and care for children, and
be responsible for domestic chores. And to do so
with few firm rights to property and under the
threat of violence from husbands.

That said, poverty and deprivation are still
the major determinants of life opportunities
and options in Egypt, more so than gender. The
search for gender equity goes hand in hand with
poverty reduction.

Ethiopia and Tanzania are low-income
countries, still predominantly agrarian. Both
share a checkered economic past as their
economies faltered in the 1970s and 1980s owing
to failed state-led economic development. Since
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then, however, both countries have reduced state
intervention in the economy, and encouraged
private investment, which has contributed

to renewed economic growth and major
improvements in living standards.

The lives of rural women and girls have largely
improved since the 1990s. Economic growth
and structural transformation, with increases in
agricultural productivity — no matter how modest
and patchy — mean that returns to rural labour
have risen. Moreover, the growth of the rural
non-farm economy and improved connections
from rural areas to towns and cities has widened
opportunities for rural labour.

Public provision of education, health care
and clean water means that rural people,
especially women and girls, have not only
experienced significant improvements in their
welfare; but also, that they are better able to
take advantage of new opportunities created
by growth and transformation.

Fertility has fallen in both countries, even if
only slightly in Tanzania, reducing the amount of
child care that rural women have to provide. In
some rural areas, improved water supplies have
cut the time taken to draw water, a task that
generally falls to rural women and girls.

Norms that see a woman’s place as primarily
a wife and mother, assign rights to property
first and foremost to men, and tolerate worse
treatment of women than men - including
domestic violence — do not seem to have changed
as much as material conditions have.

Progress for rural women, then, has been
variable. Depending on which of the different
dimensions of women’s empowerment are
examined, it is possible to see promising progress;
or to see stasis punctuated by occasional, but
limited, improvements in material conditions.

Further progress for rural women in Ethiopia
and Tanzania will largely depend on three
conditions:

e Growth of the urban economy, manufacturing
and the rural non-farm economy. Most of the
above-average productivity, and hence higher
wages, will be in these sectors.

e Family planning which not only leads to
lower fertility, slowing the labour supply that



eventually will mean significant increases in
wages and earnings but also contributes to
empowering rural women.

e Girls’ secondary schooling, which supports
women’s empowerment, by giving young
women the qualifications that most formal
employers seek and expect; by making
early marriage less likely; and raising young
women’s status.

Conclusions and discussion

Four main findings emerge from this study.

One, broad-based development not only
creates many of the additional employment
opportunities needed to meet the rapid expansion
in the labour force when countries undergo a
demographic transition; but also, jobs where
average labour productivity rises as well.

Agricultural development is part and parcel
of such growth and transformation. It is not just
agriculture that counts, however: the growth
of the rural non-farm economy (RNFE) also
matters. Non-farm work grows either through
activities that are linked to agriculture either
directly in the supply chains up and downstream
of the farm, or indirectly through spending
by farm households. Public spending on rural
infrastructure and services also creates rural jobs.
Migration from rural to urban areas can raise
also increase earnings.

The generation of both rural employment and
migration options seems especially important
for rural women. Within agriculture, women
tend to farm crops and livestock at low labour
productivity; are deprived of access to inputs
and technical innovations; or both. Compared
to this work, a job in the RNFE or migrating to
the city can pay much more. Moreover, while
working within the farm household, a woman
may earn very little income in cash, or see her
husband appropriate it. When working for wages
or operating a small enterprise, a woman is much
more likely to control her income. And with
that control can often come greater status and
self-esteem.

A simple proposition emerges from these cases:
getting out of agriculture matters more for rural
women than for rural men.

14

Two, rural people can only take up better
economic opportunities if they are healthy,
literate and numerate. Hence public investments
in rural education, health, and clean water
and sanitation make a real difference. Primary
health services, water and sanitation, have done
much to reduce disease: the decline in under-five
mortality in all five countries, taking this a proxy
for overall rural health, has been remarkable.

