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Abstract 
This note provides an overview of the situation of women in farming across the 
European Union. It looks at women’s contribution to the farm labour force, their 
contribution to farm income through off-farm work and diversification activities. 
It examines patterns of land inheritance and differences between the way men 
and women access land to farm. It highlights differences between women on 
large and small farms, and more significantly, differences between women in 
the old and new Member States. It considers the political and legal framework of 
the EU and how it impacts on women on farms. Finally it offers some 
recommendations for the CAP post 2013.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Background 

In September 2010 the Committee on Agricultural and Rural Development of the European 
Parliament will organise a workshop on ‘Women in agriculture’. The Committee 
commissioned consultants to provide background papers to inform this meeting. The brief 
for this paper was to provide an updated overview of the key elements that characterize 
the situation of women in EU agriculture, both in general and in terms of their position in 
the family labour sphere.  
 
Aim 

This note provides an overview of the situation of women in farming across the European 
Union. It looks at women’s contribution to the farm labour force, their contribution to farm 
income through off-farm work and diversification activities. It examines patterns of land 
inheritance and differences between the way men and women access land to farm. It 
highlights differences between women on large and small farms, and more significantly, 
differences between women in the old and new Member States. It considers the political 
and legal framework of the EU and how it impacts on women on farms. Finally it offers 
some recommendations for the CAP post 2013.  
 
Method 

The note is based on a review of existing research and available statistical data. Some 
additional analysis of Eurostat data was undertaken. A number of interviews were 
undertaken with relevant government officials in the Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development Northern Ireland.  
 
Results 

There are considerable gaps in the data we have available to examine the situation of 
women in farming across Europe. Statistics provide partial information, and a lot of 
available evidence is qualitative, and provided for individual Member States.  
 
Women contribute significantly to the farm labour force and farming activity. Women’s farm 
diversification activities and off-farm work also contribute to the economic viability of the 
family farm.  
 
Women are less likely to be the holder/ owner of the farm, although there are differences 
across Europe, particularly between the New and Old Member States, and by size of farm. 
More women are holders of very small holdings than larger farms. This has particular 
implications in the New Member States where very small holdings are economically and 
socially very important because of their subsistence nature and some contribution to the 
cash economy.  
 
Being the holder/ owner of the farm means greater representation in agricultural 
organisations and participation in agricultural training. Here, again, we see differences 
between men and women. Policies need to target spouses to ensure they are maximising 
women’s economic contribution to the farm, and properly gender mainstreaming within the 
CAP.  
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There is some evidence, although not systematic, that suggests more women may be 
entering agriculture as the holder. We do not know the reasons or implications of this, and 
further research is required.  
 
While gender mainstreaming is integral to the Rural Development Regulation, there is 
evidence to suggest it has not been rigorously implemented to date. There is scope to use 
knowledge from previous programmes to ensure the effectiveness of subsequent 
programmes.  
 
The recent Directive on equal treatment for spouses of self-employed workers 2010/41/EU 
considerably improves the situation of assisting spouses on farms in terms of maternity 
leave, social security and pension rights.  
 
Recommendations for the CAP post 2013 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Farm labour 

Comprehensive data on women’s contribution to agriculture across the EU is collated. 
However it is not readily available and requires additional analysis to get an overview of 
women’s contribution to farm labour. A biennial statistical compendium that analysed data 
on women’s involvement in a range of agricultural and rural issues would be useful for 
researchers, policy makers and women’s advocates. 
 
Off-farm work 

For many farms, the future of economically viable agriculture depends on the availability of 
off-farm employment. This underpins the need for policies to ensure strong rural labour 
markets. While this underlines the continued importance of rural development initiatives, it 
is important that these are tightly linked to regional development policies in order to 
ensure stable regional conditions. It is also imperative to work towards a diversified rural 
labour market. 
 
Access to land 

We do not have comprehensive data showing changes in gendered land ownership across 
Europe. While men predominantly own agricultural land, it would be useful to ask some 
questions about the successors of farms on the Farm Structure Surveys. There are 
changes in patterns of land ownership, and we know that women are likely to own very 
small farms. It is important that training is targeted at women small holders. As the CAP 
increasingly considers environmental concerns, it is important to look as the environmental 
value of these small holdings.  

While cultural norms dictate that men are seen as farmers, there are ways of increasingly 
targeting women and ensuring they have access to training and are represented in 
relevant committees. It could be stipulated that the representation of agricultural 
organisations on Rural Development Programme Monitoring Committees should include 
both a man and woman active in farming. Similarly attempts could be made to ensure 
representation of national women’s agricultural organisations. The majority of women on 
EU farms are classified as spouses. Efforts should be made to ensure training is accessible 
to them as key players in the economic and social survival of the farm. 
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On-farm entrepreneurial training needs to be targeted at women as well as men. This 
training should be informed by the different needs of women on the basis of evidence of 
the type of initiatives they are likely to develop. 
 
Gender Mainstreaming 

While gender is mainstreamed in the CAP, there is scope to make this commitment 
stronger. Careful monitoring and evaluation are necessary. 
 
Directive on equal treatment for spouses of self-employed workers 

This Directive has potentially far-reaching consequences for the rights of farm women 
spouses. However careful monitoring will be necessary to ensure that it is effectively 
embedded and accessed in Member States.  
 
Regional variation 

The EU is mindful that there are issues common across agriculture but that there are also 
important regional differences. The same is true for women on farms. It is important that 
attempts to increase the engagement of women are also mindful of the regional differences 
in their role in agriculture. This is of considerable significance for women in Eastern Europe.  
 
Research 

Much more comprehensive data is necessary to allow for comparative research. It would be 
useful to be informed about the different ways in which the CAP impacts on women spouses 
and women farmers, and how the CAP could be better tailored to meet their needs.  
 
Another interesting question requiring further research is whether women and men have 
different farming objectives. There is some evidence that women tend to practice a more 
environmentally friendly and ecological style of farming. This is an issue that requires 
further research as if this is true, then women’s approach to farming could be more in line 
with emerging agricultural policy objectives on the environment, climate change and the 
provision of public goods.  
 
