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Summary

As a major producer of agricultural products, Indonesia still fights an uphill battle of hunger, poverty, and malnutrition. The gender gap makes it worse; women are barely involved in productive activities, which makes
them suffer more from food insecurity. Some evidence postulates that empowering women may lead to economic benefits for women and their households or communities, yet they are still left behind in the development process.

I

ndonesia, with a 261.89 million population in
2017, is a major producer of agricultural products. The major food crops, ranked by area harvested, are rice, corn, soybean, peanut, mungbean, cassava, and sweet potato (Ministry of
Agriculture, 2019). Meanwhile, Indonesia’s prevalence of undernourishment in 2014-2016 is 7%.
Indonesians’ food consumption pattern is still
less than ideal; carbohydrates continue dominating the food intake and other sources such as
protein, fruits and vegetables are insufficient. It
is the result of high food prices and limited access
to food. It’s always been an uphill battle to fight
for the eradication of hunger, poverty, and malnutrition. Moreover, climate change contributes to
hydro-meteorological disasters which hit the agricultural sector, including national food security.
In agriculture activities, both men and women are
actually involved. However, in general, women in
agriculture often have little access to financially
productive resources, including land, capital, agricultural utilities and training, and information
technologies to improve their crop yields and
livelihoods (FAO, 2019). Regarding unequal access for women in agriculture, some studies state
that in food-insecure areas, the women’s time allocation for activities in the family farming business only averages 1.63 hours daily, while men
allocate an average of 5.65 hours. These findings
indicate that the management of family farming
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is still dominated by men. Women usually have a
role to prepare necessities for the husband’s work
in family farming (Taridala, Siregar and Hardinsyah, 2010; Sitepu, 2007; Hendratno, 2006).
In Papuan culture, women have typically had a
low status, despite their important work towards
household food security (Leong, 2017). Women
are also less involved in determining crop types
and planting schedules, purchasing and using
fertilizers, and marketing the resulting products.
Hutajulu (2015) also stated that women’s involvement in organizing events or forming farmer groups is still rare. In eastern parts of Indonesia such as Sulawesi, women often lack access to
land and other assets and find it very hard to cope
when the crop fails. However, there are matrilineal traditions (adat) that allow women to own land
and other properties. For instance, in Minangkabau and Balinese cultures, women have the right
to land ownership and actively manage their land
(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam, 2014). The culture has
been observed to give women access to make
their own decisions, although it is not guaranteed
either. Branson and Miller (1988) hypothesize
that women’s trading activities in Bali are devalued within the Hindu structure. Rights to land
ownership don’t guarantee women control over
decision-making processes. Though Minangkabau
society recognizes a matrilineal system, married
women still maintain a subordinate position.
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As mentioned earlier, women are often trapped in
domestic activities because of the lack of access. In
fact, at the household level, women become “shock
absorbers” when food prices rise or other crisis
strikes; they reduce their intake of nutritious food
to provide for other family members and spend
more energy to secure and process food for domestic consumption. Women become more vulnerable
to food insecurity. For example, in Southern Central Timor, women are usually the last in the family
to eat and become malnourished during droughts
(Leong, 2017). Sadly the data on the prevalence of
undernourishment disaggregated by sex and age is
not currently available in Indonesia.
Women have significant roles in rural development;
they are primarily responsible for ensuring the food
security of their families and communities and managing livestock. Research conducted by Malapit,
et al. (2015), shows that women’s empowerment
in rural Nepal mitigates the negative effect of low
production diversity on maternal and child dietary
diversity and height-for-age (HAZ); indicating that
women’s empowerment has greater potential to
improve nutrition outcomes in households with less
production. Much evidence also postulates that
empowering women may lead to economic benefits for women and their households or communities (Anderson, et al., 2020). Like in Nepal, women
in Indonesia’s rural areas play important roles in
subsistence food production. They also contribute
to food production and processing. Yet they face
persistent and systematic barriers to improving
their livelihoods. In productive work, they are unable to utilize existing resources as much as men
do because they lack access to credit, knowledge
and technology, and other resources. Lower rates
of literacy among rural women also prevent them
from receiving training on agricultural technology.
Furthermore, limited land ownership makes formal
assistance less likely to target them.
The important discussion of this all is highlighting
the importance of including women in food security
action. The answer to this was alluded to in the earlier discussion of women’s roles in society, especially agricultural activities. Development can have significant impacts on Indonesian women as they are
also an important family income earners. Domestic
and subsistence labor is unpaid therefore women
need to be involved in development that generates
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income while also accommodating their needs. The
development planners must also consider how the
impact of new technology may displace women’s
income-generating work because it particularly affects the poor sector, usually the landless laborers.
It is also safe to say that a development process
that considers agricultural and domestic productivity issues for women will benefit communities.
Women will always convert their resources into
helping basic needs (Palmer, 1975). For instance,
women involved in the Bangladesh relief program
used their money for household necessities, education, health, children’s clothing, and small business ventures (Nelson, 1979). Nelson (1979) also
provides another example of Mexican women and
female laborers on Indian tea plantations who were
observed spending their earnings on basic needs
whereas the men were likely to spend on drinking
and increased purchases of radios. Similar results
are shown in Indonesia as well. Hence, in general,
women’s ethical consumption will likely take precedence over the purchase of consumer goods that
can improve community health.likely, though fuel
switching and low-carbon transition will continue
(Sembiring, 2020).
To develop the economy in rural areas, it is then clear
that women need to be involved in decision-making
and have better access to resources such as information, financial support, land, and technology.
Policymakers need to consider the particular backgrounds (social and cultural) of women farmers
from different areas to understand their respective
needs as well. Furthermore, monitoring and evaluation of gender-responsive policy implementation
have to be strengthened. Gender mainstreaming in
the main agriculture and rural development policies
has to be expanded too. Additionally, an integrated
family farming approach through extension training
and rural advisory services has to be promoted. At
the bottom line, development needs to be socially
inclusive. Its approach also needs to be based on
women’s unique needs. By eliminating barriers and
bridging the gap, women can fully participate and
be recognized as important partners to increase
food security. As evidence indicates that women’s
empowerment can lead to sufficient nutritious intake of the child or communities, this will also mean
that nobody is ever going to be left behind.
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