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2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 Data collection recap
This study is based on a qualitative research 
methodology. In summary, a total of 37 in-depth in-
terviews were conducted, as well as one validation 
focus-group with women entrepreneurs and farm-
ers, and four ethnographic site visits to women’s 
workplaces. 

The in-depth interviews were with a range of stake-
holders including community members (activists, 
farmers, small and micro enterprises, cooperatives, 
agricultural workers, etc.), larger agricultural firms, 
local authorities, agriculture and employment 
experts and professors, and NGO and INGO staff. 
However, interviews were primarily focused on 
women whose lives are directly affected by and 
connected to the agriculture and agri-food sectors. 
The women targeted were diverse and included 
Lebanese and Syrians from both rural and urban 
areas in the North of Lebanon, with different socio-
economic backgrounds including both high and low 
levels of education. Data collection also targeted 
women actors along the value chain: i.e., suppliers, 
producers, processors, wholesale/distributors, and 
retailers. A crucial element of the study was to cap-
ture the voices of women: their perspective on the 
agriculture and agri-food sector, and how they have 
responded to the economic crisis. The report relies 
heavily on women’s quotes, stories, and narrative.

The ethnographic approach was also coupled with 
a photojournalism component, whereby a re-
searcher and a photographer spent a day with four 
UN Women beneficiaries in the North of Lebanon 
to capture their everyday life, struggles, and 
stories through portraiture and semi-structured 
interviews. Site visits were with a beekeeper, two 
agri-food entrepreneurs, and a woman currently 
seeking employment in the agriculture sector.  The 
purpose of this was to capture the voices and nar-
ratives of women themselves, as this is an integral 
component of gender analysis (Harel and Daphna-
Tekoah, 2016).

It is important to note that consent and confiden-
tiality was maintained throughout the research 
and all names have been changed in the report to 
maintain anonymity. 

2.2 Analytical framework
Two frameworks guided this study: a Gender 
Analysis Matrix (GAM) and a Capacities and 
Vulnerabilities Analysis (CVA). A gender analysis 
approach was utilised to explore inequalities, gaps, 
and structures in the agriculture and agri-food 
sectors. The analysis probed into existing gen-
der norms, power dynamics, and socioeconomic 
dynamics. 

The GAM employs a grassroots approach and 
largely focuses on social relations within a com-
munity to make sense of how different members 
engage with one another. How do they negotiate, 
what power do they have, how do they make sense 
of changes within and outside the community? 
The GAM, as noted in “A Guide to Gender-Analysis 
Frameworks”, “is very much influenced by the real-
ity and ideology of participatory planning; it can 
also accommodate the constraints imposed by 
shortage of funding and time, illiteracy, and insuf-
ficient or non-existent quantitative data on gender 
roles” (March et al., 2005). In that sense, community 
members illuminate the main challenges around 
gender roles within their community (Parker, 1993; 
Morgan, 2022). This also enabled an understanding 
of how different stakeholders, both men and wom-
en, interact with one another across the agriculture 
value chain.

Focusing on community members in Lebanon as 
the main source of knowledge providers, the matrix 
also probed on themes of laws, policies, regulations, 
and institutional practices; cultural norms and be-
liefs; gender roles, responsibilities, and time use; 
access to and control over resources; and, finally, 
patterns of power and decision-making.

Alongside the GAM, the CVA framework was used 
to identify and acknowledge the capacities and 
vulnerabilities of community members. The CVA’s 
central idea is “that people’s existing strengths 
(or capacities) and weaknesses (or vulnerabilities) 
determine the impact that a crisis has on them, 
as well as the way they respond to the crisis.” This 
framework enabled an exploration of how different 
community members are responding to Lebanon’s 
crises. It also probed into specific vulnerabilities 
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being exacerbated by the crisis, while also acknowl-
edging the various ways people are using their 
capacities to navigate the crisis (March et al., 2005). 
This approach is critical as it situates commu-
nity members, especially women, not as victims but 
rather as agents of change.



Women’s Voices in the Agriculture 
and Agri-food Sectors in Lebanon 16

3 FINDINGS
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3. FINDINGS
Men have long been perceived as the main stake-
holders or “income-generators” within Lebanon’s 
agriculture sector. Although women play critical 
roles in the sector, they have often been considered 
as “supporting hands” instead of key players, both 
within the production and distribution process. 
Until today, the majority of large-scale agriculture 
work and production in the North of Lebanon is, 
indeed, led by men whereas most women are en-
gaged in small-scale production and informal work. 
However, such an observation misses the implicit 
and explicit engagement of women within the 
agriculture sector. It also does not account for the 
structural issues that have led to this imbalance, 
namely, the sectarian political economy that leads 
to monopolistic grips over certain industries and 
trades (Bauman, 2016; Assouad, 2021); legal issues, 
including the nationality laws, personal status laws, 
restrictions on social security, and limitations to the 
labour code (Salameh, 2015); domestic pressures 
and gendered expectations, among others.  Majority 
of interviewees argue that women, if the conditions 
are permitting, can be as involved as men across all 
value chain nodes in the agriculture sector. 

Interestingly, despite the many challenges women 
face, it appears that women’s involvement in the 
agriculture and agri-food sectors across the North 
is expanding. In large part, this is a consequence of 
globally and locally changing trends, encouraged by 
feminist movements and decades of advocacy, that 
continue to push for gender equality. However, it is 
also linked to a changing economic reality, especially 
given Lebanon’s current crisis and the exacerbation 
of living conditions among a significant number of 
households across the country. Women’s economic 
involvement and participation remains contingent 
on multiple factors, such as socio-economic back-
ground, access to capital and education, nationality, 
and legal status, as well as women’s relation to a 
particular function within the value chain.

The findings below are divided into three 
main sections. The first explores both 
existing and changing roles of women 
within the agriculture and agri-food  
sectors. The second looks at specific 
patterns that emerged during data  
collection. The third focuses on obstacles 
women face in accessing the market and 
sustaining employment. Obstacles tackle 
both the broader challenges induced by 
the crisis, as well as more gender-specific 
issues. 

3.1 Roles and capacities of women 
within the value chain
3.1.1 Production segment

Fieldwork confirms that women are most active in 
the production segment of the value chain. Across 
the North, particularly in areas of Akkar, Minyeh, 
and Doniyeh, rural women—both Syrian and 
Lebanese, but mostly Syrian—are responsible for 
planting crops, seeding, pruning leaves, working in 
greenhouses, gathering herbs and aromatic plants, 
rolling stems, and spraying fertilisers1. According 
to interviews, more women are involved in har-
vesting land preparation than before, including 
watering and ploughing and irrigation. Whereas 
previously, such efforts were mostly done by Syrian 
agricultural workers, today, men and women from 
different backgrounds are involved in agricultural 
production. 

Some of the main fruits and vegetables women in 
the North cultivate include tomatoes, eggplants, 
cucumbers, berries, and leafy green vegetables. 
They also appear to increasingly gather herbs and 

1 Spraying fertilisers, it is important to note, is usually done by 
men. Women often prepare the fertilizer but rarely do the 
spraying themselves. However, a number of interviewees 
say more women agricultural workers and farmers have 
been spraying fertilisers. 



Women’s Voices in the Agriculture 
and Agri-food Sectors in Lebanon 18

more women in Akkar are raising livestock. Both 
Lebanese and Syrian women in rural areas are also 
involved in olive collection and pressing, as well as 
wild plants gathering and harvesting.

A key difference between men and women  
reiterated during interviews is that men are more 
capable of taking on strenuous physical labour 
such as ploughing, sheepherding, and harvesting.  
Other roles that are usually men-centric include the 
more mechanised operations, such as irrigation and 
spraying. Men also are more likely to drive tractors 
and transport goods and services. 

Nour, a head of a cooperative interviewed, says even 
these gendered distinctions are changing as there 
are technological innovations that enable women 
to do arduous labour on their own. Indeed, studies 
show that technological evolution, digitisation, and 
affordable machinery have the potential to enable 
increased participation of women within different 
sectors and value chains in the agriculture sector 
(GSMA, 2022).

Production work for small-scale family-owned land 
is often done by the family itself. Previously, farm-
ers and landowners were likely to hire few Syrian 
agricultural workers for intensive labour. However, 

to cut down on costs, more households appear to 
undertake such work themselves. More Lebanese 
households who own agricultural land are engaging 

in small-scale production in light of food shortages 
and increasing food costs.

Nevertheless, the majority of large-scale production 
work is still done by Syrian agricultural workers in 
Bekaa and Akkar, a significant percentage of whom 
are women, including children. 

Lebanon’s agriculture sector has long depended on 
cheap labour provided by migrants from regional 
areas–Palestine, Egypt, and most commonly Syria 
(Sajadian, 2020). Syrian female agricultural workers 
often work very informally, moving from one proj-
ect to the other, with very little to no protection. 
The majority of Syrian women agricultural work-
ers are hired informally by landlords to engage in 
such work. This is often facilitated by shaweeshes2  
within informal tented settlements (ITSs), who 
take commission for each labourer’s daily wage. 
Since the refugee crisis, Syrians seeking shelter and 
income-generating opportunities often reside for 
lower costs in ITSs, and are then linked, through the 
shaweesh, to Lebanese landowners. Given that ag-
ricultural workers have no legal protection or social 
protection (see section 3.3.2), this system may lead 
to exploitation. Indeed, both landowners and shaw-
eeshes have a lot of unchecked power over refugee 
women and may deduct wages, terminate refugees’ 
work, and prevent employment opportunities due 
to personal grudges (Turkmani & Hamade, 2022; El 
Helou, 2014). 

Due to hiking rent prices, many households, par-
ticularly female-headed ones, are pushed to leave 
their residential homes and seek alternatives. This 
has also pushed particularly vulnerable Syrian 
households into other negative coping mechanisms 
such as child labour and bonded labour within the 
agriculture sector. For instance, a female-headed 

“Previously, and even until today, it is  
extremely rare to see women driving trucks. 
Such an image is considered vulgar. But you 
know what? I fired three male drivers because 
they were so uncomfortable taking orders 
from a woman. It was hard at first, but I was 
determined to find a woman driver. Now our 
main driver is a woman, and the only obstacle 
is transporting food from the shop to the car, 
but we all help her. She’s a fantastic driver.”   

- Tania, business owner

“You can’t make sense of Lebanon’s agricul-
ture sector without tracing the role of migrant 
workers in it, at least since the 20th cen-
tury. Basically, without Syrian refugees there 
would’ve been no agriculture in Lebanon.”  

-  Ahmad, Agriculture Expert

2   Shaweeshes are Syrian community managers that overlook 
affairs within informal tented settlements 
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household in Akkar interviewed had recently 
moved from an ITS to a small plot of land owned 
by a Lebanese family because they were unable 
to afford the monthly rent there. They erected a 
tent near the plot and are planting and harvesting 
crops for the Lebanese household in exchange for 
(unpaid) shelter. Key informants say there are a 
growing number of such cases, i.e., Syrian families 
leaving residential homes and ITSs to seek free 
shelter in exchange for agricultural work. 