While there is a lack of data, there is considerable anecdotal knowledge in a wide range of 
government and quasi-governmental organisations about the contributions of women. 
There is scope to do comparative qualitative research across these agencies to access the 
working knowledge they hold about how to make the CAP more effective through targeting 
women.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In September 2010 the Committee on Agricultural and Rural Development of the European 
Parliament will organise a workshop on ‘Women in agriculture’. The Committee 
commissioned consultants to provide background papers to inform this meeting. The brief 
for this paper was to provide an updated overview of the key elements that characterize 
the situation of women in EU agriculture, both in general and in terms of their position in 
the family labour sphere.  
 
Analyzing the position of women on farms is more complicated than it may initially appear. 
The lack of data is the first difficulty. There is limited analysed data available. In addition, 
hardly any recent comparative research has been conducted on women in farming, and our 
knowledge of women in the New Member States largely derives from national studies. The 
differences between women on different types of farms, different size of farms, and 
particularly in different regions of the EU are vast. It is only possible to sketch these 
differences in a note of this size.  
 
The note is based on a review of existing research and available statistical data. Some 
additional analysis of Eurostat data was undertaken. A number of interviews were 
undertaken with relevant government officials in the Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development Northern Ireland.  
 
Specifically the brief asked that this background paper should consider three issues:  
Highlight the differences that cross Europe’s rural areas in terms of the role of women in 
farming. 
 
Suggest possible innovations to be introduced in the European legal and political framework 
to strengthen the guarantees awarded to female spouses of farm owners and to young 
farming women who are incorporated as owners of a farm. 
 
Consider possible measures that could be introduced in the CAP post 2013 to improve the 
quality of work and level of responsibilities of women involved in agriculture.  
 
Following on from this brief, the note is structured as follows; Chapter One gives an 
overview of women’s role in farming. It considers the context of agriculture in the EU (1.1), 
the role of women in the farm labour force (1.2), off-farm work (1.3), farm diversification 
(1.4), access to land (1.5), economic considerations of land transfer (1.6), legal 
considerations of land transfer (1.7), cultural norms of land transfer (1.8), Implications of 
not being the land owner (1.9), representation in agricultural organisations (1.10), 
participation in agricultural training (1.11), new entrants (1.12), and women spouses 
(1.13). Chapter two gives an overview of the European legal and political framework and 
how it impacts on women on farms. It considers gender mainstreaming within the Rural 
Development Regulation (2.1), the Directive on equal treatment for spouses of self-
employed workers 2010/41/EU (2.2), and young farm women (2.3). Chapter three 
presents conclusions and recommendations.  
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1. WOMEN’S ROLE IN FARMING ACROSS THE EU 
 
1.1. Context: Agriculture in the EU 
 
While it is possible to speak generally about agriculture in Europe, we must always be 
mindful of the vast regional differences in the structure of agriculture across the EU. There 
are differences in production systems and styles, the direction of farming, how farming 
families are integrated into regional labour markets, education levels and many other 
factors. Structural differences are pronounced between the agriculture of Member States 
shaped by the CAP and the New Member States, although there are also considerable 
differences within each category1.  
 
What we can say in general is that European agriculture faces major drivers of change and 
as a consequence is undergoing structural change and adjustment. Challenges include 
enlargement, environmental issues and related regulations, climate change, securing new 
entrants, more liberal trading arrangements, industry concentration upstream and 
downstream from farming, and what the public feel the CAP should subsidise. One path of 
adjustment involves a growing importance of off-farm employment combined with part-
time farming, although this varies greatly by type and size of farm, and region2.  
 
We can also say that in general the model of farming in Europe is that of the family farm. 
Only 4.4% of holdings in the EU are not family farms. The bulk of work on farms is 
provided by the holder and his/her family and nine out of ten persons working on 
agricultural holdings are family labour force3. Research has long shown the strong economic 
and social interdependence of family and farm4. Both men and women are active 
participants in strategies for the future of the family farm. The strategies pursued are 
shaped by the economics of the farm, and also negotiation of roles within the family. 
Strategies followed by men and women depend on the strategy of the other. While 
feminists have argued against using the household as the unit of analysis, research 
suggests that members of farm families do not behave as ‘maximising individuals’ but 
instead adopt a family strategy influenced by the needs of the farm5. It is against this 
backdrop that we now turn to consider the position of women in farming across the EU.   
 
1.2. The Role of Women in the Farm labour force 
 
Women contribute significantly to the farm labour force and to farming activity. Women 
constitute 41% of the farm family labour force on farms of at least 1 ESU. There is 
variation across the EU; In the Republic of Ireland women are 28% of the family labour 
force on farms of more than 1 ESU, while for Latvia the figure is 49%.  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1  Copus et al (2006); Eurostat, (2009); European Parliament (2010). 
2  Copus et al (2006); European Parliament (2010). 
3  Eurostat, (2009) p.30. All statistics published by Eurostat 2009 are from the 2007 farm structure surveys.  
4  See for example Gray, (1998). 
5  See for example Shortall (2006). 
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Table 1: Agricultural labour force, EU-27, 2007 
 

 
 Source: Table reproduced from Eurostat, 2009, p.17 (farms greater than 1ESU) 
 
 
There is considerable variance between Member States in terms of the volume of work 
women do on farms (see Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1.  Share of women in total agriculture labour force. (NMS in red, EU-15 in 

blue) Eurostat, 2007 
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We can see that in general women’s contribution to the labour force is higher in the New 
Member States, being over 50% for Lithuania and Latvia, compared with Ireland and 
Denmark at the lower end of the scale. We can also see more similarity between New 
Member States and Southern Europe. 
 
Many studies show that on-farm activities are quite gender specific6. Machinery 
maintenance, fieldwork and public farming activities are typically male activities, while 
accounting, milking calf-rearing and intensive seasonal labour like fruit picking and 
harvesting are typically female. Women play an important managerial role in farm business 
decisions. Often this involvement is one of influencer rather than decision-maker. It is 
difficult to measure and frequently overlooked. Women often downplay their involvement to 
protect the image of the man as the farmer7.Qualitative research has shown that statistics 
do not always capture the breadth of women’s farm work. Often women provide all the 
farm labour for a day if their spouse/ partner is elsewhere, women feed farm labourers, 
and provide managerial input and advice. Statistics are never capable of recording the full 
breadth of farm work, particularly when some of this work is combined with family work 
(cooking meals for seasonal labourers).  
 
