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should be gender-sensitive; tools as well as land 
budgeting should be participatory and reflect an 
integrated gender perspective; and they should 
track how budgets respond to gender equality com-
mitments and targets. This needs to be accompa-
nied by gender-sensitive and sex-disaggregat-
ed data collection on access to, use and control of 
land, as well as monitoring and evaluation involving 
women (FAO 2010; OHCHR/UN Women 2013: 41, 
48, 50). 

Furthermore, the rights to land are not sufficient 
if women and men do not have access to other 
means of production. In order to be able to pro-
ductively farm the land and eventually benefit from 
it, other productive resources are needed – such as 
access to loans and credits, to agricultural educa-
tion (including information, training, extension ser-
vices as well as technology and resource transfer), 
to agricultural inputs (including seeds, tools and 
equipment for farming) as well as access to mar-
kets (OHCHR/UN Women 2013: 45, 46; E-discussion 
SDC Gender Equality Network 2014).

4.3 Changing gender roles
Another way - in fact the most sustainable way - to 
achieve gender equality in general and to promote 
equal access to and control over land for women 
and men in particular, is working towards chang-
ing gender roles and stereotypes (Pallas 2011: 
283 et seq.; OHCHR/UN Women 2013). Practices 
and perceptions of women’s status in the house-
hold, family and community affect the extent to 
which women can exercise their rights (Pallas 2011: 
271). Members of SDC’s gender equality network 
report persisting gender inequalities in their coun-
tries – e.g. in Mongolia 85% of the land is regis-
tered in the name of male family members, 2/3 of 
the land in Niger is granted to men and only 12% 
of the farms in the Ukraine are headed by women. 
In Nicaragua, only 23% of land owners are women 
and in Bosnia Herzegovina, women returnees after 
the war had to fight to get ownership of land which 
had belonged to deceased male family members 
(E-discussion SDC Gender Equality Network 2014).
Socially constructed gender roles and traditional 
norms are mentioned as one of the biggest obsta-
cles for women’s rights to land. Land in different 
countries is considered as a masculine good and 
there is low acceptance of women being able to 
make decisions on their own. 

“We need to put a strong emphasis on the 
empowerment of women, as nothing can be 
done if women are not aware of their rights 
and just accept their situation as it is. Gen-
der stereotypes influence the upbringing and 
education of girls and boys from the very be-
ginning: (a) It is the boy who accompanies his 
father to the field. (b) A boy is not allowed 
to be afraid. (c) I go out and give you the re-
sponsibility for the house, look after your sis-
ters and brothers. (d) Come my oldest son, I 
will show you the boundaries of our field. (e) 
In the fields, boys work with their father and 
girls with their mother.” 

(Codjia Agossou 2014) 

Shepherd with goat caravan, Pakistan.

Training in agricultural technics, Tansania.
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Also Pallas (2011: 282-283) states that “(…) gender 
equality or gender justice is not a familiar concept in 
rural areas, where gender stereotyping is prevalent 
and tasks are very clearly assigned based on gen-
der. In addition, while laws and policies may refer 
to gender equality, the concept has not been inter-
nalised and/or translated into action at the local lev-
el – and sometimes even at the higher level, where 
rhetoric may be gender-neutral but actions are not, 
because little attention is paid to promoting gender 
equality.”

In order to promote equal rights to land, a fight 
against unequal power relationships between 
women and men as well as a change of practic-
es and perceptions of women in the household, 
family and community are needed (Pallas 2011: 
271; OHCHR/UN Women 2013). This can be done 
through raising awareness at all levels - from mem-
bers of a household to traditional leaders in the 
community, from officials in the regional adminis-
tration to policy-makers. “In an area as sensitive as 
gender relations, acceptance by the communities in-
volved plays a major role. This is all the more true in 
rural areas, where the authority of religious leaders 
and village chiefs is all the greater” (SDC 2014: 4). 
Within all these activities to change gender roles, 
the cross-sector issues concerning the sexual divi-
sion of labour, care-work and resulting time scarcity 
and workloads of women are core issues that need 
to be discussed (E-discussion SDC Gender Equality 
Network 2014; Bieri et al. 2011).

Good Practice: Benin
The land and family law of Benin gives women the same inheritance 
rights as men, but again the application of the law and awareness of 
these rights among women are the biggest challenges. “When wom-
en settle in their husband’s village, they are still seen as being ‘not 
from here’. When widowed, the land does not pass into their hands. 
Even when the legal framework reflects a political will in favour of 
equality, (…) resistance to the law’s application remains considera-
ble” (Codjia Agossou Blandine 2014). In Benin, SDC supports projects 
aimed at empowering women in agricultural and pastoral production 
through increased economic self-reliance, training, research on the 
socio-cultural environment and leadership. The community gradually 
becomes accustomed to seeing women in positions of responsibility, 
and seeing husbands sharing the decision-making and even house-
hold duties. “A woman’s increasing income earns her greater respect 
and therefore power potential. Influencing relations in the home re-
quires increasing men’s awareness. This is not easy, but with persever-
ance it can be achieved. It needs continuous effort” (Codjia Agossou 
2014).
The experience of Benin also shows that successful examples are 
the best way to encourage men to share power (SDC 2014: 2, 4). 
“The patriarchal system of transferring land is not as rigid as we al-
ways say. We had a court case in Benin where a woman fought for 
her right to inherit land against her cousin. She obtained her right by 
the customary court – even against cultural norms” (Codjia Agossou 
2014).
The SDC gender action plans for East, Southern and West Africa 
aim to obtain the statistical data relevant to the programmes, so 
it is possible to identify underlying problems and set clear objectives, 
monitor progress and quantify the results. In Benin, this was done 
through ‘Swiss support for an agricultural and pastoral development’ 
evaluation report that makes it possible to follow the improvements 
over a period of four years with regard to cultivated or fallow land, 
different crops and livestock, increases in revenue and rates of litera-
cy, etc. The report also allows efforts that have been particularly fa-
vourable to women to be identified, ensuring that rural development 
programmes do not merely duplicate existing inequalities when the 
gender question is either ignored or underestimated (SDC 2014: 2, 4).
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As the literature and development practice show, in 
most countries women and men don’t have equal 
rights to land. Despite international and regional 
instruments and policy frameworks that guarantee 
equal rights to land, development cooperation and 
civil society actors struggle at different levels and 
with different approaches for more gender equality 
in land rights.