In a generation, the pain of losing an infant has
gone from being commonplace to a sad rarity.

Schooling in rural areas has increased notably
in all five countries: for the middle-income
countries, high rates of enrolment in secondary
school are common, with little difference
between girls and boys.

Three, one service matters more than expected:
family planning. When family planning is readily
accessible to rural women — which usually means
services in the village, preferably on the doorstep,
and provided by people they trust, in an overall
supportive cultural environment, contraception
is often rapidly and widely used. Not only does
this put women in control of their fertility, but
also it leads to fewer births, and — with a delay
of a decade or two — slower growth of the
labour force. Once rural populations cease to
grow rapidly, labour shortages usually emerge,
investment to raise labour productivity is
encouraged, and wages for unskilled rural
work rise.

Four, gender norms count. They are not be
set in stone, and are often reinterpreted when
the economic advantage is obvious — as in rural
Thailand when it became clear in the 1970s
that young rural women could earn valuable
incomes if they migrated — yet nevertheless norms
can either facilitate or block these processes.
Mobility stands out: rural women have far
more options when it is acceptable for them to
travel independently, to visit market centers, to
commute for jobs, or to migrate to the city. Of
course, even in societies where women’s rights
are firmly established in law, women who travel
or migrate may still incur risks in personal
safety and poor treatment at work. The point,
however, is to reduce those risks, rather than
prevent movement.

Finally, even if some of the strongest drivers
of change for rural women and girls are not



specifically agricultural, this does not mean
that the considerable interest in women in
agriculture that has been awakened in the last
ten or so years has been in vain. Far from it.
Women farmers are disadvantaged and much
can be done to remedy this.
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Rural women’s rights — to land and property,
to public services, to fair and decent treatment
at work, to protection from violence — need
strengthening. All these rights support women
in rural areas, and when they seek to leave rural
areas, as migrants.



1 Overview

1.1 Motivation: improving the lives
of rural women and girls

Across the global South, most rural women

and girls are disadvantaged. Compared to men
and boys they receive less formal education,
some may get less health care, they have fewer
opportunities to work outside the household
and when they do, they are often paid less and
treated worse than men. Most rural women are
constrained by social norms that define them
primarily as wives, mothers and confined to

the domestic sphere, where men do less than
their fair share of household chores. Women are
typically expected to be subservient to men. At
worst, they are subject to emotional and physical
abuse from men.

Not only is this unjust, but also it means the full
potential of rural women and girls — as people,
workers, citizens, leaders — is not realised, to
the detriment of their households and families,
their rural communities and indeed their nations.
When rural mothers lack the basics of life — food,
income, health care — their children are at risk.
Gender inequity thus threatens future generations.

While the current reality is unsatisfactory,
the lives of rural women and girls are changing.
In many developing countries, it is much more
common today for rural girls to go to school,
for pregnant women to receive ante-natal
care, for women to take on paid jobs and
run businesses, and to migrate to towns and
cities for better opportunities, than was even
imaginable for their grandmothers.

The overall economic, political, and social
development of these countries over the last 50
years has provided the means, and in some cases,
the drivers, of these changes. Many formerly low-
income countries have gone from being largely
agrarian and rural to industrial and urban, and
in the process, have seen incomes rise and living
standards improve. They have also undergone a
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demographic transition, from high to low rates
of birth and death, slowing population growth.
Rural areas and agriculture may be relatively
less important economically than they were
at early stages of economic development, but
it is in the rural areas that some of the largest
development deficits can be still be seen: in
poverty, hunger, low education, and poor health.
Against this backdrop, this report looks at
how the lives of rural women and girls can be
improved through rural transformation.

1.2 Aims, approach and methods

Two questions were set for this study by the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation:

What does an inclusive agricultural
transformation that empowers women look
like?

What are the implications for: (a) policy; (b)
infrastructure; (c) technology; and (d) behavior
change?