1.3. Off-farm work  
 
The future economic viability of family farms in most of the EU depends on the 
development of sources of income additional to  agriculture. The established trend is for 
women to move into off-farm jobs. This varies by region depending on the farm structure, 
culture and opportunities8. However, we know that farm women’s off-farm earnings 
contribute to farm family income and to the longer term viability of the farm9. Figure 2 
below shows spouses on medium and larger sized enterprises are more likely to have 
another gainful activity. However it should be noted that the Eurostat data understates the 
off-farm work of farm women as it only counts the off-farm work of women who are also 
working on the farm. Increasingly, in some parts of Europe, women work full time off the 
farm and have their own careers. We need further information on this trend, and 
differences between Member States. 
 

                                                 
6 Brandth and Haugen, 2010; Copus et al, 2006; various contributions to Bock and Shortall, 2006. 
7 Shortall and Kelly 2001. 
8 Copus et al, 2006; p.xxv. 
9 Shortall and Kelly, 2001. 
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Figure 2. Share of persons with another gainful activity by economic size of the holding, 
EU-27, 2007 

 
 

Table 1.1.3 reproduced from Eurostat, 2009, p. 22 (* Only holders who are also managers) 
 
The share of holders with another gainful activity decreases as the economic size grows. 
This is not the case for spouses. However, on many small farms it is often easier for men to 
gain employment in the rural area than women. There is evidence to suggest that in these 
instances it increases the female labour in agriculture, their managerial role, and 
sometimes tenure10. However, this varies across Europe, and depends on local labour 
markets, and men and women’s educational attainments. This demonstrates the tight 
interaction between family and farm. How farm women and men act demonstrates the 
interaction between the public and private arena. But it also depends on the agricultural 
market, and this is strongly influenced by Pillar 1 of the CAP.  
 
What is very clear is that we cannot consider the future viability of agriculture without also 
looking at the structure of the rural labour market and employment opportunities. In turn, 
this needs to be tightly tied to European regional policy to ensure stable regional 
conditions11. Given the vast regional differences across the EU, it is imperative that the 
Rural Development Regulation continues to allow the policy, which shares common 
principles, to be tailored to local conditions. Pillar 1 currently has an uneven impact on 
farms and member states, with better off member states and larger farms benefiting more 
from the CAP than poorer member states and smaller farms12. 
 
1.4. Farm diversification 
 
While data is not available at an EU level, there are many national case studies that show 
that women are active in farm diversification activities13. This research shows that often 
women are open to diversification activities because it allows flexibility around their farm 
commitments, childcare and other caring commitments. Women who undertake 
diversification activities in these case studies are often more equipped through education to 
manage these enterprises.  
 

                                                 
10 Safilios-Rothschild, 2006; Copus et al, 2006. 
11 European Parliament, 2010. 
12 Shucksmith et al, 2005. 
13 Bock, 2004; Brandth and Haugen, 2010; Gorman, 2006. 
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It has been shown14 that often the way in which women approach diversification is different 
to men. It is often more small scale and less labour intensive. This is often a life-choice 
decision to pursue an activity on a smaller scale and is taken to accommodate other 
commitments. It is important that farm diversification schemes are mindful of these 
differences and do not discriminate against smaller initiatives.  
 
1.5. Women, farming and access to the land 
 
Entry to farming is different to most other occupations. For other occupations, young 
people train and then compete in the labour market for employment. However, this is not 
the case for agriculture. There is little point training to be a farmer if you will not own or 
have access to property in the future. In order to farm, it is necessary to have access to 
land. However, property is not a commodity equally accessible to all. The majority of 
people who farm have not acquired their land through the market, but rather through 
inheritance. Three key factors govern the transfer of land. These are economics, cultural 
norms, and legal frameworks. While the economics of farming and legal frameworks vary 
widely across the EU, it remains the case that in general, men inherit land. The persistence 
of this pattern of inheritance is nothing short of remarkable15. Male inheritance of land is 
the key factor shaping women’s participation in agriculture and the public perception of 
farming as a male activity. EU policies primarily target the owner/ holder of the farm. 
 
While we do not technically have an EU wide evidence base regarding the gendered 
ownership of farms, the Eurostat definition of the holder of the farm means that we can use 
the figures for holders as a reasonable proxy for owners. The Eurostat definition is as 
follows:  

The holder is the natural person, group of natural persons or legal person on whose 
account and in whose name the holding is operated and who is legally and 
economically responsible for the holding, i.e. who takes the economic risks of the 
holding. 
The holder can own the holding outright or rent it or be a hereditary long-term 
leaseholder or a usufructuary or a trustee. 

 
Economic and social research has long considered the optimal time for succession in terms 
of economic prosperity of the farm, and the importance of having a successor for the 
continuation of the business16.No evidence exists to demonstrate whether the economic 
viability of the farm is different depending on whether the heir is male or female. A more 
interesting question is whether women and men have different farming objectives. There is 
some evidence, but it is far from systematic, that women tend to practice a more 
environmentally friendly and ecological style of farming17. This is an issue that requires 
further research as if this is the case, then women’s approach to farming could be more in 
line with emerging agricultural policy objectives on the environment, climate change and 
the provision of public goods.  
 
1.6. Economics of land transfer 
 
The way in which land is transferred is driven by a desire to ensure the economic survival 
and continuity of the family farm. There is variation across the EU in how land is 
transferred. Of particular significance is the size of farm and whether it is full-time or part-
                                                 
14 Bock, 2004. 
15 Shortall, 1997. 
16 Bohak, Borec and Turk, 2010. 
17 Bjorkhaug, 2006; Farnworth and Hutchings, 2009. 
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time. In Ireland passing on the farm intact to one heir (in almost all cases a son) is seen as 
the most appropriate way to ensure economic viability18. In Switzerland, The Farmland 
Ownership Policy regulates impartible inheritance of the land, that is, inheritance by one 
heir, in order to keep the original land as an intact unit19. Where part-time farming is the 
economic model, women tend to be more likely to inherit land, although overall men 
remain predominantly the heir. In Greece, land is often distributed equally between all 
children, but this is more viable given the part-time nature of Greek farming20. Similarly in 
Austria, nearly half part-time farmers are women21. Where we do see a significant number 
of women owning land is for holdings less than 1 ESU, particularly in the New Member 
States.  
 