Young children, mostly Syrians but also including 
Lebanese, are engaging in production work. This 
includes harvesting potatoes, pruning grapes and 
other fruits, picking olives and other cash crops, 
operating machines, fertilisers and pesticides us-
age for long hours and little wages. Estimations 
indicate that the highest number of child labourers 
in Lebanon, around 60%, work in the agriculture 
sector (FAO & UNICEF, 2019). Moreover, a lot of 
the work is hazardous and exploitative (ILO, 2016; 
FAO & UNICEF, 2029). At the time of writing, for 
instance, videos circulated of a landowner tor-
turing and beating young Lebanese and Syrian 
agricultural workers (Houssari, 2022; Megaphone, 
2022). Although child labour has been on the rise 
in Lebanon, especially following the Syrian refugee 
crisis, the combination of the COVID-19 lockdown, 
school closures, and the dire need for income among 
households has increased the phenomenon3. World 
Vision (2021) conducted a survey with 776 parents 
across Lebanon, indicating that around 10.8% of 
households, both Lebanese and Syrian, have at least 
one child between the ages of 3-18 engaged in child 
labour. However, the study finds that involvement 
in child labour is much higher for boys than girls, 
and also significantly more prevalent among Syrian 
households in comparison to Lebanese ones. On 
the other hand, girls, especially in Syrian house-
holds, were significantly more likely to be involved 
in household chores. Indeed, a COVID-19 Multi-
Sectoral Needs Assessment by Plan International 
(2020) finds that lockdown, and more generally 
periods of crisis, had alarming effects on adolescent 
girls, as they are significantly more preoccupied 
with invisible forms of care labour than boys. Key in-
formants say that due to the economic crisis, there 

are both higher rates of school drop-outs or trans-
fers from private schools to overburdened public 
schools due to lower costs. Indeed, the Vulnerability 
Assessment for Syrian Refugees (VASyR, 2021) finds 
that the percentage of Syrian children between 6-14 
years enrolling in school has dropped from 67% in 
2020 to 53% in 2021. 

Key informants4 note that while child labour, in-
formal employment, and bonded labour have long 
been part of Lebanon’s agriculture sector, there is a 
significant hike in reported abuse within the agri-
culture sector. 

3.1.2. Organic farming

More women in the North are operating small-scale 
organic farms, as well as processing organic fruits 
and vegetables into foodstuffs and other beauty or 
medicinal products. An agricultural engineer, Yara, 
who works on an organic farm between Akkar and 
Batroun says, “In the North area, the current trend 
is toward organic agriculture because its prices 
are competitive while its production requires less 
disease prevention and control inputs.” In 2005, 
a National Organic Law was submitted to the 
Parliament but was only approved in 2020. 

“Localist” and “health conscious” buyers make 
up the largest portion of organic food consumers 
in Lebanon (Tleis, Calieris, & Roma, 2017). These 
consumers, according to key informants, are often 
aware and socially conscientious, and willing to pay 
significantly higher costs, especially with the aim 
of supporting local farmers and workers. Indeed, 
organic products in Lebanon are often more ex-
pensive than non-organic products, which provide 
room for more profit. Their prices are competitive in 
comparison to imported organic products and can 
also find markets abroad as they are in demand in 
developing countries. Organic stores and initiatives 
– such as NABAT, Eshmoon, BIOMASS, Farm to Fork, 
Buzuruna Juzuruna – are becoming increasingly 
popular not just in Beirut but also in other cities and 
even villages across Lebanon. Interviewees note 
that the main medium for organic sales are special-
ised shops and home deliveries, farmers’ markets, 
health and fair-trade shops, and increasingly 

3    Lebanon’s Decree No. 8987 prevents children from working 
in specific forms of agricultural work that are considered 
hazardous. However, according to the ILO (2016), there is 
very minimal inspection by the Ministry of Labour.

4  Informants include social workers and NGOs receiving the 
reports of abuse directly.
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supermarket corners for healthy and organic prod-
ucts. The shift toward organic agriculture is part 
of a larger, perhaps even global, trend of catering 
to healthier lifestyles. Farmers in Lebanon are mo-
tivated toward organic farming for both technical 
reasons, including better soil, erosion control, well-
being of animals; environmental sustainability and 
improved health; and economic motivations, such 
as higher income and better market opportunities 
abroad and in Lebanon (Naspetti, 2016). One of the 
main challenges, according to key informants, is 
that prices of organic products remain too expen-
sive for most households in Lebanon and therefore 
organic produce targets a very niche population. 

Other producers and agri-food processors are 
seeking organic products for their food stuffs, 
beauty products, or herbal medicine. Two inter-
viewed women in urban areas say they use local 
organic products purchased from women farmers 
in rural areas for soap and essential oil produc-
tion. Moreover, an entrepreneur interviewed notes 
that compost production from organic waste is an 
important opportunity to seize. She adds that such 
initiatives, especially if women-led, contribute to 
circular economies as they can be used as organic 
fertilisers later for fruit and vegetable production.

It appears that organic farm production attracts 
young female farmers and agricultural engineers 

with an enthusiasm for innovative agriculture. 
Women interviewed show interest in technology-
driven solutions such as vertical farming; ready-made 
traditional foods; environmental and social  
start-ups; and wastewater treatment. 

Often, these women have high levels of education 
and are involved in a range of business development 
and entrepreneurship life-skills building, whether 
at university, private sector initiatives, training 
centres, or NGOs. As per the 2016 Global Gender 
Equality Index, Lebanon is ranked very low when 
it comes to political participation and economic 
empowerment. However, it ranks very high when 
it comes to women’s enrolment in schools and uni-
versities (USAID, 2016). This indicates that women 
have high levels of education but may face barriers 
in accessing employment. An agriculture professor 
at the Lebanese University notes that the majority 
of his agriculture classes are attended by women, 
and that female students, as a rule of thumb, are 
more likely to be interested in organic and innova-
tive approaches. Another agriculture trainer at a 
public vocational school in Akkar, Samiha, says that 
it has become increasingly common for women to 
pursue agricultural engineering in Lebanon. She 
gave an example of a specific training, one whereby 
MoA gave an avocado-growing session, and all at-
tendees were women from Akkar, including Syrians. 
“This is because it is easy for women to join the 
agriculture sector and so they are hopeful about job 
prospects5.” This pattern might be connected to the 
fact that men are more likely to have full-time jobs, 
as well as the fact that Syrian women may have 
higher ease of mobility since Syrian men are more 
likely to be stopped and searched ` checkpoints. 
However, such observations may also indicate that 
there is a growing number of women interested in 
pursuing jobs within the agriculture sector and that 
if there are adequate incentives and opportunities, 
they are likely to join the labour force. 

3.1.3. Agri-food processing

Women appear to be increasingly active in all as-
pects of agri-food processing. Previously, women 
were mostly involved in production and food-pro-
cess processing and did not engage with traders 
and buyers due to sociocultural norms (ILO, 2017; 

“There really is a huge opportunity to restruc-
ture the agriculture sector. Over the past year, 
I’ve learnt a lot about what sustainable agri-
culture really means and it feels as though 
we are building for a better future. This is 
happening because people had to find solu-
tions to the crisis, not because they willingly 
wanted to be sustainable. Now across the 
country more women are engaging in organic 
agriculture, using solar panels, and thinking 
of better methods for waste management.”  

- Yara, agriculture engineer

5  It might also be connected to the fact that men are more 
likely to have full-time jobs, as well as the fact that Syrian 
women may have higher ease of mobility since Syrian men 
are more likely to be stopped and searched ` checkpoints. 
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by-products such as candlewax and apitherapy. Eco-
tourism, as well, has seen a boom especially prior 
to the crisis. A number of women across the North 
have either launched or work within eco-touristic 
enterprises. During holiday seasons, these enter-
prises attract many tourists, especially from the 
Lebanese diaspora population, as well families and 
youth groups. Some of the activities under ecotour-
ism include religious tourism, hiking, snowshoeing, 
cooperatives, mouneh-making, guesthouse man-
agement, heritage work. There has also been an 
increase in enotourism, i.e., wine tourism, in winer-
ies across Batroun and Jbeil such as IXSIR, Batroun 
Organic Mountains, Clos du Phoenix, which com-
bines tourism with catering services. An interesting 
opportunity given the large-scale production of 
olive oil in the country is oleotourism. Oleotourism 
can combine olive oil tasting with village tours, 
hikes through olive orchards, and catering services 
provided by rural women. According to a recent 
study, organic operators in Lebanon “have adopted 
the model from ‘farm to fork’ and established an 
end-market on their farms to provide touristic ac-
tivities such as restaurants with specialty chefs, kids 
park, kids’ activities, culinary activities and special 
occasions” (Abebe, Traboulsi, & Aoun, 2022). 

For some rural community members, there is a 
strong historical connection to one’s village or 
“land.” A number of women interviewees describe 
the work they do—whether as beekeepers, olive 
pickers, tour guides, cooperative heads—as spiri-
tual and necessary for maintaining Lebanon’s rich 
agricultural and natural resources heritage. In 
Akkar, some women possess indigenous knowl-
edge of herbs, seeds, and soil types. They even use 
different herbs—from ‘khebeize’, ‘akoub’, ‘dam el 
ghazel’ (blood of the deer), ‘korrat’, ‘hendbeh’, spin-
ach, ‘moche’, ‘lsen el thor’ or ‘balaasoun’, ‘rshad’, 
‘dardar’, ‘kors 3ane’, ‘jorira’, rhubarb, and wild 
thyme—to treat health issues, use in foods, and 
for sale. This sense of connection gives the work 
women do within the agriculture sector a strong 
sense of meaning and purpose. Some interviewees 
express interest in sharing their knowledge and 
commitment with students, tourists, neighbours, 
and other community members.

3.2. Emerging themes in light  
of the crisis
3.2.1. “NGOisation” of the sector: NGOs a key 
source of social and financial capital

Women in urban and rural areas appear to benefit 
from NGOs and INGOs, as well as entrepreneurial 
bootcamps and labs. Support from NGOs comes 
in the form of financial provisions, livelihood and 
skills training, equipment support, and value chain 
enhancement. Workshops and training sessions 
focused on gender, agri-food production, and ag-
riculture appear to have increased following the 
economic crisis, particularly focusing on economic 
empowerment and sustainable approaches. An 
increasing number of programmes tackle economic 
issues through workshops, networking events, 
festivals, training sessions, and others. Moreover, 
organisations support farmers and producers with 
a range of machinery and equipment. Some of the 
equipment procured for interviewees by NGOs 
include tractors for ploughing, tilling, and transpor-
tation; fruit shredders and dryers; herb crushers; 
weed pullers; machines for dairy production; stain-
less steel products needed for developing kitchens, 
among others. 

Lebanon’s agriculture sector today is largely sup-
ported through multilateral funding sources, 
through UN agencies, particularly FAO, WFP, UNDP, 
and ILO, as well as the World Bank and the 
European Union, and other country-level donors 
including USAID, Canada, Italy, France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Japan, among others, through 
embassy development projects (El-Hajal, 2022). 
Funding is focalised through international and local 
NGOs, private social enterprises, relevant ministries 

“Previously, interventions by NGOs focused 
on human rights and protection services for 
women. Today we’re noticing that there’s 
been a significant increase in addressing 
women’s economic participation and busi-
ness development not just in urban areas but 
also rural ones. This is an encouraging trend.”   