Inadequate laws and policies on the national and lo-
cal levels and/or deficient implementation of these 
laws as well as customary and culturally customs 
prevent women from exercising their rights. But 
land is essential to secure a livelihood, especially for 
rural people, and to reduce poverty and promote 
sustainable development. Equal rights to land must 
therefore be an unchallenged asset in the new 
post-2015 development framework. 

This publication draws on the experiences and 
knowledge of SDC staff in the cooperation offic-
es around the world and at headquarters as well 
as the evidence of researchers and activists. Two 
SDC networks, the Gender Equality Network and 
the Agriculture and Food Security Network, shared 
their knowledge during the first half of 2014. Prepa-
ration, face-to-face meetings and the conference 
formed a transdisciplinary process of institutional 
and shared learning and deepened the awareness 
and knowledge of this important issue.

There is still a large gap between international and 
regional instruments and policies that guarantee 
equal rights to land and their successful implemen-

tation. Neither does a favourable legal framework 
on the national level guarantee women and men 
the same access to and control over land. Equal 
participation in decision-making is needed, women 
and men should know about their rights and they 
need to have equal access to justice. And most of 
all, the underlying root causes – gender stereotypes 
and unequal power relationships between women 
and men – need to be in the focus to address the 
problem in a sustainable manner. 

SDC and other development cooperation agencies 
address these various obstacles on different lev-
els – such as the international policy level, the region-
al and national level as well as the operational level, 
through a human rights and a community-based 
approach. As the good practices of SDC from the 
operational level show, they work with women to 
empower them in their rights and in participation in 
decision-making processes, but also with men and 
the whole community and its leaders to increase 
awareness of gender equality and to transform tra-
ditional gender roles so as to address the root caus-
es of the problem. As facts and figures show, this 
goes in the right direction, but there is still a lot to 
do in order to reach sustainable development.

From the transdisciplinary process of institutional 
and shared learning among the two networks, rec-
ommendations can be made for development prac-
titioners and key questions can be formulated for a 
forward looking agenda for SDC:

Recommendations for development 
practitioners:  

•• An international human rights framework is not 
sufficient to promote equal rights to land for 
women and men – and neither is a favourable 
legal framework on the national level. Rela-
ted effectively functioning institutions and 
control mechanisms have to be in place and 
women and men need to know about their 
rights, as they need equal participation in 

5. Conclusion

“(…) In a world where the imperative of equal 
legal and political status and rights for every 
human being is (…) increasingly accepted, there 
is no room for systems which prevent women 
from inheriting, owning, selling and managing 
farm land.”  (Graf 2014)
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decision-making. Also gender roles and ste-
reotypes and unequal power relationships – the 
root causes of gender inequality – need to 
be tackled. 

•• On the operational level, a community-based 
approach involving the whole community 
seems to be a crucial element for success in 
promoting equal rights to land. Community 
leaders and religious and other leaders are key 
people who need to be consulted and gui-
ded – even when perseverance and patience is 
needed. 

•• Quotas and titling for women seem to be 
a useful strategy, but depend strongly on the 
context and always require acceptance by the 
community. Successful examples such as 
favourable court cases can serve as a positive 
example and encourage other women to fight 
for their rights.

•• Time and workloads resulting from the gen-
dered division of labour as well as mobility are 
two critical soft factors to consider in project 
design and budgets. As women have multiple 
roles in agricultural societies, they suffer from 
heavy workloads and have little time to parti-
cipate in project activities. And their low status 
and often minimal say over household-spending 
restrict their mobility. Development practitio-
ners need to be aware of these two issues and 
integrate them in a cross-sectorial manner.

•• The rights to land always need to be linked to 
other productive assets. Women and men need 
equal access to other means of production 
– such as loans and credits, farming education, 
agricultural inputs and markets. 

Key questions for a forward looking agenda 
among SDC are:

•• National law is often more powerful than 
international law. A solid analysis of land tenure 
on the national level, including its gendered 
nature, is a must for any agriculture and/
or rural development project. This analysis 
of national laws and customs in all SDC 
partner countries needs to be the basis for all 
interventions. Possible questions can be: Which 
partner countries have de jure equal rights, 
but for some other reason do not implement 
them? Why is this? What countries have made 
progress in equal land rights? How did they do 
it? What can we learn from them? How did in-
creased equality impact on the economy as well 
as on the social structure and gender relations? 

•• Furthermore, a careful assessment of the 
bundles of rights (access, use, transfer, etc.) 
is needed. Which right is most relevant in 
what context and why? What does this mean 
for the strategic orientation and the focus of 
programs? 
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