The percentage of male and female holders in the EU is as follows:  
 
Table 2 : Sole Holders in 2007, in thousands 
  Total Male Female % of  

women 
EU 15 Total         7,831          5,606         2,224  28% 
 Small Holdings *         2,128          1,313            815  38% 
 Larger Holdings**         5,703          4,294         1,409  25% 
NMS Total         7,998          5,580         2,418  30% 
 Small Holdings *         5,494          3,619         1,875  34% 
 Larger Holdings         2,504          1,961            543  22% 
EU27 Total       15,828        11,186         4,642  29% 
 Small Holdings *         7,621          4,931         2,690  35% 
 Larger Holdings         8,207          6,255         1,952  24% 
* Economic size less than one ESU (<1ESU) 
** Economic size greater than one ESU 

 
Source: Eurostat 2007 data 

 
In general we can see that women are more likely to be sole holders of very small holdings. 
This is more pronounced in the New Member States where such holdings are 69% of the 
total, compared to 27% in EU 15. While these units are small, and they are of small scale 
economic importance, it remains the case that they are of environmental value and 
investing in these units may stem land abandonment. In addition to the table above, 
research22 has noted that women predominate as managers of small farms and to support 
the innovative strength and managerial skills of women, advanced training should be a 
priority.  
 
Research has shown that the CAP had a differential impact on the North and South of 
Europe because of the way in which subsidies predominantly went to larger farms23. This 
differential impact also impacted on women, as on and off-farm employment to subsidise 
smaller farms grew in importance. It is argued that there is now scope for this North/ South 
divide to become even more pronounced with a West/ East divide24. The collapse of 
socialist agriculture throughout Central and Eastern Europe has unfolded in different ways 
in different countries, but in general it has led to a proliferation of small subsistence-
orientated holdings. Women are the holders of many of these units. In Eastern Europe 

                                                 
18 Kennedy, 1991. 
19 Rossier and Wyss, 2008. 
20 Safilios-Rothschild, 2006. 
21 Glauben, Tietje and Vogel, (2004). 
22 Copus et al, 2006. 
23 Cartwright and Swain, 2003; Shucksmith et al, 2005. 
24 Cartwright and Swain, 2003. 
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many small producers depend on their land for a significant amount of food and sell at least 
part of that food. While these might be considered hobby farms in Western Europe, they 
have an entirely different economic and social significance in Eastern Europe25. There are a 
large number of highly productive farms in Eastern Europe but there are also a large 
number whose aim is largely subsistence. These groups will require different modes of 
support from the CAP, with measures to support the smaller units having a greater impact 
on women. Nor do we have very much information on the differential impact of 
restructuring in different New Member States on women. In Hungary most of the large 
state farms were dismantled, while in Slovenia and Poland, the model of family farming had 
already existed, however we know little about the differential impact on women26. Nor do 
we have information about the situation of women in the remaining last scale farms 
organised in a corporate or collective way. In Hungary, Romania and Slovakia a small 
number of large scale farms still exist27. The role of women in these farms prior to 
accession is disputed. Some argue that the access to free childcare and other services 
allowed them to become fully part of the agricultural labour force28, while others argue that 
agricultural labour was always gender segregated and women were tasked more with 
domestic duties29. It remains an area of important research interest in order to determine 
differential impacts by gender of the CAP on such farms. 
 
There is something of a paradox in women’s patterns of land ownership. We know that 
securing incomes from agriculture that are comparable to non-farm earnings depends on 
structural adjustment towards fewer, but larger farm units. However, women’s participation 
rates in agriculture appear to increase as average farm size falls and fragmentation of 
holdings becomes more likely at the point of succession. Is women’s increased access to 
very small farms advancing equality? It could be argued that in circumstances where farms 
are bigger (more viable) women are disadvantaged by exclusion and when farms are 
smaller (less viable) they are disadvantaged by inclusion. There is a tension between trying 
to improve gender access to land through fragmentation of holdings, and the longer term 
economic viability of the industry.  
 
1.7. Legal frameworks and land transfer 
 
Different legal frameworks govern the transfer of land across the EU. In many places, the 
transfer of property is not overtly regulated by law, but for other countries it is regulated 
by clear legal guidance. In Norway, the Allodial Law rules the eldest child is the legal heir to 
the farm. Evidence demonstrates however, that despite women and men having the same 
legal rights to inherit a farm, the majority of new entrants continue to be male30.In 
Switzerland, any child can claim the farm under the condition that she or he can manage 
the farm herself/ himself, but again, the heir is predominantly male31. In Denmark the heir 
must buy the farm, and the assets of parents are split between all siblings after death. In 
the Basque Country there is equal distribution of the land amongst all children, and the 
heir, if wishing to continue farming, must buy the portions of land of siblings. It is argued 
that the rights of inheritance in the Basque Country threaten the economic viability of 
agriculture32. Despite a variety of legal frameworks, some of which promote greater gender 
equality, it remains the case that the heir is predominantly male. France, Germany and 

                                                 
25 Swain, 1999. 
26 Momsen, 2006; Cernic Istenic, 2006. 
27 Mathijs and Noev, 2004. 
28 Holzner, 2008. 
29 Momsen, 2006. 
30 Bjorkhaug, 2008. 
31 Rossier and Wyss. 
32 Ramos, 2005. 
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Italy have community property laws intended to give stronger property rights to women in 
marital relationships. Each spouse may own property in their own right, typically property 
acquired before marriage or by gift or inheritance after marriage. However all property 
acquired by either spouse during marriage, which is not by gift or inheritance, is 
‘community property’. All earnings by either spouse during marriage and all assets acquired 
with such earnings, form part of community property.33 
 
We do not have comprehensive comparative data on the extent to which women are co-
owners of farms or partners in the farm. There is some evidence that only when 
agricultural policy and the taxation system make it rational and worthwhile for women to be 
partners are they incorporated34. Research in Greece has shown that the implementation of 
the CAP regulations in 1997 had unintended consequences for women’s position in farming. 
It stipulated that to access full agriculture subventions one had to work more than half time 
in farming. Since most farmers in Greece are smallholders and pluri-active35, this led to 
some transferring management and/ or the title of the land to their wives, who became 
registered as the farmers and accessed agriculture subventions36. This shows that the CAP 
can impact on patterns of land ownership.  
 