Rural women’s disadvantage in economic
activities is especially marked in agriculture, as
women farmers struggle with insecure access
to land, poorer supplies of inputs, non-existent
credit, and less technical knowledge than men
farmers (FAO et al., 2010; FAO, 2011; World
Bank and ONE, 2014).

This study, however, has not been limited
to questions of agricultural development.
Rather, agricultural development has been set
within the wider context of economic growth
and transformation.

The approach taken first sets out a framework
to consider how economic development at
national, rural, household and individual levels
affect the lives of rural women and girls.

Then, using this framework, three cases
of long-term rural economic transformation



since the 1960s were studied: Egypt, Peru and
Thailand. All three countries have seen economic
growth, urbanisation, and a marked shift in their
economic structure as agriculture has declined
relative to industry and services. Available
statistics were collected and existing literature
reviewed, to provide the material for interpretive
studies that set out the main changes in national
and rural economies, and what has changed for
rural women and girls.

Finally, two contemporary cases were
examined: Ethiopia and Tanzania, both low-
income countries that are still largely rural
and agrarian, but with growing economies and
transformations in progress. For both countries,
the study relied mainly on existing statistics and
literature, complemented by an exploration of
policy for women’s empowerment. In addition,
for Tanzania, a qualitative study of change for
rural women and girls was undertaken in two
contrasting areas of the country.

1.3 Findings

1.3.1 Framing changes in the lives of rural
women and girls
Rural women’s lives are influenced by processes
operating at the level of the overall economy,
the rural economy, and among and within rural
households (Figure 1).
Within transformation processes at each
level are factors driving improved outcomes.
These drivers may be initial conditions, or
events external to the level of analysis — such as
favourable terms of trade, investment climate, the
availability of natural resources, etc. Or they may
be policies and programmes, such as building cost-
effective rural roads or land-titling initiatives that
ensure that titles are jointly held by both spouses.
A further distinction in the framing takes
into account the common stages of agricultural
development — early, middle and late — drawing
on insights from Peter Timmer. In the early
stages, the key concerns are to ‘get agriculture
moving’ (Mosher’s memorable phrase) by
putting underused land and labour to work.
As the overall economy develops, agricultural
development increasingly needs to become
efficient and raise productivity to allow labour,
and often some capital as well, to be transferred
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Figure 1 Inclusive agricultural transformation:

levels of analysis

Household transformation

8

A

Inclusion that empowers
women and girls

to other sectors. In late stages, agriculture
becomes a minor activity in an economy
dominated by urban activities. Processes differ
through these stages, as do the public policies
and investments needed to support them.
Drivers of agricultural transformation may
serve to stimulate or support inclusion, or to
prevent and reduce it. Whether they make an
important contribution to the inclusiveness of the
transformation in a specific case is an empirical
question. This study aims to identify clusters of
drivers and see how they worked in previous
cases of transformation, thus illuminating what
might be the next steps in economies still in the
early stages of the transformation process.

1.3.2 Lessons from Egypt, Peru and
Thailand
In the early 1960s, Egypt and Thailand were
largely agrarian economies in which most people
lived in rural areas, and engaged either directly in
farming or working in agricultural supply chains.
Both had low average incomes, with most of the
population living in poverty and especially so in
rural areas. Population growth was strong: more
than 3% a year in Thailand.

Peru at that time was more urbanised with
a substantial industrial and services economy
and had achieved middle-income status. Peru,



however, had marked geographic and social
inequalities: the highland Sierra remained heavily
agrarian, with the great majority of the rural
population living in poverty.

Since the early 1960s, all three countries have
experienced economic growth, urbanisation
and industrialisation, agricultural and rural
development, and a slow-down in population
growth. In the process the material conditions of
rural women and girls have improved dramatically.

Thailand: strong economic growth with
transformation

Thailand is the exemplar among the three, despite
some mistakes in public policy. The Thai economy

has grown rapidly since the early 1960s (Figure 2).