- Raed, development practitioner
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(Agriculture, Environment, or Energy and Water 
Ministries) and/or municipalities (El-Hajal, 2022)7. 
Though interventions tend to work across Lebanon, 
there is a significant focus on Bekaa and Akkar (El-
Hajal, 2022). 

Key informants working either in the funding or 
implementation of such programs note that gen-
der sensitivity and mainstreaming has become 
significantly more common over the past decade 
especially. Some interventions, as well, are directed 
solely on women cooperatives, women-led SMEs, 
and women agricultural workers. Moreover, over 
the past three years, agricultural interventions 
have started to account for Lebanese women as 
well, whereas previously the focus was on Syrian 
refugee women working informally. The support 
for the agriculture sector comes in different ways. 
According to interviews with women who have 
received support, this is either through training 
sessions (technical and life skills, alternative and 
more cost-efficient forms of agriculture, gender 
awareness, business development, etc.); cash for 
work; provision of input supplies and machinery; 
and infrastructural support such as solar energy 
and water reservoirs. 

NGOs have become a form of social capital among 
women in the North, enabling increased access to 
information, resources, and human capital. In one 
example, two women who met at a training in 
Akkar ended up collaborating on soap and candle-
wax production. Fieldwork shows that a range of 
interviewees, i.e., Lebanese and Syrian women from 
different socioeconomic backgrounds, know about 
the different NGOs providing support to women, 
whether cash-for-work, protection services, and 
microfinance programs. Women take it as a ‘re-
sponsibility’ to look for funding and other openings, 
with fieldwork indicating that it is mostly women 
within households who keep their eyes open for 
such opportunities. This is in parallel with increased 
coordination between NGOs and the private sec-
tor, as well as more targeted campaigning, which 
facilitates women’s awareness and access to funds. 

Historically, rural microfinance programs were 
skewed toward men, but this appears to be chang-
ing. Amar, a head of a cooperative, reiterates that 
micro-finance grants and training she received over 
the past decade from international organisations 
were key for the launch and success of the coopera-
tive. “Now, I always push women from my village to 
attend the training sessions so they can learn the 
skills I have acquired and potentially acquire funds.” 
Amar went on to establish a centre for training 
within the municipality in her village. “When we 
realised how much our village relies on agriculture, 
I decided to encourage women from our village to 
become productive members. There was much re-
sistance from our community back then, but now 
we have gotten to a point where all residents of our 
village are eager to participate in our workshops, 
training, and cooperative work.” 

Lebanon has a long and rich history of civil society or-
ganising8. Ultimately, CSOs are composed of NGOs, 
charities, unions, international agencies, grassroots 
campaigns, among others. Some of these organisa-
tions focus on providing humanitarian aid and relief 
work, while others focus on advocacy, communica-
tion, political empowerment, among others. The 
legal ease of forming an NGO—coupled with the 
country’s relatively liberal landscape, a strong and 
intersectional feminist movement, the cyclical pe-
riods of crisis, international investment and funds 
particularly following the Syrian crisis—are some 

8  One of the main challenges is even defining what “civil society organisations” in Lebanon are. They are often described as 
associations and organisations that oppose sectarian divisions and forms of organising. In more recent years, particularly 
after the 2015 YouStink movement, civil society in everyday discourse connotes political opposition to the sectarian political 
system.    

“Over the past ten years, I have collabo-
rated with at least ten different local and 
international organisations. They were 
defining in my process. It all started with 
one training on sustainability, and then a 
grant from here, a grant from there. I am 
now standing on my own two feet and 
don’t need NGOs anymore to get here.” 

- Nour, head of cooperative
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of the key factors that have contributed to the ex-
pansion of “civil society organisations”. Although 
it is beyond the scope of this paper, existing re-
search has criticised CSOs in Lebanon for being 
fragmented, elitist, depoliticised, and falling into 
implementation traps due to their short term and 
donor-bound cycles. Women interviewed do indeed 
bring up their personal challenges and experiences 
with NGOs, unions, cooperatives, among others. 
Ultimately, what was expressed in interviews is 
despite these issues, the proliferation of NGOs in 
areas long disenfranchised such as Akkar and Tripoli 
(Masri, 2018) have had positive effects on women’s 
lives and livelihoods. 

3.2.2. Shared and circular economy models: reflect-
ing on women cooperatives and informal women 
groups

A co-operative is defined “as an autonomous asso-
ciation of persons united voluntarily to meet their 
common economic, social, and cultural needs and 
aspirations through a jointly owned and democrat-
ically-controlled enterprise.” (Alliance, 2015). Based 
on the Legislative Decree 17199 from 1964, rural co-
operatives in Lebanon are non-profit, autonomous 
associations that improove socioeconomic condi-
tions of members through joint efforts.9 Despite 
the country’s weak cooperative legislation and the 
persistence of inactive cooperatives, cooperatives 
in Lebanon have overall led to significant gender 
inclusion, collective profitability through local pro-
duction and exports, and organisational structures 
capable of receiving and working with foreign aid 
(Scolding & Nour, 2021). Cooperatives not only 
provide women with income and livelihoods, but 
also skills development and solidarity networks, 
two critical aspects during Lebanon’s crisis. The 
cooperative structure is critical for women to build 

networks, access grants and develop partnerships 
with other cooperatives (as well as NGOs), reduce 
costs, maintain social connections, access key infor-
mation and advice from one another, and ultimately 
have a form of collective bargaining power. Women 
cooperative members interviewed note that their 
involvement in cooperatives over the past years has 
been key. Data collection indeed indicates a visible 
rise in cooperative structures, whether registered or 
unregistered, across the North. Women-led coop-
eratives in Lebanon process, market, and distribute 
jams, molasses, olive oil, honey, rose water, dairy 
produce, herbs, wheat by-products such as bourg-
hol and kishek and frikeh, among others. 

Women-led cooperatives, specifically, are crucial 
for safe and flexible spaces for women’s work 
in the agriculture sector. Speaking to a range of 
cooperatives in the North, this study finds that 
women-led cooperatives are naturally attentive 
to gender issues, help develop relevant policies for 
members, and lead to women naturally assuming 
leadership positions. Amal, a cooperative member, 
gave an example of how mothers can comfortably 
breastfeed in cooperative spaces. Moreover, on-site 
childcare is sometimes also naturally provided as 
there are a number of women who may take turns 
paying attention to toddlers, for instance. Lama, a 
cooperative head, gave an example of having to 
present their cooperative’s success to donors and 
organisations, which helped her address her long-
held fear of public speaking. Moreover, through 
cooperatives, women are able to access wider 
networks and create localised and women-centric 
channels to communicate necessary information, 
not just in relation to the agriculture sector, but 
also social, political, and economic matters. Another 
cooperative member, Nidal, adds that cooperatives 
enable women in rural areas to be better connected 
to civil society networks, including GBV protection 
actors, which is crucial when one of their members 
faces protection issues.

Interviews with cooperative members indicate 
that when women have a direct say in the activi-
ties they want to work on—such as making peanut 
and almond butter, the specific type of glass they 
need for jars, how best to package apples, etc.—it 
helps them reflect more collectively and gives them 
a shared sense of power. Moreover, cooperatives, 

“It is such a loss to work on an individual 
level instead of the collective one; we all 
know the common challenges we have 
— like lack of ownership and money and 
land — we have to meet them together.” 

- Amal, cooperative member

9  For more on the cooperative regulatory framework, see ILO (2018).   
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especially successful ones, are a form of gradual 
and continuous training models for women, as to 
become more successful players in the market, they 
have to improve and expand on their skills based on 
shared desires and sentiments. 

Women cooperative members interviewed say 
they have been involved in a range of training 
sessions provided by organisations and experts 
including registrations and cooperative laws/poli-
cies, business development and sustainable ethical 
practices, managing their cooperatives during the 
economic crisis, marketing and online platforms, 
gender awareness and sensitivity, conflict resolu-
tion, among others. Some of the key training or 
skills cooperatives found beneficial included how 
to use certain machines, how to be cost-effective 
in production, better communication skills, and 
improved packaging and marketing.

Most of the cooperatives interviewed are either 
women- or men-only. Indeed, interviews with key 
informants also pinpoint to the fact that there 
are very few cooperatives in Lebanon that suc-
cessfully bring together men and women in the 
agriculture sector. It is thus interesting to reflect 
on how cooperatives can consciously and care-
fully bring together different groups of people 
– Lebanese and Syrian women, and/or men and 
women. While women-only cooperatives are critical 
for the dynamic reasons highlighted above, con-
sciously organised gender and nationality-mixed 
models can also help bring out more understanding 
and knowledge, break down gendered stereotypes, 
contribute to skills-sharing, and enhance pro-
ductivity. Women often feel they do not have the 
knowledge in comparison to men, or the negotiat-
ing skills, so advocating for spaces where they do 
work together is key. Similarly, cooperatives that 
bring together Syrians and Lebanese may also lead 
to similar outcomes. 

Events that bring together farmers and other 
agriculture stakeholders from different parts of 
the country were also strongly recommended by 
both community members and key informants. 
Connecting different types of farmers in the North 
to those across the country leads to knowledge 
production as well as stronger regional networks 
that may contribute to increased sales. For instance, 
one woman farmer from Akkar noted that she had 
attended a workshop with other cooperatives from 

Mount Lebanon and was later contacted by one 
cooperative in Kfardebiane who purchased several 
boxes of strawberries from her. 

As noted in a literature review on gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment in co-operatives 
(Duguid & Weber, 2016), “co-operative enterprises 
are placed in a unique position to ensure and 
promote gender equality and women’s empower-
ment and to contribute to the achievement of the 
goals and targets laid out in the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.” While this study finds 
this to be true, it is important to note that coop-
eratives do not necessarily achieve equality and 
empowerment simply because they are organised 
within a cooperative structure. Indeed, there are 
several challenges that women cooperatives face. 
Data collection came across or were told of stag-
nant women-led cooperatives in Lebanon with 
undemocratic structures. Moreover, cooperatives 
may end up reflecting certain power structures or 
relations within their communities. For instance, 
Amal, a member of a cooperative, discussed how co-
operative members can end up limiting themselves 
by thinking there are only specific roles they can 
occupy, i.e. production and processing, instead of a 
whole other range across the value chain. Amal also 
says some cooperatives prefer not to expand out of 
fear that they will be condemned by other members 
within their society.   

Moreover, another challenge is that the process of 
registering cooperatives is highly bureaucratic and 
political. For years, research has shown that the 
cooperative movement in Lebanon is weak, male-
dominated, and corrupt (Scolding & Nour, 2021). 
Amar, the head of a cooperative, says, “Politics plays 
a huge role in registering cooperatives. I’ve been 

“As women, we have to focus on cooperative 
work. It is necessary for our autonomy and 
development as farmers, and it is a keyway 
for us to break stigmas. If someone sees 
twelve women all operating a farm and sell-
ing its produce, they can’t attack it. If they see 
one woman, she becomes an easy target.”  