There is also some evidence to suggest that pre-nuptial agreements are emerging as new 
strategies to ensure women’s limited entitlement to the farm in the case of divorce37. This 
is an issue that requires further research. Given that we know women’s contribution to the 
farm through their farm activity but also through their off-farm employment, it is important 
that their economic rights are protected in the case of divorce.  
 
1.8. Cultural norms and land transfer 
 
While economic and legal factors influence the transfer of land, cultural norms and 
practices appear to be the most important factor. These cultural norms have historical 
bases, linked initially to the fact that in most Western societies women, especially married 
women, did not have property rights and farming was a physically difficult manual 
occupation38. Cultural norms still seem to govern the inter-generational transfer of land 
within families, where land is typically passed from father to son. Acquisition of land is 
based on sex and its underpins the different positions of men and women in agriculture. 
Men constitute the constant family line through which land is passed, and women float in 
and out. Not having access to the key resource, land, means that women have less access 
to farming organisations, they are not considered producers, and education and training is 
not aimed at them. Property continues to provide access to the public domain of farming. 
The fact that the public domain is almost entirely male then takes on a cultural power of its 
own, and this is what we see happening in farming organisations. Access to property has 
fundamentally shaped women’s role in farming. The social norms and customs that regulate 
the transfer of property to men rather than women, also shape and construct gender roles 
and identities.  
 

                                                 
33 Giovarelli and Duncan, 1999. 
34 Price and Evans, 2006. 
35 Pluriactivity refers to farms who supplement agricultural income with one or more alternative sources of income. 
36 Safilios-Rothschild, 2006. 
37 Price and Evans, 2006. 
38 Holmlund, 2008. 
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1.9. Implications of not being the land owner 
 
The land holder is the public face of farming, regardless of the division of labour within the 
farm family. This has had gendered implications in the past, and in some cases continues to 
have implications for access to benefits, capital for investment, training and professional 
advice. Even where particular efforts are made to target Rural Development Programme 
schemes at women on farms as well as men, it is still predominantly men who come 
forward even though government departments are aware that the farm diversification idea 
may have emanated from the woman, or on training initiatives such as 
demonstration/model farms that women will have prompted the financial, managerial and 
investment questions to be asked on other farms39. Policies tend to be targeted at the 
holder/ owner and their family and this status differential may impact on take-up of 
training opportunities, as the family understand it to be primarily targeted at the holder.  
 
1.10. Representation in agricultural organisations 
 
In general, women are not well represented in agricultural organisations. There are 
variations across Europe; the social democratic ideology of the Nordic countries means that 
women are better represented in farming organisations, and research indicates that 
participation increases with female land ownership40. One factor that contributes to 
women’s under-representation is that most agricultural organisations have an individual 
membership fee rather than a family fee41. Given that agricultural organisations tend to be 
involved in the monitoring committees of national Rural Development Programmes, women 
are by default less represented in this RDP structure and cannot bring the knowledge and 
perspective of women on farms. While there are genuine efforts made to ensure monitoring 
committees are gender balanced, this hides the fact that the agricultural representation 
continues to be gendered. In some countries there are women’s farming organisations. 
These often provide important support for women farmers, including skills training, and a 
network. Interestingly they often have a focus on environmental sustainability42. Women’s 
farming organisations are often marginalised by mainstream/ men’s organisations, and 
government can tend to see them as a women’s group rather than a farming 
organisation43. Within agricultural organisations, women are often involved in family farm 
committess and deal with family and social issues. These committees have limited 
involvement with mainstream business issues44. Care needs to be taken at a policy level 
when considering how to ensure greater representation of women on farms in committees 
related to the RDP.  
 
1.11. Participation in agricultural training 
 
Research has consistently shown that women participate less in agricultural training than 
men45. Again, it is only rational for young people to undertake agricultural training if they 
are confident they will have access to land. Because of women’s route of entry into 
farming, it is likely that lifelong training is the most relevant form of education for them. 
There is qualitative research that indicates where women’s training groups were formed 

                                                 
39 Interview in the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development Northern Ireland, August 2010. 
40 Safilios-Rothschild, 2006. 
41 Shortall and Kelly, 2001. 
42 See for example Women in Agriculture Northern Ireland. 
43 Shortall 2010. 
44 Shortall, 2001. 
45 Shortall, 1996; Bock, 1994; Safilios-Rothschild, 2006; Brandth, 2002. 
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they have been popular with women46. Women have received training in, for example, 
basic food hygiene, computer training, preparation of accounts, sheep management, calf 
skills, and business management. At a policy level it is useful to monitor participation in 
lifelong training provisions to assess participation rates of women. It is also important to 
consider differences in men and women’s training needs depending on size of holding and 
type of agricultural production. It also depends on women’s life choices. Many women, 
particularly younger women, now have less involvement with the farm and instead pursue 
an off-farm career. However this income is likely to contribute to the survival of the farm 
family.  
 
1.12. New Entrants 
 
Neither Eurostat nor CEJA were able to provide statistics on new entrants to farming across 
the EU. Under the EU Rural Development Regulation provision existed for a measure to 
encourage the establishment of young people in farming. Guidelines varied across Europe, 
but in general it provided interest rate subsidies on loans in pursuance of an agreed 
business plan and was available to young farmers aged 40 or under who had been 
established as head of holding in the recent past (time scales varied across participating 
countries). It was usually stipulated that new entrants either had to have a certain level of 
agricultural training or were prepared to undertake agricultural training to be eligible. When 
these figures are collated across the EU we will have some evidence on new entrants. Spain 
and Sweden offered additional incentives to new female entrants. It is not clear whether 
this was on the basis of promoting gender equality, or enhancing the economic viability of 
the farm. Nor do we know yet its effectiveness. The example of Northern Ireland will be 
considered as figures were easily accessible. Officials in The Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development in Northern Ireland (DARD) monitored the sex of applicants for their 
new entrants scheme. The table below shows the number of applicants to the New Entrants 
Scheme broken down by gender:  
 
Table 3.  Gender of Applicants (compared with overall farming population under 

40 yrs) 
Gender of applicants at Stage 1  Number of  

applicants  
% of total Farm 

Structure 
Survey 

2007 (%) 

