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So many trainings and resources for improving gender equity, but the inequality remains. 
Nicaragua expresses what is happening in Latin America. What is happening? What keeps 
equity from increasing?  How can we make a difference? How can we support distinctive 
processes? 
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Deere (2012 ), based on agricultural censuses in 11 countries of Latin America, provides us a 1

table that shines light on the situation of gender equity in agriculture. She observes that the 
censuses do not ask about land ownership, but who directs the farm. Table 1 shows the results 
for that question. 

Of total principal farmers by country, the lowest participation of women is in Guatemala with 
7.8%, and the highest participation of women is in Chile with 29.9%. In some countries an 
evolution can be seen: in Guatemala it increased only 1.2%, from 6.6% in 1979 to 7.8% in 2003; 
while in Chile between 1997 and 2007 it increased by 8% (from 21.9 to 29.9). 
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In most cases women constituted less than 20% of total principal farmers. 
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In 2001 18.07% of total principal 
farmers were women, who had 
access to 11.74% of total land. This 
figure increased by 2011: 23.3% 
were women with 13.3% of total land 
(Graph 1). It improved. But the 
injustice persists: the remaining 
76.5%, men, are the principal 
farmers who have access to 
86.7% of total land. 

This injustice has a woman´s 
face. Most women and men are 
in areas less than 5 mzs in size 
(Graph 2). In 2001, 30.56% of 
all men and 45.91% of all 
women were in that stratum. In 
2011 42% of the men and 62% 
of the women were in that 
stratum. The injustice for 
women inc reased . No te : 
Graphs 1 and 2 are based on 
the 2001 and 2011 Agricultural 
Census. 
. 
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According to a survey done in 2016 of 7 organizations (6 cooperatives and 1 association) (http://
coserpross.org/es/blog/) with which the Winds of Peace Foundation was working, 31.8% were 
women, who had access to 19.4% of total land, a figure that was higher than that shown in 
Graph 1. In contrast to Graph 2, nevertheless, 70% of total women had 5 or less mzs of land. 

Based on a survey of agricultural cooperative carried out in 2021, we have the following data: in 
second tier cooperatives, 27% are women. In first tier cooperatives, 33% are women. In first tier 
cooperatives with which WPF works, 21% are women; this is due to the fact that in 2020 we 
included 4 cooperatives, COOPCAFE, COASSAN, Padre Odorico and PROCOCER, 
cooperatives that represent 70% of all members and are cooperatives where women are less 
than 15%. There is a lot of work yet to be done. 

<" #,)+().&(=&(*$-'8(+$(/$'+.->9+&(+$(8&'*&.(&?9-+@A(

We take gender equity very seriously as part of our work. 

When the members of the cooperative are from the same community, the harvest collection and 
administration are done in the community itself, and when the cooperative supports farm and 
non-farm diversification of its members, the following happens: 
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! Women attend more meetings, even accompanied by their children 
! Women know that their spouses will no longer go outside the community under the 

pretext of “going to a meeting”; infidelity is reduced 
! The possibility of the payment for the coffee reaching the family is higher and this means 

that family nutrition is going to improve. 
! Small businesses (storefronts, rosquilla makers, roasters, grinders and spice gardens) 

managed by women are energized, because the money flows in the community itself. 
! There is more income and food throughout the year, which is why families go into debt 

less, get more involved in good collective actions, there is more social interaction and 
the abuse of women by men is reduced. 

! There is more environmental sustainability: rainwater penetrates through the roots from 
the diversity of plants, less pollution of rivers and water sources; during the coffee 
harvest where the water affects above all women and children, they can coordinate and 
administer water for human consumption and for coffee. As an effect, children get sick 
less frequently and the work of women is less harsh. 

! Social density in the community is increased, joy sprouts more easily 

With these conditions people awaken their spirit of innovation on their farms, in drying their 
products, processing them, in the kitchen…For example, in the time of the coffee harvest, the 
women cooks get up at 3am and only get to rest at 9pm. How can time be freed up from their 
work in the kitchen? Fabiola Zeledón relates her own experience: 
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What was the key to sleeping 2 hours more (getting up at 5 instead of 3am) and finishing the 
kitchen work earlier? Thinking and planning, including doing the numbers. Including 
technological improvement: the rice cooker. Doing some activities simultaneously: in 45 minutes 
she made tortillas while she cooked the beans and boiled the coffee. The effect is that the food 
was better quality and she reduced her work load, which surely was expressed later in less 
tension with her partner and more care for all people – relatives, workers… 
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It is common to hear in the cooperatives that they included their spouses and daughters as 
members only to comply with the demands of donor organizations, certifiers, and the 
observations of buyers. “Anything and everything can be said on paper”: it changes so that 
nothing changes. When the aid organizations and buyers do not say anything about it, they are 
tacitly legitimizing gender inequality. How should we support gender equity? 

From our work experience, we argue that coffee buyers, fair trade certifiers, donor organizations 
and cooperatives from different tiers should decide: either take gender equity seriously, or not 
make any demands about it. Requiring gender equity and not being committed to it, legitimizes 
the inequality and with that worsens the situation of women. Demanding gender equality and 
being sincerely committed to it should include: 

! Supporting first tier cooperatives whose membership comes from just one micro-territory 
(one or two neighboring communities), who work to the benefit of diversified agriculture, 
process their own products and respond to their community and to community, national 
and international markets. Ignoring these points and only buying coffee as a raw material 
is backing monocropping agriculture which is doing away with the planet, worsening 
gender inequality and eroding community leadership because the boards of 
cooperatives become mono-croppers depending 100% on the market, no longer on their 
communities. 

! Supporting cooperatives that free themselves from exclusive rules, like “having land or 
having coffee in order to be a member of the cooperative.” This rule excludes young 
people and women of any age, because youth and women in general, only have access 
to 20% of total farms, and by excluding them the cooperatives are eft caught in the trap 
of espousing only raw materials and the worship of money. 

! Supporting cooperatives that do not remain silent legitimizing the violence of a male 
member against his spouse, cooperatives that instead reflect on the fact that violence is 
incompatible with cooperativism, and that even penalize with expulsion a member who 
mistreats his spouse. 

! Supporting cooperatives that innovate policies so that the daughters of members learn 
about cooperativism: e.g. give them a 45 day old piglet under sharecropping rules, then 
a calf and that 50% of the sale that belongs to the cooperative be recorded as a 
contribution of the adolescents, so that when they reach the age of adults they become 
members and feel growing within them the seed of cooperativism. 

When a cooperative practices just rules and responds to the diversity of their economies, 
societies and cultures, women naturally will join the cooperative and occupy leadership 
positions like any other member. 

René Mendoza Vidaurre, PhD, Cooperative adviser in Central America rmvidaurre@gmail.com  
Mark Lester, CEO Winds of Peace Foundation, marklest@gmail.com  
Articles on cooperatives in Central America: http://peacewinds.org/research/ 
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