In the early 1960s, policy changed from state-led
industrialisation to a more liberal approach. In
the 1960s and 1970s, industrial growth was based
around agricultural processing, but from the
1980s investment by Japanese companies looking
for lower labour costs led to the growth export-
orientated manufacturing. In the late 1980s a
financial crisis pushed the economy into recession,
but following bank bailouts and reforms, recovery
was quite rapid.

Throughout this period, agricultural grew
ahead of population growth, not only feeding
a growing population, but also generating net

Figure 2 Economic growth, Thailand, 1961-2015

exports that allowed imports of capital goods.
Agricultural development was largely extensive
before the 1990s: new land, much of it taken
from the forests, was brought into cultivation.

The economy grew from the early 1960s
to the late 1980s largely by putting readily
available resources to use: the workforce that
was expanding through population growth and
gaining human capital, and the land that could
be converted to fields and pasture.

Economic growth was encouraged by policies
and macroeconomic management that for most
of the period encouraged private investment,
including allowing Thais of Chinese origin to
exercise their considerable business skills; public
investments in roads, irrigation schemes, health
and education; and, during the 1960s and 1970s,
aid from the United States to counter insurgency
that included funds to construct roads deep into
rural areas, providing increased connectivity.

Within 30 years, Thailand’s economic structure
was transformed. Agriculture, which in 1961 made
up 36% of gross domestic product (GDP), was less
than 10% by 1993, a share that it has maintained
ever since. Industry’s share of the economy rose
from 19% in 1961 to 39% by 1991.

In the rural economy, it was not just
agriculture that grew: the rural non-farm
economy (RNFE) also expanded, and faster than
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agriculture. By 2015 the RNFE provided around
half of all rural jobs. Some activity is linked to
agriculture, such as rice mills, sugar refineries,
workshops manufacturing and repairing
agricultural machinery, and transport services.
Other local businesses have grown to meet the
demand from farmers for goods and services.

Economic growth with urbanisation has been
accompanied by migration from rural to urban
areas to work in assembly plants, construction,
domestic service and other jobs such as retailing.
Surveys show that among low-income rural
households, most have at least one migrant
member. Migrants tend to be young, and young
rural women migrate at least as commonly
as men, if not more so. Most workers in
manufacturing plants, and almost all those in
domestic service, are women.

Thailand has been through a remarkably rapid
demographic transition. Population growth of
more 3% a year in the early 1960s had slowed
to 1% a year by 1990 (Figure 3). Fertility rates
fell rapidly from the early 1970s onwards, as
contraception was widely adopted (Figure 4).

The strong uptake of contraception resulted
from the family planning programme, run by
the Ministry of Health and an NGO. Village
women were trained as paramedics to provide
advice and contraceptives at the doorstep. Once
the programme was established, the adoption
of contraception became widespread within a
decade, indicating a high underlying demand.

With slowing population growth, out-
migration, and more non-farm work, the farm
labour force ceased to grow from around 1990
and thereafter declined. Agricultural labour
productivity rose in response. It had been
stagnant or declining in the 1970s and 1980s,
but from the early 1990s it doubled within a
decade (Figure 5).

With competition for labour, farm wages
tripled in real terms between 1985 and 2003, and
have increased subsequently. As wages have risen,
poverty has fallen. In 1988 it was estimated that
almost 75% of the rural population was living
below the national poverty line; by 2013 it was
down to less than 14%. The gap between urban
and rural rates of poverty has also narrowed,
from 30 to just 7 percentage points (Figure
6). Income inequality has also fallen: the Gini
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Figure 3 Fertility, Thailand, 1961-2014
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Figure 4 Use of contraception, Thailand, 1970-2012
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coefficient peaked in the early 1990s at 0.48: by
2013 this had come down to 0.38.

Changing lives of rural women and girls

in Thailand

The lives of rural women and girls have been
profoundly affected by these economic and
demographic changes, as well as by the health
and family planning services in rural areas.