Male  380  88  94  
Female  52  12  6  
Total  432  100  100  

Source: DARDNI, 201047  
 
The 2007 EU Farm Structure Survey showed that approximately 6% of Northern Ireland 
farmers aged 40 or under were female. The female application rate of 12% (application 
rate was replicated in final participation numbers) to the Scheme was, therefore, twice that 
which would have been expected based on the gender split of the Northern Ireland farming 
population. We do not know why this was the case. But what we can assume is that these 
applicants either had the necessary training or were prepared to acquire the necessary 
training, and were head of holding. Being head of holding does not necessarily mean being 
the owner, but it does mean being the key decision-maker and accruing over 50% of the 
profit. It would be interesting to understand in more detail the reasons for this increase in 

                                                 
46 See various articles, Bock and Shortall, 2006. 
47 DARDNI 2010. 
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female head of holding. While the numbers are small, it is important to establish if this 
reflects a change in patterns of land ownership along with patterns of head of holding. We 
also know that in Norway, while the number of female new entrants is not reflective of the 
Allodial Law, which should see equal numbers of male and female new entrants, it remains 
the case that there is an increase in the number of female new entrants. In many places 
one stipulation of the New Entrants Scheme was that the holding must be viable, although 
how viablility is interpreted varies. Given that women tend to own small farms it is 
necessary to consider the gender implication of this rule.  
 
1.13. Women Spouses 
 
The majority of women on farms are classified as spouses. We know that women contribute 
a considerable amount of farm labour, are involved in managerial and strategic decision 
making, contribute to the farm viability through off-farm labour and are open to new ideas 
as demonstrated by their involvement and take up of on-farm diversification activities48. 
The wide range of innovative ways in which women act as entrepreneurs to increase farm 
family income is evident in the recent COPA innovation prize for women farmers49. These 
include, pooling farming resources and knowledge to increase productivity, the creation of a 
biodynamic farm, creating a cheese industry and a farm food business. What is important is 
that many of these women were spouses. At a policy level it is critical to move beyond 
engagement with the holder or owner of the farm in order to ensure the inclusion of 
women. This is important in terms of both gender equality and the economic viability of the 
farm. Anecdotal evidence from DARD in Northern Ireland suggests that from previous 
programmes there is considerable knowledge about women’s strengths and contributions to 
future planning for farming and their entrepreneurial skills. How can this knowledge be 
used to influence future RDPs? This is an issue that requires attention across the EU.  

                                                 
48 Brandth and Haugen, 2010; Bock, 2004. 
49 COPA 2010. 
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2. EUROPEAN LEGAL AND POLITICAL FRAMEWORK  
 
2.1. Gender Mainstreaming  
 
While the EU has maintained a commitment to gender equality, the implementation of the 
Amsterdam Treaty in May 1999 integrated gender equality into the foundation of the 
Community.  The Treaty strengthens the capacity of the Parliament and Council to act in 
furtherance of equality issues, consolidates EU case law on equal pay, and enlarges the 
legal basis upon which to develop equal opportunities legislation. In particular, the principle 
of equality is enshrined in Article 2, which sets out the aims of the Union. Article 3 also 
‘places an obligation on the Community to eliminate inequalities and promote equality 
between women and men in all its activities’.50   
 
The Community strategy for achieving this rests on the promotion of gender 
mainstreaming. This means the inclusion of a gender perspective into all of the EU policies 
and programmes, together with specific actions in favour of women.51 This is reflected in 
the inclusion of gender mainstreaming as an obligation into the COUNCIL REGULATION 
(EC) No 1698/2005 governing the Rural Development Regulation 2007-2013.  

It states that Member States and the Commission shall promote equality between 
men and women...this includes the stages of design, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation. (Article 8). 

 
Equal opportunities were to be integrated into all programmes and actions, ex-ante 
evaluations of future national plans were to include a gender assessment, indicators  were 
to be broken down by sex, and the composition of committees at national, regional and 
local level were to take account of the need to promote equality between women and men.  
There is little evidence to suggest this actually happened.  
 
While legislatively gender mainstreaming is integral to the RDR, the reality is more 
complex. Equality legislation at Member State level remains important. There remains some 
considerable scope for Members to implement these requirements within their own 
institutional and legislative frameworks. There is evidence to suggest that the RDP is 
adopted in ways that reflect existing gender imbalances, and that gender mainstreaming is 
not considered in how programmes are implemented52. In other words, gender 
mainstreaming is sometimes circumvented by cultural norms and established patterns of 
practice. Gender mainstreaming will not be effective without careful monitoring and 
evaluation. These have not been rigorously implemented to date, and knowledge from 
previous programmes has not been used to improve the effectiveness of subsequent 
programmes. Sometimes this is a problem with timing; the programme is not over and 
evaluated before the framework for the next programme has to be submitted53.  
 
Another difficulty is that much of the support provided to farming through the RDPs are 
targeted at the holder or owner of the farm. There is an inherent gender inequality in the 
structure of land ownership. This is not an issue that gender mainstreaming can remedy. 
However, consideration needs to be given to the needs of women farmers who tend to have 
smaller farms, and perhaps farm in a different way. The agricultural support provided 

                                                 
50 European Commission (2000) p.21. 
51 European Commission, (2000) p. 9. 
52 Prugl, 2010. 
53 DARDNI interview, August 2010. 
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through the RDP may presume a male model of farming and care must be taken not to 
discriminate against women in this way.  
 
2.2.  Directive on equal treatment for spouses of self-employed 

workers 

An issue of concern for farm women spouses across the EU has been their access to 
maternity cover and social security coverage (such as pensions). Even though we know 
the economic contribution of spouses to farms, their status as spouse did not necessarily 
entitle them to this cover. However Directive is 82010/41/EU on the principle of equal 
treatment between men and women engaged in an activity in a self-employed capacity 
changes this situation54. The legislation, agreed between the Council and the European 
Parliament, considerably improves the protection of women self-employed workers and 
assisting spouses on farms in case of maternity or motherhood. It will provide equivalent 
access to maternity leave as for employees. At EU level, this is the first time a maternity 
allowance has been granted to self-employed workers. Finally, the provision on social 
protection for assisting spouses and life partners (recognized as such in national law) is 
also a considerable improvement from the 1986 Directive. They will have the right to 
social security coverage (such as pensions) on an equal basis as formal self-employed 
workers. Member States have two years to introduce the legislation into their national 
laws, that is, by August 5th 2012.  Only if there are particular difficulties could this period 
be extended for another two years to implement assisting spouses provisions. Member 
States may decide whether the maternity allowance and social protection rights are 
granted on a mandatory or voluntary basis, that is, upon request. Member States may 
decide that this social protection may be proportional to the participation in the activities 
of the self-employed worker and or/ the level of contribution.  