- Shaima, Head of Cooperative
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“If you trace the way agricultural trade 
happens in Lebanon, it is actually very po-
litical and connected to war mafias. This 
is why they say it is not a woman’s world; 
because men run large scale production 
through their political connections, while 
women engage in small-scale production 
that is outside such bubbles. This is also 
why it is not in the interest of politicians to 
influence the agriculture sector; the way 
it currently operates is in their interest.” 

- Rima, Development Practitioner

“Since the crisis, and after the October 
17 uprising, the notion of solidar-
ity in agriculture is growing among 
certain groups. You see them trying to 
transfer skills and knowledge and think 
of ways to elevate their area sustainably.” 

- Ahmad, Agriculture Expert

trying to register my cooperative [which has 12 
members in it] since 2017. I call the directorate and 
they tell me what to do; I do it, and then they disap-
pear.” This has really affected Amar as some grants 
or loans are only provided to registered coopera-
tives. Luckily, she mentions a couple of programmes 
or organisations that account for a cooperative’s 
history and record instead of how “official” they are. 

A range of international agencies and local or-
ganisations support cooperatives in the country 
because of their local and women-centric nature 
(ILO 2018). According to several key informants, 
there has also been an increase in donor-funded 
projects that support women-led cooperatives. This 
has led some interviewees to question whether 
cooperatives end up becoming donor dependent. 
Ultimately, a number of women-led cooperatives 
say they indeed relied on donors to kickstart or ob-
tain certain needed machinery, but that their work 
is autonomous and constantly expands and shifts 
depending on local needs.  

Data collection indicates that patterns are emerg-
ing among Lebanese women, such as community 
farms, collective rooftop gardening, and mutual 
aid projects focused on the agriculture sector. Such 
models are not new per se. Fadia, a farmer from 
Akkar, says, “We have always relied on each other 
as farmers, we don’t have anyone else supporting 
us but each other.” She adds that farmers tend to 
share tools and resources with each other, and that 
there is a relatively strong sense of camaraderie 

between Lebanese farmers in her village in Akkar. 
What is new, perhaps, is the involvement of young 
and more middle-class youth in such land-centred 
initiatives. One initiative, for instance, has reclaimed 
agricultural land in Ras Maska and a group of com-
munity members grow vegetables there together. A 
year after, they opened a local restaurant with pro-
duce from the land itself. This initiative, as one of 
its founders describes, is people-focused, with the 
aim of protecting farmers and relying on the collec-
tive instead of monopolistic seed companies. Other 
initiatives in the North aim to recover agricultural 
land and establish seed libraries. 

3.2.3. Shifting perceptions of agricultural work and 
reverse migration 

Classist and racist perceptions of agricultural work 
persist. A number of interviewed Lebanese men and 
women often appear to unfavourably view labour-
intensive work as something for “impoverished 
migrants” or “refugees looking for informal employ-
ment.” Such perceptions are perpetuated by media 
portrayals and discriminatory political discourses 
that depict Syrian refugees as taking over the jobs 
of Lebanese (Sajadian, 2020). However, even prior to 
the 2011 refugee crisis, Syrian migrants–both men 
and women—worked in Lebanon’s agriculture sec-
tor, and the agriculture sector has long relied on their 
cheap labour. With the arrival of refugees, however, 
the demand for food grew, in addition to increased 
investments in the agriculture sector (Hamade & 
Turkmani, 2022). Ultimately, in the divisions of roles 
and responsibilities among women in Lebanon, the 
notion of agricultural labour has long been tied to 
the “temporary” status of refugee workers. Thus, 
while it is not controversial for Lebanese women 
to, for instance, grow fruits and vegetables in their 
backyard or work in family-based agriculture, it is 



Women’s Voices in the Agriculture 
and Agri-food Sectors in Lebanon 30

rather rare to come across Lebanese women work-
ing among a larger group under a landowner or 
farmer for daily wage.

Lebanese farmers interviewed say that the influx 
of Syrian refugees in the country has had negative 
repercussions on many industries. However, a sig-
nificant number of interviewees also acknowledge 
the vital and critical role Syrian women have played 
in the agriculture sector. Jamila, a Lebanese farmer, 
says, “Based on my observations, Syrian women 
have really contributed to the sector. They are hard-
working and committed and know a lot about land 
work.” Another head of a cooperative, Shaima, says 
she has learnt a lot from refugee women’s “detailed 
eye” in mouneh production. 

Interviewees also indicate that growing crop diver-
sity in the North of Lebanon can be attributed to the 
work of Syrian refugee workers. Some of the crops 
Syrian refugees have planted and, in some cases, 
introduced include strawberries, olives, vegetables, 
stone fruits, citruses, nuts, and industrial crops. 
There are also more greenhouses in Akkar, for ex-
ample, as well as novel methods of farming. 

Moreover, perceptions of agricultural work also 
appear to be slowly changing among Lebanese 
communities. On the one hand, more Lebanese 
women are engaging in family-based agricul-
tural work due to issues of food insecurity. While 
it appears that women-led production is still on a 
small-scale level and often for household consump-
tion or neighbourhood-level sales, there are new 
initiatives and enterprises filling in gaps within the 
market. 
There appears to be an increase in reverse migra-
tion in response to Lebanon’s economic crisis. Fuel 
shortages, increasing air and noise pollution, and 
the Beirut blast have pushed significant numbers 
of people to move toward less polluted areas. 

According to Information International, “the num-
ber of reverse migrants falls between 55,000 
individuals and 77,000” and this number is likely to 
increase in coming years as cost of living in urban 
cities hikes (Shibani, 2021). Sima, a Lebanese com-
munity activist from Bcharre, says, “Over the past 
two years, many people, including young adults, 
have come back to the village. There is a reversion 
to old ways of living because the modern ‘world’ is 
clearly not working.” A municipality member from 
Akkar also notes that many people have been trying 
to escape the pressures of urban life. “They come 
here, and you see them asking questions about 
agriculture, they want to plant and farm. There is 
a return to villages across Lebanon.” A growing 
number of people are moving to villages not only to 
seek decreased living costs but also to be closer to 
natural resources and to seek agricultural self-sus-
tenance. Interviewees say this is an opportunity as 
it activates small-scale economies and encourages 
increased activities and investment in historically 
neglected areas. 

3.3. Structural and daily challenges 
women face
Women across the value chain face intercon-
nected challenges, some of which are related to 
broader economic and political forces, others more 
contingent on particular situations. The section on 
women’s roles across the value chain highlights key 
disincentives for women: high production costs and 
the more general climate of financial uncertainty; 
the lack of diverse employment opportunities—
especially meaningful ones—for women in rural 
areas; unfair and gender imbalanced wages; lack 
of access to land and production inputs; the woes 
of middlemen; the infamous ‘double burden’ on 
women to both manage household affairs and agri-
culture work; navigating gendered stereotypes and 
discrimination, as well as the fear of sexual abuse 
and harassment while on the field; the restrictions 
on women’s mobility, especially in light of the fuel 
crisis; among others. The study below sectionalises 
the main challenges that women in the North face, 
focusing on the economic crisis and its direct effects 
on the agriculture sector, as well as sociocultural 
norms and legal barriers women face.

“We work hard but are looked down upon. 
We are doing the work that Lebanese 
women don’t want to do, and yet we are 
seen as stealing opportunities from them.” 

-  Basima, Syrian Agricultural Worker
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3.3.1. The economic crisis and its effects on the agri-
culture sector

PRICE FLUCTUATIONS AND ITS EFFECT ON INPUT 
PROVISIONS

Lebanon’s economic crisis gravely affects small-
scale farmers. The financial and debt crisis has 
pushed farmers into cycles of uncertainty and 
insecurity as prices of inputs have hiked in USD, 
making a lot of inputs inaccessible. Some of the 
main raw materials women farmers have struggled 
to purchase include high quality seeds, greenhouse 
structures and polyethylene, fertilisers, fuel, irriga-
tion systems, and pesticides. Women in agri-food 
processing report that materials needed for produc-
tion, such as stainless-steel equipment and glass 
jars, are very expensive and finding local factories 
that can provide in bulk is challenging.

Given the fluctuating exchange rate, there is a 
confusion among farmers and agri-food producers 
about how to price their products. A key issue that 
affects farmers is that they purchase inputs in dol-
lars but sell their produce in Lebanese pounds. As 
such, farmers opt for cheaper input supplies to cut 
down on costs, which leads to more pesticides and 
diseases in their yield.   

Women interviewees say it is challenging to re-
spond to the constantly fluctuating exchange rate 
and prices. Samira, a catering business owner, says, 
“It confuses me more than anything, the question 
of how to price my meals. And I often feel bad be-
cause I know families are struggling. There’s no one 
to really ask about how much a daily platter should 
cost. We just follow the patterns in the market and 
look at each other [i.e. others in the business] for 
some clarity.”  

 

INFRASTRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS

Lebanon has always suffered from very weak in-
frastructure (Verdeil, 2018) and the economic crisis 
has exacerbated it further (El Amine, 2022). Limited 
electricity, unreliable transportation due to fuel 
shortages, worsening communication signals, and 
minimal public water provision affect value chain 
actors across all sectors. 

Worsened infrastructure has led to increased costs 
for women farmers and producers. Tania, a mem-
ber of a cooperative, notes that improper storage 
of material has led to an increase in the price of 
her products, because the price of the unused and 
spoiled material is carried over to the price of the 
sold products. Food storage has also taken a huge 
toll. The head of another cooperative, Amira, says, 
“We don’t store meat anymore because of the elec-
tric cuts. Even vegetables can’t be stored anymore. 
This really impacts our pricing since we now buy X 
amounts of vegetables to make food but end up 
consuming only half the amount.”

The limitations of accessing resources, from fuel and 
food to water, has also led to increased tensions in 
some households. For instance, the difficulty in at-
taining water—which ensures the cleanliness and 
sanitation of the house and is needed for children’s 
health—has taken a huge psychological and emo-
tional toll on some interviewed women, who often 
play the role of house-manager. Interviewees report 
feeling shame and exhaustion at the situation 

“I can’t tell you how bad the situation is, 
how much women in my village are suffer-
ing. The number of women I know skipping 
meals for their children, or not taking their 
medicine to be able to pay for transporta-
tion fees for their children, is unbelievable.” 

-  Shaima, Head of Cooperative

“My bank accounts are all frozen so I can’t 
do anything with my money. My employees 
can’t register for their social security. They 
are still working really hard to provide the 
best product, but we can’t accommodate 
the price fluctuations: for example, we once 
worked all night long to finish an order we 
had. The deal was set at the rate of 20,000LBP. 
We woke up the next day to find out that the 
rate had jumped up to almost 25,000LBP.” 

-  Alia, Agri-food Processor
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because they place a lot of responsibility on them-
selves to oversee the household affairs. 

Transportation issues have also forced farmers to 
tighten their radius of sales. Fatima, a farmer in 
Akkar, says, “Before we used to sell our fruits and 
vegetables in Tebbaneh. Now it costs too much to 
sell there so we are simply relying on the nearest 
market to us.” Another farmer says there are key 
items she needs from farmers in the Bekaa area 
but it is too costly to have them delivered and so 
she must settle for available, often lesser quality, 
products in nearby areas.