Figure 5 Agricultural productivity, Thailand, 1961-2013
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Figure 6 Poverty, Thailand, 1988-2013
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As producers, diversification of the rural
economy has created new options for women,
either as migrants or as workers in rural
enterprises. Nationally, a clear picture emerges of
women leaving agriculture — much more so than
men — and taking up employment in industry and
services (Figure 7).

Women’s wages have risen and the gap between
men’s and women’s wages has narrowed.

As carers, rural women’s work has been eased
by reduced fertility and hence fewer children to
care for, and by electricity and running water
in homes. Despite these improvements, in rural
Thailand women still appear to do far more
domestic work than men. A national survey in
2001 reported that in rural areas, women spend
an average 5.4 hours a day on domestic tasks
and child care, compared to 2.9 hours for men.
Moreover, as parents age, daughters are expected
to take care of them. Young migrant women are
expected to send remittances much more than
migrant men are.

As people, public investments in health and
education mean that rural women and girls are
healthier and better educated than their mothers
and grandmothers were. Female life expectancy
has risen from 57 years in 1961 to 78 years in
2014. Under-five mortality has fallen from 147
per 1,000 in 1960 to just 13 in 2014.

Thailand already had a high rate of primary
school enrolment in the 1960s: it was almost
universal by 1990. Before 1990, however,
secondary schooling lagged: only 30% of eligible
children were enrolled. The belated recognition
of this deficit led to heavy public investment
from then on, with up to 25% of the public
budget spent on education (Fan et al., 2004).
Consequently, by 2013, 85% of boys and 89%
of girls were in secondary school. By 2012, there
was almost no difference in enrolment between
urban and rural areas.

As agents, women have been restricted by
gender norms that ascribe women a secondary
role in a society where men are expected to lead
and take key decisions. Three norms, however,
have allowed women to take up opportunities.

One, most groups in rural Thailand have
matrilineal inheritance and matrilocal residence
upon marriage. This may not entitle women to
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land and other property, but it nuances any sense
that only men own property.

Two, Buddhist ideals that stress the non-
material, have meant men have preferred to
leave business and household finances to women.
Hence, when there have been opportunities to
participate in rural non-farm enterprises, women
have been reasonably well placed to take them.

Three, most important of all, norms have not
prevented young rural women from migrating:
even if their unsupervised travel is not well
regarded, it has been tolerated.

Thailand’s modern history shows how much
progress can be made when broad-based growth
takes place, with spending on rural public
services, in a context where gender norms, while
favouring men, do not block women’s progress.
It also shows how beneficial a rapid demographic
transition can be for rural transformation and
women’s lives.

Peru and Egypt: similarities and differences

Peru

Peru dissipated its earlier development through
losing almost 25 years of economic growth
between the late 1960s and early 1990s.
Unsuccessful land reform, adverse movements of
commodity prices, unwise macroeconomic policy
and civil war in parts of the Andean highlands
meant that by 1992 the average income per
person was no higher than it had been in the
early 1960s (Figure 8).

Since the early 1990s, Peru’s economy has
grown rapidly, initially on a narrow base of
mining, and exports from commercial farming
along the coast. In the 1990s that meant too few
jobs were created, and poverty and inequality
rose. But in the 2000s a combination of slowing
population growth and job creation — including
in export agriculture, the value of which
increased more than 11 times in real terms from
the mid-1990s to 2012, and created another
60,000 jobs in the 2000s, a large number for
an agricultural workforce of 2.5-4 million —
has raised employment and wages. This, plus
public spending on roads, irrigation, health,
education and cash transfers in low-income areas
(predominantly the highlands) has led to major



Figure 8 Economic growth, Peru 1960-2015
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Figure 9 Poverty and inequality, Peru, 1985-2015
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reductions in poverty and inequality since the
early 2000s (Figure 9).

The material conditions of life for rural
women have improved substantially. Indeed,
recent life histories indicate a sea-change in
the perspectives of rural parents for their
daughters. Seeing new off-farm opportunities,
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they recognise that that secondary schooling is
critical for girls’ prospects.