This Directive was issued in July 2010, so it is very new and impossible to assess its 
effectiveness at this stage. In terms of the European legal framework protecting farm 
women spouses, it is a very positive step, especially for young farm women who will not 
have the same experiences of inequality on the farm.  

2.3. Young farm women 

If there is a drive to increase the number of young women in farming, the rationale for 
adopting such a policy must be very clear. What is the rationale? Is it to promote some 
notion of gender equality? If so, to what end? Is it to enhance the economic performance of 
farms? If so what is the evidence base to demonstrate that targeting women improves the 
economic performance of farms? Women’s main contribution to the farm now is through 
their off farm work. Is it more effective to target money at women for farming activities or 
to target and enhance rural labour markets to ensure women have access to employment? 
If young women are to stay on farms, then a focus on their local employment opportunities 
may be critical. Rural labour markets are particularly important for women as research has 
consistently shown that family and care commitments mean women are less likely to 
undertake long commutes for employment in both Western and Eastern Europe55. Patterns 
of land inheritance have traditionally limited the number of women farmers entering 
agriculture in their own right. However evidence from EU Member States where legislation 
has tried to correct this pattern, suggests that legislation is less effective than cultural 
norms. It is important that the evidence from the New Entrants Scheme is collated to see 
                                                 
54 Directive 2010/41/EU. 
55 Bryden et a, 2010; Moss et al, 2001; Momsen, 2006. 
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what it tells us about the number of young women entering farming. There is considerable 
scope to review the RDP to ensure more effective targeting at young farm women who may 
enter farming through marriage. Some evidence of a rise in pre-nuptial agreements that 
restrict women’s rights to property in the case of divorce. If this is so, it is important that 
women’s economic rights are protected. We know that women contribute to the 
development of the farm through their work on the farm and their income earned outside 
the farm. This economic contribution must be recognised and protected in law. 
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The situation of women on farms varies greatly across the EU. Agriculture is going through 
significant readjustments as is the position of women on farms. We do not have coherent 
data to understand these changes. But we do know that women’s role on the farm has 
changed from being understood as one of an unpaid assisting labourer to one where 
women’s varied contributions to the economic survival of the farm are recognised; it is 
recognised that women contribute through their farm labour, their managerial role on the 
farm, ownership of (usually very small) holdings, and increasingly work off the farm. Their 
off-farm work is of huge significance to the survival of the family farm. It is important that 
the positive economic and social role of women in farming is accentuated. There is a 
tendency in some documents to present women as very disadvantaged and almost 
discriminated against within the farm family. There is little evidence to support this image, 
rather evidence shows that women are key players working towards the economic and 
social sustainability of the farm and the farm family. It is true that there is stark gender 
inequality in patterns of land ownership. This leads to further gender inequalities in the 
representation of women in agricultural organisations, and participation in agricultural 
education. How land is transferred in Member States is not an issue that can be addressed 
through the CAP. The recommendations that follow will focus on issues that it might 
perhaps be able to address.  

Farm labour 
 
Comprehensive data on women’s contribution to agriculture across the EU is collated. 
However it is not readily available and requires additional analysis to get an overview 
picture of women’s contribution to farm labour. Nor is it possible to get a comprehensive 
overview of how women’s farm work, other on-farm activities, and off-farm work 
contribute to the economic viability of the farm. There is scope to consider reviewing the 
questions asked in the Farm Structure Surveys to assess what additional information is 
needed for both men and women. Agriculture is undergoing considerable readjustment and 
information is needed to understand how farm families are managing these changes. 
 
A biennial statistical compendium that analyses data on women’s involvement in a range of 
agricultural and rural issues would be useful for researchers, policy makers and women’s 
advocates. 

Off-farm work 
 
For many farms, the future of economically viable agriculture depends on the availability of 
off-farm employment. This underpins the need for policies to ensure strong rural labour 
markets. While this underlines the continued importance of rural development initiatives, it 
is important that these are tightly linked to regional development policies in order to 
ensure stable regional conditions. It is imperative too to work towards a diversified rural 
labour market. 

Access to land 
 
We do not have comprehensive data showing changes in gendered land ownership across 
Europe. When information is collated from the New Entrants Scheme it will give an 
indication of any gendered changes in the take up of the scheme, although we do not know 
if that is indicative of wider patterns. While men predominantly own agricultural land, it 
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would be useful to ask some questions about the successors of farms on the Farm 
Structure Surveys. There are changes in patterns of land ownership, and we know that 
women are likely to own very small farms. It is important that training is targeted at 
women small holders. As the CAP increasingly considers environmental concerns, it is 
important to look as the environmental value of these small holdings.  

While cultural norms dictate that men are seen as farmers, there are ways of increasingly 
targeting women and ensuring they have access to training. It could be stipulated that the 
representation of agricultural organisations on Rural Development Programme Monitoring 
Committees should include both a man and woman active in farming. Similarly attempts 
could be made to ensure representation of national women’s agricultural organisations. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that government departments are aware that some 
programmes would be more effective with some specific targeting at women where there 
is an opportunity to learn about management, finance, business plans and other farm 
activities. This requires specifically targeting women, rather than generally saying these 
initiatives are open to the farmer and the farm family. The majority of women on EU farms 
are classified as spouses. Training must be accessible to them as key players in the 
economic and social survival of the farm. 

On-farm entrepreneurial training needs to be targeted at women as well as men. This 
training should be informed by the different needs of women on the basis of evidence of 
the type of initiatives they are likely to develop.  

Gender Mainstreaming 
 
While gender is mainstreamed in the CAP, there is scope to make this commitment 
stronger. Careful monitoring and evaluation are necessary. To date, the level of 
information available is very patchy. It could be stipulated that evaluations identify lessons 
learnt about women’s participation and needs in programmes and how government 
departments will act on these in the next round of funding.  