ACCESSING FINANCE

Broadly, farmers are facing decreased financing 
opportunities due to issues of capital control10 and 
fear of investment in an insecure climate. While 
women are receiving grants and funds from a range 
of non-state actors, these funds appear to mostly 
be short-term ones. Previously, farmers could use 
credit to pay for input supply and then pay their 
suppliers after harvest. Interviewees indicate this, 
given today’s context, is very rare. 

Rural women in particular have very restricted ac-
cess to loans or financial resources. Land tenure 
is also a huge challenge in the North of Lebanon, 
especially Akkar, which has a long history of feudal-
ism (Masri, 2016). Women farmers in the North, 
whether Lebanese or Syrian, often do not own the 

land which reduces their likelihood of having col-
lateral and accessing loans. Samira, a farmer, says, 
“Before the crisis, I tried many times to apply for 
loans, but it was extremely bureaucratic, and I did 
not have any land or collateral to put up.” And to-
day, a large number of community members have 
lost access to their savings due to the banking crisis. 
Moreover, to register as a company, individuals, in 
most cases, need to have a bank account, which has 
also become increasingly difficult as most banks are 
restricting opening new bank accounts.

The Kafalat program, through the banking system, 
was launched over a decade ago to support small 
and medium sized enterprises with accessing long-
term credit at zero interest rates. Obtaining funds 
from Kafalat required a mortgage or some form of 
collateral guarantee. This naturally excluded many 
farmers, especially vulnerable women farmers who 
often had no personal assets. Fieldwork indicates 
that the Kafalat programme, and the majority of 
micro-finance institutes11, has been inactive but 
further research is required on the matter. An in-
terviewee who works in a microfinance programme 
says, “Investing in the agriculture sector is tricky—it 
sometimes is too challenging. Farmers are subjected 
to very high risks especially considering geopolitical 
trends.”

However, through certain NGOs, more rural women 
are able to access small grants and funds that may 
support them in business development and expan-
sion. A programme manager at an NGO that works 
on agriculture says, “Donors are proactive about 
providing funds specifically to women. Not just 
because women are vulnerable but also because it 
is more likely for women to invest and, in cases of 
loans, pay back.”

COPING STRATEGIES

Some farmers are planting less because of the 
crisis. Samir, a farmer in Minyeh, says, “My family 
used to plant around 80 dunums of land. But now 
we cannot afford to plant more than 10 dunums 
because input provision and other services needed 
for successful agriculture costs too much.” Sacks of 
tomato, wheat, and potatoes went unsold because 

“Because of gendered stereotypes, women 
feel that if their house is unclean, then they 
will be shunned. Also, increase in domestic 
tensions may occur if women are unable 
to cook, for instance. [...]. In indirect ways, 
and in more direct ways, not having ac-
cess to water and not having control over 
your sanitation situation, can affect you 
socially and psychologically as a woman.”  

-  Damia, gender expert

10  Although women said there are decreased financing op-
portunities, they also acknowledged that there are now, 
perhaps more than ever, NGOs and INGOs investing in 
women-led enterprises and capacities.

11  Al Majmouaa, an NGO that focuses on women’s economic 
empowerment, is still active. 
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farmers did not want to sell such large amounts of 
produce at such low prices. A lot of farmers are also 
transitioning to cheap crops.

Syrian agricultural workers, despite their cheap 
labour, are also being laid off. A Lebanese farmer 
in Akkar, Samira, says she and her husband have 
had to lay off 8 Syrian agricultural workers. They’ve 
retained only two for the most arduous physical 
tasks. Otherwise, they try to do the physical labour 
themselves. Another Lebanese farmer, Lamia, is 
no longer paying her agricultural workers because 
it has become too costly. Instead, she has offered 
them a small piece of land to place their settlement 
for free. Moreover, those who have retained their 
jobs are paid significantly less in terms of market 
value. Syrian female agricultural workers in Akkar 
and Tripoli get paid 30,000 to 40,000 LBP per day 
for work whereas men get paid between 70,000 to 
80,000 LBP per day. 

The monthly wages of farmers have also sig-
nificantly reduced in USD. Lamia, a farmer, gave an 
example: “In 2018, I used to make around 800,000 
to 1,000,000 LBP per month. That was around 600 
USD. Now I make around 2,400,000 LBP per month. 
That’s nothing, it’s around 80 USD12.” 

INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS AND WEAKENED 
EXTENSION SERVICES

The Ministry of Agriculture, like most other min-
istries, is facing a lot of external and internal 
challenges due to the crisis. Although the MoA, 

according to interviews, has always had weak ex-
tension services, there were services it provided on 
a yearly basis—such as provision of fertilisers and 
pesticides, as well as check-ups. Interviews indicate 
that even these services have decreased. To fill this 
gap, several NGOs and international agencies, as 
well as politically affiliated groups, appear to be 
providing farmers with extension services. Private 
input suppliers continue to dominate, and inter-
views say they don’t have clear prices and do not 
often follow proper protocol or quality standards. 
Women, in general, prefer to liaise with an input 
supplier they trust. Nisrine, a beekeeper, notes that 
the MoA should coordinate more closely with farm-
ers. She, alongside other beekeepers in the North, 
had requested imported treatment to cure the oak 
and cedar trees that bees fed on. The MoA opted for 
a less costly solution; however, the pesticides killed 
the bees. 

NGOS: A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD

Although NGOs have played such a critical role for 
women farmers, data collection conveys dissatis-
faction among women participants with regards 
to some organisations. Participants, for instance, 
expressed dissatisfaction with the application 
process for funds, noting they can be complicated, 
and grants may take a while to arrive. Language 
and comprehension barriers to applications can be 
a challenge for women, both literate and illiterate 
ones, especially in cases where applications are in 
English. There is a need for more training on how 
to apply for grants, especially for women who may 
be illiterate or not have easy access to smartphones 
and laptops. 

12 This number is based on the exchange rate at the time of 
the interview but has changed at the time of writing to 
70 USD. This reflects the continuously changing nature of 
wages.

“The olive season was also at risk of be-
ing lost. A pesticide, usually offered by the 
MoA, was suddenly no longer available in 
the market. Some of us, those with access 
to meagre finances, could pay for imported 
pesticides from private suppliers. However, 
I know at least four farmers who couldn’t 
and thus lost their produce for the year.” 

-  Shaima, head of cooperative

“I don’t know how to apply for grants. I know 
some other women in the nearby village are 
getting assistance left and right, and I feel left 
out. There should be a centre we can simply 
walk to or a number we can call to understand 
what opportunities are out there for us.”  

-  Fadia, farmer in Akkar
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One woman said she received a grant for a specific 
machine for her dairy business from an internation-
al agency. She received the machine two years 
later, amid the country’s economic crisis, whereby 
the machine had become useless because there 
were electric shortages. “I had to buy another ma-
chine that could work on battery power, since the 
machine they had procured for me needed a lot 
of electricity. Because of their delay, the machine 
went to waste.” Another interviewee said she had 
received tools and materials from an international 
organisation, mostly knives and sickles, although 
that was not what she had requested. She added 
that the quality of the tools, as well, was quite bad 
and she never ended up using them. 

There were also some interviewees who said even 
in NGOs, there are networks of corruption tied 
to social capital. “Some farmers receive grants or 
equipment because of who they know, and not nec-
essarily because they are eligible.” Participants also 
questioned the integrity in the selection process 
for the beneficiaries, adding that some organisa-
tions appear to operate on a ‘wasta’, i.e., social 
connections.

Donors and NGOs are often unable to support 
unregistered businesses and cooperatives, of 
which there are a growing number. Some mutual 
aid groups for instance were forced to register as 
an NGO, which goes against their ethos and pur-
pose, to access funds. Within the current context, 
businesses and emerging cooperatives are more 
vulnerable than larger enterprises yet appear to be 
less supported. 

3.3.2 Sociocultural norms and patterns of power 
and decision-making

Agriculture in Lebanon is ultimately impacted by 
sociocultural norms and power dynamics contin-
gent on family structures, location, interpersonal 
relations, education levels, and access to knowledge 
or information. Such complex intersections natu-
rally affect women’s ability to make decisions and 
be involved within the agriculture sector. Indeed, 
women in agriculture and agri-food production 
continue to face gendered stereotypes and chal-
lenges from unpaid care work and restrictions on 
mobility to gender-based violence while working on 
the field and unequal wage distribution between 
men and women. 

Women interviewed say their demands are some-
times not taken seriously—whether by male 
farmers, government bodies, or even international 
organisations. This is linked to patriarchal and 
normative gender relations that continue to pit 
knowledge and power in the hands of men. Despites 
decades of women’s involvement and indigenous 
knowledge on agriculture and food-related issues, 
agriculture continues to be broadly perceived as a 
male-dominated sector. However, as this paper has 
thus far shown, this is slowly changing in Lebanon. 
The more women are economically and socially in-
volved – and recognised – in the agriculture sector, 
the more power they have. For instance, members 
of a cooperative in a small and conservative vil-
lage in Akkar say that when they first started work, 
they were often demeaned and mocked. Today, 
municipal authorities, male farmers, and young 
entrepreneurs come to them for information on 
how to store and package food without having to 
rely on electricity; how to cultivate certain types of 
fruits and vegetables; and how to process nuts into 
butters. Women’s continued and sustained involve-
ment in different segments of the value chains – as 
well as the broader patterns of feminist grassroots 
movements in the country – are slowly shifting 
gendered power dynamics and making women’s 
historical presence in the agriculture sector more 
pronounced. There is still a long way to go; the 
sections below explore in closer detail some of the 
gendered challenges.

WAGE INEQUALITY, DOMESTIC PRESSURES, AND 
THE DOUBLE BURDEN

Lebanon continues to rank very low with regards to 
wage equality and gender. According to the World 
Economic Forum (2020, Lebanon is situated at 14 
out of 19 in the Middle East and North Africa, and 
145 out of 153 on a global level in terms of wage in-
equality between men and women.

Although Lebanon’s labour law notes that there 
should be equal pay between men and women for 
the same job, women in both formal and informal 
positions in the sector suffer from wage inequality. 
Studies indeed indicate that women in Lebanon are 
paid 27% less than men for the same position and 
are more likely to not receive sick leave (Hammoud, 
2014). One study notes that “common factors for 
both genders [in Lebanon], including years of expe-
rience, age, educational level and position, generally 
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cannot be attributes to explain this significant wage 
gap; it may imply that the said gap is due to culture, 
traditions and weak governmental policies” (Hejase 
& Hejase, 2015). Another study which focuses on the 
Lebanese working population in the greater Beirut 
area finds that “female workers earn 16% – 19%, on 
average, less than their male counterparts taken 
into account the human and social capital” (Harb & 
Rouhana, 2020).

Data collection shows that female agricultural 
workers in Lebanon are paid less than male agri-
cultural workers in Lebanon, often times for the 
same job. As wages continue to fluctuate due to the 
country’s inflation and exchange rate, Syrian wom-
en agricultural workers in the North of Lebanon are 
sometimes paid half the amount (between 30,000 
Lebanese Pounds to 50,000 Lebanese Pounds), 
if not less, than Syrian men agricultural workers 
(who are paid between 60,000 Lebanese Pounds to 
100,000 Lebanese Pounds). Interviewees indicate 
that the crisis may have even exacerbated wage 
inequality among Syrian men and women as the 
hourly wage of men appears to increase more 
quickly than women’s with the continuous plum-
meting of Lebanese Pounds. Salim, a development 
expert, gave an example: “In one farm in Akkar, the 
wages for men were increased by 20,000 Lebanese 
Pounds per hour when the dollar reached 35,000 
Lebanese Pounds. However, the same has not yet 
happened for Syrian women.” 