As in Thailand, although the material conditions
of rural women’s lives have improved, changes to
gender norms and status have been slower.

Peru confirms that a combination of a
tightening labour market — caused by declining



labour force growth and increased labour
demand - and investment in people, including
reproductive health and family planning
programmes, can do much for rural women and
girls. It also shows how a country can recover
from economic recession and civil war.

Egypt

Egypt provides a further contrast. Economic
growth, in which agriculture has played a
significant role, has fluctuated since the 1960s,
resulting in a worse performance than Thailand.
Nevertheless, GDP per person in 2015 was 3.5
times the level estimated in 1965 (Figure 10).

The differences to Peru and Thailand, however,
stem from serious challenges to inclusive growth
that reduces poverty, with consequences for rural
women who have made less progress than in the
other two countries. Three interrelated factors
account for much the difference.

One, Egypt’s growth model has not created
enough jobs to meet demand, above all since the
mid-1990s. It is not as though the government
has not tried in the last 60 or so years: state-
led industrialisation; redistribution of land to
tenant and landless farmers in the 1950s; and a
succession of huge public construction projects,
starting with the Aswan High Dam in the 1950s
and continuing with desert-irrigation schemes,
all created significant employment. But in recent
decades, the employment elasticity of growth
has fallen. Despite the economic liberalisation
that might have been expected to attract foreign
investors, Egypt has not seen the growth of
assembly plants and light engineering in the
ways that so many Asian emerging economies
have. Moreover, many of the jobs that have been
created in Egypt have been regarded as male
jobs, providing few opportunities for women.
For instance, tourism, in many countries a major
employer of women, generates hardly any jobs
for women in Egypt. This reflects the interplay in
Egypt of the restrictive gender norms regarding
economic activity, and the lack of labour
demand. While not sufficient, the examples of
Thailand and Peru do show that high growth
in demand for labour in nonfarm sectors helps
shift economic gender norms toward more
opportunities for women.
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While agricultural development has been
largely successful in raising output per person
and incomes in rural areas, given the very high
ratio of population to arable land, the bulk of
additional jobs in rural Egypt have to come from
off the farm.

Two, Egypt is going through a prolonged, and
possibly even stalled, demographic transition.
Fertility rates, even in urban areas, have failed
to fall toward natural replacement levels and
remain stubbornly high (Figure 11). While this
continues, Egypt faces the prospect of labour
force expanding by 2.9% a year: a rate that has
easily outpaced the growth of jobs in most years
since the mid-1990s. Not only is this condemning
youth to a difficult search for employment
that is often informal and ill paid; but also, it
disproportionately affects women, and especially
rural women, who are less educated and less
mobile than their urban counterparts.

Three, the lack of acceptance of women’s
freedom of movement severely curtails their job
prospects, above all, for rural women. Urban
women may be able to find a job close to their
home where it is acceptable for them to make a
short journey; that is far less likely in a village.

Rural girls thus face the prospect that their
future lives will be restricted to the domestic
domain where they will be expected to do much
of the farm work, bear and care for children, and
be responsible for domestic chores. And to do so
with few firm rights to property and under the
threat of violence from husbands.

All that said, poverty and deprivation are the
still major determinants of life opportunities and
options, more so than gender. To be born into a
poor rural household in Upper Egypt, perhaps
landless, to parents of little education and few
formal skills, makes the odds of escaping poverty
low. This applies even more so to girls, but the
fate of the boys is not so enviable either. In such
conditions, the search for gender equity goes
hand in hand with poverty reduction.

In sum, by and large, rural women’s lives have
improved in all three countries through structural
and rural transformation, although notably less in
Egypt. Rural girls face better economic prospects
than their grandmothers did back in the 1960s
and 1970s. Progress, however, is uneven.



Figure 10 Economic growth, Egypt, 1967-2015
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Figure 11 Fertility, Egypt, 19882014 economic activity. Rural women are generally

— Rural Urban healthier — and less likely to have suffered from

6.0 incapacitating malnutrition in infancy — and most
have control over their fertility. Most have been
to school, and increasingly they will have been to
5.0 secondary school. These are the clearest signs of
progress seen.