Directive on equal treatment for spouses of self-employed workers 
 
This Directive has potentially far-reaching consequences for the rights of farm women 
spouses. However careful monitoring will be necessary to ensure that it is effectively 
embedded and accessed in Member States.  
 
Regional variation 
 
The EU is mindful that there are issues common across agriculture but that there are also 
important regional differences. The same is true for women on farms. It is important that 
attempts to increase the engagement of women are also mindful of the regional differences 
in their role in agriculture. This is of considerable significance for women in Eastern Europe. 
Unless the CAP takes account of subsistence agriculture which has some small cash 
significance, it will engage disproportionately with agriculture in Western Europe.  
 
Research 
 
The lack of comprehensive data on women in farming across the EU is disappointing. Much 
available information is in the form of case studies and national studies. Much more 
comprehensive data is necessary to allow for comparative research. It would be useful to 
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be informed about the different ways in which the CAP impacts on women spouses and 
women farmers, and how the CAP could be better tailored to meet their needs.  
 
Another interesting question requiring further research is whether women and men have 
different farming objectives. There is some evidence that women tend to practice a more 
environmentally friendly and ecological style of farming. This is an issue that requires 
further research as if this is true, then women’s approach to farming could be more in line 
with emerging agricultural policy objectives on the environment, climate change and the 
provision of public goods.  
 
While there is a lack of data, there is considerable anecdotal knowledge in a wide range of 
government and quasi-governmental organisations about the contributions of women to 
RDP initiatives. There is scope to do comparative qualitative research across these agencies 
to access the working knowledge they hold about how to make the CAP more effective 
through targeting women.  
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ANNEX 1 
Table A.1. Labour Force in 2007 for EU-27, in thousands 

 Persons 
 Total Male Female 
Belgique/België             89              59              30  
Bulgarija           950            538            412  
Ceská republika           192            123              69  
Danmark             85              61              24  
Deutschland           915            578            337  
Eesti             65              34              31  
Éire/Ireland           244            178              67  
Elláda         1,508            907            601  
España         2,125          1,463            663  
France         1,060            722            338  
Italia         3,174          1,918         1,256  
Kypros / Kibris             84              51              34  
Latvija           218            108            110  
Lietuva           481            234            247  
Luxembourg               5                3                2  
Magyarország         1,261            670            591  
Malta             18              14                4  
Nederland           224            144              80  
Österreich           421            242            179  
Polska         5,042          2,702         2,340  
Portugal           682            363            320  
România         6,468          3,484         2,984  
Slovenija           201            108              92  
Slovensko           212            127              86  
Suomi/Finland           144              95              48  
Sverige           150              97              53  
United Kingdom           651            438            213  
Source: Eurostat (2009) 
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Table A.2. Labour Force by Size of Holding in 2007 for EU-27, in thousands 

 Large Holdings Small Holdings 
 Total Male Female Total Male Female 
Belgique/België           87            57            30              2              2              1  
Bulgarija         306          182          124          644          356          288  
Ceská republika         164          106            58            28            17            11  
Danmark           85            60            24              0              0              0  
Deutschland         881          556          326            34            23            12  
Eesti           43            23            20            23            11            11  
Éire/Ireland         229          167            63            15            11              4  
Elláda      1,301          785          515          207          122            85  
España      1,958       1,357          601          167          106            62  
France      1,015          690          324            46            32            14  
Italia      2,727       1,661       1,066          447          257          190  
Kypros / Kibris           63            38            25            22            13              9  
Latvija         112            58            54          106            50            56  
Lietuva         219          114          105          262          120          142  
Luxembourg             5              3              2              0              0              0  
Magyarország         375          224          151          886          446          440  
Malta           13            11              3              4              3              1  
Nederland         224          144            80            -              -              -    
Österreich         354          202          153            66            40            26  
Polska      2,830       1,559       1,271       2,212       1,143       1,069  
Portugal         481          259          222          201          104            97  
România      1,932       1,045          887       4,535       2,439       2,097  
Slovenija         170            92            78            31            16            14  
Slovensko           88            59            30          124            68            56  
Suomi/Finland         141            94            48              2              1              1  
Sverige         119            79            39            31            18            13  
United Kingdom         456          311          144          195          127            68  
Source: Eurostat (2009); * Economic size less than one ESU (<1ESU); ** Economic size greater than one ESU 
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Table A.3. Sole Holder by Size of Holding in 2007 for EU-27, in thousands 

 Total Large Holdings Small Holdings 
 Total % of women Total % of women Total % of women 
 Belgique/België            44  15%           42 14%             2  22%
 Bulgarija          490  20%         115 13%         375  22%
 Ceská republika            36  18%           23 16%           13  21%
 Danmark            44  12%           43 12%             0  12%
 Deutschland          365  10%         343 9%           22  17%
 Eesti            22  41%           12 37%           10  47%
 Éire/Ireland          128  10%         118 10%           10  19%
 Elláda          860  30%         710 29%         149  37%
 España          988  29%         888 28%         100  39%
 France          428  23%         392 23%           36  29%
 Italia       1,664  32%      1,369 31%         295  38%
 Kypros / Kibris            40  25%           28 22%           12  34%
 Latvija          108  47%           44 43%           63  50%
 Lietuva          230  46%           85 38%         145  51%
 Luxembourg              2  21%             2 21%             0  29%
 Magyarország          619  23%         135 14%         484  26%
 Malta            11  12%             8 10%             3  16%
 Nederland            73  5%           73 5%           -    N/A 
 Österreich          161  32%         130 33%           31  29%
 Polska       2,387  33%      1,125 23%      1,262  42%
 Portugal          269  27%         176 26%           93  27%
 România       3,914  30%         856 19%      3,058  33%
 Slovenija            75  26%           61 25%           14  33%
 Slovensko            67  19%           14 14%           53  20%
 Suomi/Finland            67  11%           66 11%             1  16%
 Sverige            68  15%           52 12%           16  27%
 United Kingdom          283  19%         173 14%         110  26%
EU15      5,443  26%      4,578 25%         865  33%
NMS      7,998  30%      2,504 22%      5,494  34%
EU27     13,441  29%      7,082 24%      6,359  34%

 

 
 
 
 

 



 