When interviewees, including agricultural workers 
and women themselves, were asked why this wage 
difference exists, multiple reasons were given. 
Community members, including women and men, 
say that “women work less”; “women’s crop pro-
duction or harvesting is less efficient”; or “women 
do less physically arduous jobs” in the agriculture 
sector. However, when interviewees were probed 
on why women are less productive or engaged then 
men, they cited that it was because of the double 
burden: women having to manage work alongside 
their family responsibilities and domestic pressures. 
That is, because women have other responsibilities, 
they cannot invest as much as men in their work, 
and are consequently paid less. 

Women may not be encouraged to work because 
of these domestic pressures. Moreover, when they 
do work, they are not supported financially and/or 
emotionally as there are gaps in child-care support. 

As aforementioned, although the country’s labour 
law has witnessed improvements in the past de-
cades, there is still no paternal leave and maternal 
leave remains inadequate. Some interviewees also 
note that women are often the most active in the 
labour market when they are young but as they 
enter their thirties, this changes because they are 
likely to have children. Data collection indicates that 
some women may feel pressured to exit the labour 
force or seek part-time, flexible employment in 
order to manage household affairs especially when 
their children are young. Women themselves may 
also settle for less wages as a compromise for work-
ing near their homes, or for shorter hours, in order 
to more easily tend to household affairs. Moreover, 
support, especially for women in urban areas liv-
ing far from family members, is an impediment. 
Interviewees also cited costly and in some rural 
areas absent day care facilities. Exiting or seeking 
part-time employment ultimately affects women’s 
wages in the long run as they may be deemed as 
less experienced or may have difficulty re-entering 
the labour market. 

For some women, motherhood is crucial and should 
not be viewed as something equal to their careers. 
For other women, such perceptions only hinder 
women’s progress and during interviews and focus 
groups, they questioned how to create an environ-
ment conducive for women to make choices that 
work best for them—including prioritising their 
career. 

Other critical reasons included women having less 
information about markets, limited bargaining 
power, and reduced social and political capital than 
men, which might also make them less efficient 
and productive. Interviews with agri-food produc-
ers and other shop owners also indicates that it is 
likely for men to make more profit because they 
have larger businesses, more access to finance, and 
stronger social networks and political connections. 
In that sense, existing power dynamics and struc-
tures prioritise male-led businesses over female-led 
ones. However, during field work, we came across 
some women-owned businesses, such as an online 
catering model and another organic farm, who es-
timate making more profit than other male-owned 
businesses in their industry. Their reasons for 
being as competitive, if not more, than male col-
leagues were linked to them having more efficient 
production mechanisms, strong reputations, high 
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education levels, and fair prices. However, one of 
the interviewees, Hanine, interestingly adds that 
her business succeeded once her children entered 
university and left the house, as it gave her more 
time to invest in her business. While their reasons 
could not be evidenced, or further investigated, 
these two examples perhaps indicate that given the 
right environment, women businesses can indeed 
thrive.

Importantly, however, the economic crisis has 
increased domestic and household pressures for 
women. Historically, women have had to shoulder 
care labour within homes including cooking, clean-
ing, taking care of children, among others. The 
crisis, which has had huge effects on household 
members’ psychological and physical well-being, 
has affected women even more. 

STRUCTURAL AND LEGAL IMPEDIMENTS

Sectarianism is entrenched in the country’s finan-
cial and economic systems (Traboulsi, 2007), which 
has historically restricted women’s meaningful 
participation in the labour market and exacerbated 
structural inequalities among vulnerable groups. 
Sectarian power sharing creates and sustains 
patronage networks often controlled by and for 
the male-dominated political elite (Salloukh, 2015; 
Geha, 2018; Mikdashi, 2022). As previously noted, 
the agriculture sector is highly politicised (Hamade, 
2020) and women interviewees reiterate that a key 
impediment to their expansion is the lack of politi-
cal connections.  Moreover, despite the prohibition 
of gender discrimination as per the country’s labour 
law, interviews indicate that there continues to be 
active cases of discrimination based on sect, age, 
and gender. 

The country’s sectarian system is also reflected in 
its laws. Relevant to this study are personal status 

laws, whereby familial and gendered issues—in-
cluding marriage, divorce, and custody—are under 
the mandate of religious authorities. Fifteen per-
sonal status laws overlook and control critical legal 
and social issues as opposed to one unified code. 
Although Lebanon’s 1959 Civil Law of Inheritance 
stipulates equal rights to inheritance among men 
and women, some of the personal status laws, such 
as those following the Hanafi school of thought, 
assert that men receive twice the inheritance of 
women. 

A Human Rights Watch report finds that there “a 
clear pattern of women from all sects being treated 
worse than men when it comes to accessing divorce 
and primary care for their children. […] Across all 
confessions, women faced legal and other obstacles 
when terminating unhappy or abusive marriages; 
limitations on their pecuniary rights; and the risk 
of losing their children if they remarry or when the 
so-called maternal custody period (determined by 
the child’s age) ends” (Human Rights Watch 2015). 

Land and property are often registered under the 
name of men also as a way of maintaining wealth 
because Lebanese women cannot pass on their na-
tionality as per Decree #15 of the nationality law. 
Thus, personal status laws and the nationality law 
directly hinder women’s economic participation 
because they affect their access to land and make it 
more challenging to start businesses due to hiking 
rent prices. 

Indeed, data collection illustrates that women 
farmers in the North rarely own the land they work 
on, which affects their control and ownership of 
productive resources. Interviews confirm that men 
are significantly more likely to own land and thus 
have more control over patterns of production and 
distribution. In cases where women do own land, 
there is more room for decision-making among 
women. Fatima, a farmer, says, “I am lucky to have 
inherited this land. It makes me feel like when my 
husband and I are planning what to plant, I have an 
equal—if not more—say than him because it is my 
land and not his.”

These legal issues naturally affect women’s ability 
to own, control, inherit, and take decisions about 
natural resources and land. Such gender gaps in 
land and resource ownership perpetuate rural pov-
erty rates among women and make it more difficult 
for women farmers to seek opportunities and invest 

“During contexts of crisis, there is a sudden 
hike of what people call “feminine” care. 
Women have to fetch water; they have to care 
for children who are suddenly at home because 
of roadblocks or COVID-19. They have to find 
medical alternatives for their sick husbands.”  

-  Damia, gender expert
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in their work. This also affects women’s ability to 
take out loans. Indeed, a study by the International 
Finance Corporation (2016) finds that women in 
Lebanon receive 3% of bank loans although they 
own around 30% of small and micro businesses. 
This is because women lack the collateral, i.e., land 
or property, needed for loans. Other studies also 
show that loan providers tend to have less trust in 
women-owned businesses due to gendered biases 
(USAID, 2019), 

Moreover, the discriminatory precedents within the 
personal status laws – such as its rigid custody and 
divorce laws – might direly affect women’s mental 
health, time management, and economic situation. 
This has implicit effects on their economic empow-
erment and ability to seek meaningful financial 
opportunities. 

The national law ensures that men and women 
both have the same rights to ownership, banking 
facilities, and loans. However, this is impeded by the 
fact that many women, particularly those in rural 
areas, have to face sociocultural barriers to access 
credit or loans. Additionally, although women have 
the right to own and manage properties, women’s 
ownership over financial assets is often impacted 
by male household members (UN Women, 2016; 
FTL, 2022). 

Syrian refugees’ lack of legal status, more par-
ticularly, affect their economic opportunities and 
ability to expand within the agriculture sector. The 
majority of refugees in Lebanon today lack legal 
residency permits and are restricted heavily by their 
ability to move across the country (Baroud, 2021; 
VASyR, 2021). The rate of legal residency, moreover, 
is higher among men than women (VASyR, 2021). 
A series of adhoc regulations and legal provision 
affect refugees’ stay and livelihoods within the 
country. As per a regulatory framework enforced in 
2015 by the General Security Office, Syrian refugees 
registered in the UNHCR must pledge to only work 
in agriculture, construction, and cleaning. However, 
if refugees want to start a business, even if in the 
agriculture sector, they have to be registered under 
a costly and bureaucratic sponsorship agreement. 
Refugees often do not seek this sponsorship agree-
ment as it requires them to have both resident and 
work permits. 

INFORMALITY, EXPLOITATION, AND GBV ON THE 
FIELD

Lebanon’s agriculture sector, like many other devel-
oping countries, is highly informal. It is challenging 
in and of itself to define who or what a farmer in 
Lebanon is, as farmers are not attached to a specific 
legal status. Farmers are not recognised under the 
labour law. Additionally, the Lebanese law explic-
itly excludes agricultural workers, as per Article 7. 
Meanwhile farmers do not have insurance that pro-
tects them from any accidents or natural disasters. 
This makes it significantly harder for agricultural 
workers to seek rights or protection in cases of ac-
cidents or exploitation. 

The sector has long suffered from structural ne-
glect and to cope with its main needs, it has relied 
on cheap labour by vulnerable communities in 
the country. Majority of women in agriculture are 
informal part-timers and thus do not receive pro-
tection from the country’s labour laws. The National 
Social Security Fund—which provides indemnity, 
insurances, maternity support, and education ser-
vices—does not cover the majority of agricultural 
employees because they are not permanent. 

Capturing the precise statistics of abuse in agricul-
ture fields in Lebanon remains challenging due to 
cultural stigmas, under-reporting, and haphazard 
or uncoordinated data collection. However, a range 
of studies do indicate the prevalence of GBV among 
women and girls in Lebanon (Plan International, 
2020; UNFA, 2021). While a range of actors, particu-
larly connected to agencies and NGOs, are working 
on protection concerns… there remain gaps.

A highly worrisome finding is the increase of 
harassment in the field and workspace. This is 
particularly the case for refugees in Lebanon who 
have very little access to legal resources and often 
work in highly exploitative situations that might 
be difficult to escape their employment. According 
to several NGO staff interviewed, more women 
are facing verbal, sexual, and physical harassment 
while working on the field. The perpetrators are 
landlords and shaweeshes mostly. Specifically, the 
economic crisis and the country’s cyclical insecurity 
leads if not to an increase of GBV then at the very 
least the normalisation of it. Women in the agricul-
ture sector say that with the increased stresses of 
everyday in Lebanon, vulnerabilities are being rap-
idly exacerbated: lack of fair wages, total absence 
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of insurance, increase in physical violence, among 
others. Moreover, as a coping strategy, families, 
especially those in rural areas, are marrying off their 
daughters to reduce financial responsibilities. 

An interviewed case worker says, “We’ve been 
receiving a lot of reports on child marriage, child 
abuse, and gender-based violence. [...]. On the one 
hand, it is good that these cases are being reported; 
on the other hand, it is terrifying the extent to 
which they are becoming normalised.” An NGO 
field officer, Jamal, gave an example of two young 
girls being kicked off a truck by a landowner. They 
suffered bruises and PTSD because of the event but 
have continued to work in agriculture because they 
have no other source of income. 