Less clear are changes to norms by which the
40 bulk of household chores fall to rural women,
as well as almost all child care. Fewer children,
piped water on premises and rural electricity may
30 well have reduced some of the chores, but the
gender disparity remains wide.

Progress on equity whereby rural women can

Fertility rate
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Source: Compiled from DHS 1.4 Ethiopia and Tanzania
These two countries are similar in being low-
Rural women have better economic income, still predominantly agrarian. Both share a
opportunities, and are likely to be better checkered economic past as their economies faltered
rewarded for their efforts, especially in countries in the 1970s and 1980s owing to failed state-led
where non-farm employment growth has economic development. Since then, however, both
been significantly higher than labour force countries have seen economic growth (Figures 12
growth. Low non-farm employment growth and 13) with an increasing share of output from
seems to reinforce restrictive segregation of non-farm activities, albeit mainly services.
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Both Ethiopia and Tanzania have improved
macroeconomic policy and therefore stability; the
investment climate has been enhanced through
infrastructure development and more business-
friendly regulations and taxes; the role of the
state in production has been curtailed; and both
countries have become more integrated into the
global economy through lower tariffs and non-
tariff barriers.

In Ethiopia and Tanzania, clearly the lives
of rural women and girls have improved since
the 1990s. Economic growth and structural
transformation, with increases in agricultural
productivity — no matter how modest and
patchy — mean that returns to rural labour have
risen. Moreover, the growth of the rural non-farm
economy (RNFE) and improved connections from
rural areas to secondary and primary cities has
widened the range of opportunities for rural labour.

Public provision of education, health care and
clean water means that rural people in general,
and women and girls in particular, have not
only have seen significant improvements in their
welfare; but also, that they are better able to take
up the jobs created by growth.

Fertility has fallen in both countries, even if
the reduction in Tanzania has been limited to
date, which has reduced the amount of child care
that rural women have to provide. In some rural
areas, improved water supplies have cut the time
taken to draw water, a task that generally falls to
rural women and girls.

Norms that see a woman’s place as primarily
a wife and mother, that assign rights to property
first and foremost to men, and that tolerate
worse treatment of women than men - including
domestic violence perpetrated by men — does not
seem to have changed as much.

Progress for rural women, then, has been
variable. Depending on which of the different
dimensions of women’s empowerment are
examined, it is possible to see promising progress;
or to see stasis punctuated by occasional, but
limited, improvements in material conditions.

It is hard to be more certain of the dynamics of
changes to the lives of rural women and girls,
partly owing to the limitations of the statistics
available, and partly to the difficulty of predicting
future trajectories when the key statistics are only
now beginning to show changes.
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The longer-term studies of Egypt, Peru and
Thailand suggest that it is only with the benefit
of hindsight that remarkable progress can be
seen. Some observers of rural Thailand in the
1980s, for example, doubted that sustained
development that would favour ordinary rural
people was underway. The sceptics focused
on what had previously been important in the
villages — access to land, rice production, for
example — and failed to realise the importance
of the growth of the RNFE, the proliferation of
urban opportunities, girls going to school and
falling rural fertility.

Rather than attempt in vain to produce a
reliable scorecard of progress toward gender
equity in rural Ethiopia and Tanzania, it may be
more informative to pick out the key areas that
will probably determine how much progress is
seen in the future. Three processes above all will
determine progress. One is the rate of growth of
the urban economy, manufacturing and the rural
non-farm economy. Most of the above-average
productivity, and hence usually higher wages,
will be in these sectors. Agricultural development
still matters since so many people depend on
farm incomes and will continue to do so in the
medium-term.

A second concerns family planning, uptake of
contraception and rural fertility. Not only can
family planning empower rural women, but the
sooner that fertility falls toward replacement
levels, the sooner the growth in labour supply
declines, the sooner demand f