As noted, Lebanon’s labour law does not include 
informal workers, which leaves many vulner-
able women in informal sectors unsupported. 
Moreover, key ministries such as the Ministry of 
Social Affairs, do not have the capacity to deal 
with GBV cases and the country’s legal and po-
litical infrastructure is weak. Consequently, NGOs 
and civil society organisations—such as Himaya, 
ABAAD, KAFA, LECORVAW, UN Women, UNFPA, 
the Danish Refugee Council, International Rescue 
Committee, Save the Children, Plan International, 
CARE International, among others—have been tak-
ing on a significant percentage of protection cases 
in the country. Key networks, supported and coor-
dinated by UN agencies in tandem with local and 
international organisations – including the inter-
agency SGBV Task Force, which provides critical 
SGBV services – fills in the main gaps.  The Gender 
Based Violence Information Management System 
(GBVIMS) also collects and analyses relevant GBV 
data on a quarterly basis. Meanwhile, the Lebanon 
Protection from Sexual Abuse (PSEA) Network coor-
dinates and oversees protection and abuse issues 
under the Resident Coordinator and a Humanitarian 
Country Team (for more, see ABAAD’s 2020 GBV 
organisations mapping). 

In 2020, a crucial anti-sexual harassment law 
(No.25) was officially passed. The law came after 
years of grassroots action and signifies a huge 
win for the country as it acknowledges power 
dynamics, survivors’ right for compensation, the 

different punishments depending on the crime 
committed, and the positionality and privilege of 
the perpetrator. However, it still contains gaps, as 
it only addresses harassment as a crime without 
focusing on prevention measures and needed struc-
tural reforms of the labour law (HRW, 2021). Despite 
the prevalence of GBV organisations, interviews in-
dicate that they are overstretched and there are still 
gaps in terms of coordination and referral systems. 
Thus, it is key for women to be supported through 
improved referral systems, developing local gender 
focal points, and enhancing protection mecha-
nisms. Moreover, there are no GBV mechanisms 
that exist specifically for farmers and agricultural 
workers. Given the large number of women who 
work informally within the agricultural sector, and 
with no legal protection, there is a strong need for 
specialised services and reporting mechanisms for 
women within the agriculture sector. 

Many interviewees reiterate that nation-wide la-
bour regulations should be put in place to protect 
field workers although key informants say this is 
highly unlikely during this period and instead local 
means of protection and reporting—supported by 
NGOs—is the most feasible solution for now.

STRIPPING WOMEN OF THEIR AGENCY

Reports, studies, and conversations on the field 
point to the stubborn persistence of sociocultural 
norms that restrict women from fully participating 
in the agriculture sector. Across the North, fieldwork 
indicates that some villages, particularly in Akkar, 
are highly conservative and perceive women’s role 
as simply that of a housewife13.

“The problem is that women’s vulner-
ability has meant that intervening or 
supporting actors end up viewing them 
as a ‘humanitarian’ project that they 
want to save, as opposed to actors with 
their own preferences and expectations.”   

-  Racha, female entrepreneur

13 It is important to note that more villages are becoming 
open to the idea of women having autonomy and expo-
sure to the market. 
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Moreover, certain positions have historically been 
male-dominated and deemed as inappropriate for 
women—this includes negotiations with traders, 
driving tractors, delivering food, cattle-rearing, 
fishing, etc. Such perceptions have long-running 
psychological implications, which cause women to 
become self-conscious and uncomfortable about 
participating in the labour market. 

The persistence of patriarchal sociocultural norms 
is interlinked with the section above on structural 
and legal impediments. For instance, a head of a 
cooperative says that women in agriculture have 
faced a lot of backlashes from local and religious 
authorities. 

“We don’t have a social security system 
for agricultural workers in Lebanon. We, in 
partnership with other cooperatives and 
feminist groups in Akkar, pitched the idea 
to establish a social security system for 
women to the authorities back in 2017-18. 
Little did we know that the religious leaders 
of Akkar were going to oppose this law and 
not allow the deputies to present it to the 
parliament. This is when we realised that 
local religious leaders in Akkar don’t want 
us to progress nor have laws to protect us. 
Gender equality goes against their agenda.”   

-  Nawal, Head of Cooperative

13 It is important to note that more villages are becoming 
open to the idea of women having autonomy and expo-
sure to the market. 
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4 CONCLUSION

Reflecting on Opportunities, Assets, 
and Key Support Needed

Sirene, Tripoli, 24.5.2022 
Photo: Gabriel Ferneini
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In the North of Lebanon, women have long led on 
key agricultural activities—from planting and weed-
ing, to gathering crops and processing. They remain 
actively engaged in multiple forms of vegetable and 
fruit farming, including olive tree harvesting. They 
also manage greenhouse production. However, 
as studies have shown time and again, their roles 
are mostly concentrated in earlier segments of the 
value chain. This is due to a range of different so-
ciocultural, economic, legal, and structural-political 
reasons. 

Personal status laws remain an impediment to 
women, creating cyclical challenges related to 
marriage, family, custody of children, and inheri-
tance. This often comes in the way of their work 
both through more explicit ways (land ownership), 
and more implicit ways (emotional and mental). 
Moreover, women—particularly agricultural 
workers—share that the high informality of the ag-
riculture sector has led to cycles of exploitation 
among them, including protection concerns, low 
wages, lack of payment on time, and the absence 
of any form of insurance. This points to the need for 
comprehensive and clear guidelines for GBV report-
ing hotlines for women agricultural workers, both 
Lebanese and Syrian.

Women are also often absent in marketing and 
distribution segments within the value chain. As 
such, a lot of their work in the agriculture sector 
is small-scale and relegated to the production of 
staple crops. This is in tandem with unpaid care 
labour, which a lot of women say consumes half—if 
not the majority—of their day.

However, findings from the field show that women 
are becoming increasingly more involved in the 
agriculture sector. Despite having to navigate a 
series of structural and daily obstacles, women say 
they are interested in engaging across all the value 
chain and believe that they can, especially when 
combining their forces together. This is made rela-
tively easier due to the changing gender roles—as 
well as decreasing conservatism—within the crisis, 
whereby households across Lebanon are reflect-
ing on ways to increase their income-generating 
activities. 

Despite often not owning land or having access to 
capital, they say they have certain assets that they 
can utilise being naturally detail-oriented; having 
an intimate understanding of food and knowledge 

of traditional methods of preserving and drying; 
stronger social networks within their areas; and 
maintaining a spiritual connection to land work 
and preservation. 

Women interviewed are highly enthusiastic about 
attending training sessions, applying to grants, 
starting cooperatives, and finding solutions to the 
current crisis. Women in particular appear to be en-
thusiastic about finding ways to fill the gap within 
the market. Racha, an entrepreneur, says, “Five years 
ago, the main problem farmers faced was finding 
ways to compete with cheap imported products. 
This has radically changed now because imported 
products are the more expensive ones. [...]. Building 
on this fact is key.”  Women are indeed producing 
condiments, such as ketchup and mayonnaise and 
non-dairy milk and artisanal chocolate, which were 
once wholly dominated by imports. 

Interviewed women express interest in growing 
their businesses; learning new skills, particularly 
technologically innovative ones; having access to 
more capital; building their social capital through 
expansive cross-country networks; formalising 
their enterprises or, at least, having access to com-
prehensive information and practices to prevent 
constant fluctuations. However one of the main 
challenges they face are the significant costs of pro-
duction amid the country’s inflation. Participants 
from the agri-food industry particularly suggested 
imposing higher taxes on imported products and 
subsidising essential raw materials used in the 
agricultural and agri-food industries. Moreover, 
quality control regulations are put in place but not 
properly applied within the industry. This has led 
some participants in the agri-food industry to pay 
a premium to use imported products in their opera-
tion since the quality of local material is not to be 
trusted. Women interviewed also report that a key 
obstacle is attaining certification and they require 
more professional training on both packaging and 
distribution.

Women interviewed during data collection define 
and relate to “empowerment” as their ability to 
make choices and decide on key issues pertaining 
both to their personal lives and engagement in the 
agriculture sector14. This includes having control 
over productive resources (from lands and seeds, 
to necessary products) contributing to nation-
wide policies and regulations, managing their 
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time, deciding which socio-cultural norms serve 
them best at a specific point in time, among oth-
ers. Moreover, many women connected their sense 
of agency and empowerment to a shared sense of 
empowerment. As Shaima, head of a cooperative, 
notes, “I can’t consider myself successful if other 
women from my village lag behind. We have to all 
do it together.” 

The presence of international organisations and 
grassroots community networks has created 
spaces for women to both explore and expand their 
social networks, skills, and businesses. Women 
interviewed particularly express that they want to 
expand their marketing skills and understand how 
to broach wholesalers and distributors not just 
within the North but across the country as well. 
Supporting them with marketing means connect-
ing them to key market players (transportation 
providers, wholesale markets, traders, etc.) but 
also working with them on developing negotiation 
and communication skills. Women also require 
support with project management and branding 
skills, as well as knowledge on how to utilise social 
media platforms for sales. This is a particular need 
for women from an older generation who may be 
less tech-savvy. Women working in cooperatives 
also say that they seek more linkages with other 
cooperatives in the country, as well as restaurants, 
eco-tourism operators, schools, and other institu-
tions they can benefit from. Certainly, connecting 
women in rural areas to national, as well as inter-
national, platforms and websites for the sale of 
organic and artisanal produce is a key opportunity. 

With the Covid-19 pandemic, many businesses 
have chosen online tools to market their products 
and delivery services to avoid opening their stores. 
Online services have proven to be efficient and help 
decrease the cost of the final product especially that 
they don’t require a physical space for display.

Additionally, women say they don’t want to receive 
training sessions simply on awareness raising or 
life-skills development, but that they want to focus 
on income-generation and more sustainable forms 
of livelihood. The crisis has pushed women to want 

to become financially stable. As such, supporting 
women with developing proposals and know-how 
on grant applications to calls by private sector 
initiatives and/or NGOs is key. More women are in-
terested in technological innovations, and we have 
indeed come across women in the private sector 
making strides with vertical farming, organic com-
posting, agri startups, wastewater management, 
soil productivity, and e-commerce platforms and 
applications that support local farmers.

Gender-sensitive work in the agriculture sector de-
mands attentiveness to underlying and oftentimes 
indiscernible gender norms. Beyond improving 
women’s technical skills in the sector, interventions 
that seek to work with women towards their mean-
ingful participation in the labour market require an 
extensive understanding of the social, economic, 
and political landscapes. Hearing and engaging 
with a multitude of women, it becomes clear that 
a gendered analysis of women in agriculture 
should engage with women’s socioeconomic living  
situation, as well as overall economic trends.  
A gendered analysis also illustrates that pathways 
of change for women are contextual and ultimately 
even the definition of empowerment in and of itself 
varies widely.

14 The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) is a tool that aims to measure the empowerment and inclusion 
of women in the agriculture sector. The WEAI measures women’s roles, ability to make decisions, control over income and 
finances, time usage, and leadership within the community. It also measures women’s empowerment in comparison to that 
of male members in their household itself. 
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5
RECOMMENDATIONS
The sections below target a key set of 
recommendations that emerged based  
on the study. They are directed towards  
relevant international organisations and 
agencies, as well as policy makers and  
local authorities.

May, Tripoli, 25.05.22 
Photo: Gabriel Ferneini
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5.1. Acknowledging the role of 
women as agents of change in the 
agriculture and agri-food sectors
•	First and foremost, it is critical that women within 
the agriculture sector are involved as key agents of 
change instead of a vulnerable population in need 
of humanitarian support. Working alongside wom-
en and community members to design, implement, 
and monitor interventions is key. It is necessary that 
women from the community itself are involved in 
baseline activities in order for them to have a spe-
cific say on the specific vision and goals they have. 
This also enables the identification and articulation 
of context-specific gender objectives by women 
within the communities themselves. 

•	It is important to involve participants on a 
neighbourhood-level as this helps induce commu-
nity-level change while deconstructing negative 
perceptions and stereotypes of women within the 
community. When and where possible, activities 
that might bring together men and women within 
the community is key, as it could also enable them 
to explore challenging issues and subjects related 
to their roles and responsibilities both within the 
community and the sector as a whole.

5.2. Recognising and working with-
in the limitations of the country’s 
economic crisis and local currency 
devaluation
This study illustrates the grave effects of the 
economic crisis – including price fluctuations, con-
tinuous currency devaluation, import crisis, and 
fuel and water shortages – on women farmers, 
producers, and agricultural workers. It is necessary 
for interventions to find ways to both alleviate the 
effects of the crisis and work within the country’s 
current economic status quo. This include, without 
being limited to:

•	Advocating for multinational agreements that 
facilitate the provision of inputs in large quantities 
but lower costs 

•	Supporting women’s access to water through in-
novative water conservation techniques that are 
also sensitive to climate change , like rainwater 
collection 

•	Supporting women with solar, wind, and bio 
energy.

•	Expanding women’s local production in dairy, 
meat, condiments, and other foodstuffs to help 
substitute overly priced import produce. This should 
be done in coordination with other relevant actors 
to ensure product diversification.

•	Supporting women with accessing dollarised cer-
tification and helping them attain quality control 
standards for export markets. 

5.3. Enhancing coordination net-
works between institutional actors
•	Fieldwork indicates growing investment and focus 
by institutional actors, particularly non-state ones, 
within the agriculture sector and agri-food sec-
tors. A range of NGOs, international agencies, and 
mutual aid groups appear to be working on rural 
development and sustainable agriculture practices. 
Thus, it is recommended that there be improved 
and joint coordination plans between international 
agencies, including UNIDO and FAO and WFP and 
UN Women, with civil society networks and relevant 
state bodies (MoA, MoI, and the NCLW). 

•	UN Women has an important role to play in sup-
porting relevant ministries with gender-specific 
actions that address women’s needs and empower-
ment. This is through upgraded gender analyses, 
gender conscious training and programmes, and ad-
vocating for better gender policies and regulations.

5.4. Liaising with gender focal 
points and the Sexual and Gender 
Based Violence (SGBV) task force
•	The past five years have witnessed an increase in 
gender focal points within ministries and civil soci-
ety organisations. It is key that gender focal points 
in relevant ministries are connected to both civil so-
ciety networks and the SGBV task force particularly 
for reporting cases of harassment on the field and 
ensuring effective response mechanisms for GBV 
survivors. 

•	It is also recommended that ministries and 
organisations work together for more effective 
sex-disaggregated data and gender-sensitive devel-
opment policies in both urban and rural areas. 
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5.5. Supporting women in the 
development and sustenance of 
shared economy models
•	 The crisis has pushed women to utilise communi-
ty-based models, such as mutual aid networks and 
cooperatives (both registered and unregistered). 
More women are seeking to share resources, work 
collectively, and enhance their bargaining power. 
Supporting women with sustaining and expanding 
informal communal networks through financial 
and technical assistance is key. 

•	However, it is crucial that support is flexible and 
contingent on their needs and expectations with-
out enforcing hierarchies or added bureaucracy as 
one of the benefits of such models is the strong 
sense of agency, autonomy, and decentralisation it 
offers.

5.6. Recognising and support-
ing women’s role in agri-food 
processing
Women are highly engaged and interested in agri-
food processing. Over the past couple of years, they 
have both launched and expanded businesses 
across the country that are filling in the gaps of 
the country’s import crisis. Supporting them with 
machinery, networking opportunities, grants, and 
market linkages is key. Moreover, supporting them 
with accessing raw materials needed for produc-
tion, such as glass and aluminium, is key. This can 
be through creating linkages between women 
processors and large-scale factories and industries, 
or whole-sale traders. This might also help reduce 
transportation costs and mobility challenges.

5.7. Prioritising rural women’s 
wage equality and access to fi-
nance and other services
•	Historically, rural women are disenfranchised and 
neglected from nation-wide strategies and imple-
mentation. Field work shows the presence of NGO 
and other civil society networks has been crucial for 
their economic empowerment. 

•	Advocating for the standardisation of wages for 
men and women working in the same position is 
necessary. 

•	Moreover, the agriculture sector is capable of 
absorbing large numbers of workers and initia-
tives due to the crisis, increase in demand, and the 
many gaps within the market. Expanding support 
targeted directly toward rural women’s social and 
financial capital is critical, while also ensuring they 
have better access to inputs and extension services.

•	It is also recommended for donors to focus on 
flexible fundings for NGOs and community groups 
as this contributes to women making more active 
decisions about how they want to use financial re-
sources and what their priorities are. 

•	It is important to focus on training women entre-
preneurs to 

o Write proposals for NGOs, and to become 
familiar with applying and applications

o Focus on financial literacy so that they can 
approach investors, business angels and other 
actors in the social enterprise ecosystem. They 
need to present to investors financials includ-
ing balance sheet, income statement, and basic 
forecasts.

o A more developed course in the field of finance 
would be on seed-funding, crowd-funding, and 
other alternative ways to finance given the 
situation in Lebanon.

5.8. Building cross-regional 
networks between women asso-
ciations and cooperatives
•	There is a strong need for building linkages be-
tween women cooperatives, farmer groups, and 
associations both across the country and within 
the MENA region. The work that women agri-food 
processors in the Bekaa do might provide lessons 
for women in Akkar, and vice versa. 

•	Similarly, field work shows that there is an interest 
and curiosity in creating partnerships on a regional 
basis between farmers and agri-food processors 
across the Mediterranean region due to shared 
climate and changing experiences. This can help 
generate knowledge production as well as con-
tribute to increased market linkages and business 
opportunities.
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5.9. Creating urban-rural linkages 
between women 
Fieldwork indicates a growing interest in and need 
for linkages between a range of different stakehold-
ers across the value chain including rural workers, 
food festivals, organic farms, agri-food process-
ing, industries and factories, cooperatives, shops, 
and restaurants. However, ensuring that such 
urban-rural exchanges happen in a fair and equi-
table manner is key as often-times middlemen and 
traders may take advantage of rural workers and 
farmers. 

5.10. Valorising the role of women in organic 
farming

• Field work indicates a growing interest in organic 
methods of farming. Supporting women through 
technical know-how, business development link-
ages, and certification facilitation is key. 

•	It is also an opportunity to link women organic 
farmers with cooperatives, industries, shops, and 
restaurants to capitalise on the growing trend of 
healthy consumptions.

5.11. Continuing to advocate for 
needed legal reforms that improve 
gender equality in the country
•	Legal and policy-related obstacles continue to 
limit women’s economic empowerment in the ag-
riculture sector. Advocating for improving labour 
laws, enhancing the domestic violence law, and 
establishing a unified civil code are key.

•	It is important to work toward laws that ensure 
better working conditions and protection of both 
farmers and agricultural workers. Moreover, 
advocating for the enhancement of the current 
cooperative law is needed with a focus on better 
incentives for cooperatives. 

•Finally, better understanding and campaigning 
against child labour in the agriculture sector is 
key. Working with women parliamentarians and 
feminist lobbyists to achieve such changes is also 
recommended.

5.12. Improve protection services 
for agricultural workers, particu-
larly Syrian refugees
There has been a spike in protection concerns for 
agricultural workers across the country. Enhancing 
referral systems and SGBV protection for workers, 
particularly for Syrian refugees with very little to no 
access to legal support, is crucial. This should also 
be in tandem with advocating for better working 
conditions for refugees, including increased social 
protection, insurance schemes, and fair pay. 

5.13. Advocate for open-access 
data and relevant qualitative and 
quantitative gender analysis of the 
agriculture sector
•There are a number of critical gender analyses 
of the agriculture sector conducted in Lebanon. 
However, these studies are not well-coordinated 
and may overlap. 

•	It is recommended that academic studies and 
reports by international organisations relevant to 
gender issues within the agriculture sector are uni-
fied and shared with key stakeholders. 

•Moreover, finding ways to make such research and 
studies more accessible to farmers, cooperatives, 
and agricultural workers is key as they are often not 
involved in the research dissemination process. This 
can be through translating key research into Arabic, 
making infographs and policy briefs of the data, and 
hosting conferences and events to share findings. 
It can also include mass communication mes-
sages that target individuals with minimal access 
to information through tailored communication 
campaigns.

5.14. Provide tailored and diverse 
training for different women work-
ing across the value chain
•Training sessions should be accessible for women 
in rural areas and should account for the various 
needs. Interviews show that some women may find 
training sessions redundant. Thus, there should be 
diverse approaches and methods that account for 
women with different levels of education, lead-
ership capacities, locations, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds.
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•Providing training sessions that support women 
with affordable, innovative, and accessible tech-
nology and technical skills to address gaps in the 
agriculture sector is key. This includes facilitating 
access to finance and grants in agricultural tech-
nology that works within the country’s limited 
infrastructure. 

•	Moreover, as online platforms and remote busi-
nesses have proven to be effective for women in the 
agriculture sector, enhancing their knowledge on 
e-commerce and online marketing and branding is 
key.

•	There is also a strong need for helping women 
become better at negotiating prices, marketing 
products, and linking with traders and buyers. Thus, 
life-skills, as well as managerial and business 
development support is needed. Training may be 
provided by international organisations in tandem 
with private sector initiatives, vocational schools 
and universities, and other relevant knowledge 
providers.

5.15. Supporting women with child-
care support for children under five 
years of age
When and where possible, hiring organisations 
or cooperatives should provide childcare support 
for women with young children. Moreover, linking 
women to available childcare facilities in the area, 
and supporting them financially with costs, can also 
help them invest more time into work and/or train-
ing sessions.

5.16. Mainstreaming climate 
change considerations
Data collection indicates growing concern about 
climate change among farmers and other relevant 
stakeholders. The past decade has witnessed in-
creased wildfires, decreased rainfall and snow, 
intensifying heat, and sea acidification which has 
reduced farmers’ crop yields and affected the agri-
culture sector across the country. Interventions in 
the agriculture sector should be aligned with rel-
evant climate change conventions, local strategies, 
and international agreements. Moreover, inter-
ventions should be carefully attuned to the ways 
gender intersects with climate change and security 
issues in the country. 
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