Urban agriculture: addressing
practical and strategic gender needs

Alice J. Hovorka

This paper considers the role of urban agriculture in addressing the practical and strategic
needs of African women., and assesses the gender implications of embracing urban agriculture
ay a development intervention strategy. Empirical evidence from Botswana and Zimbabwe
points to the multi-faceted role of urban agricultiure whereby some women wuse this activity
tor support their households on a daily basis, and others use it as an avenue for social and econ-
omic empowerment over the longer term. In order to benefit rather than burden women, the pro-
motion and support of urban agricultire must take on an emancipatory agenda, which supports
individual, practical and strategic goals, and ultimately challenges the structural conditions
that give rise to women's involvement in the activity in the first place.

Introduction

A surge of research and international development activities during the last decade has illu-
minated the benefits of urban agriculture (UA) n sub-Saharan Africa (Page 2002:41; Mbiba
2001:31: Rogerson 2001:1-2). Indeed, crop production and livestock rearing in cities has
been ‘constructed as an area of urban life that would benefit from the support of development
agencies’ {Wegelin and Borgman 1995: 131). Promotion of UA revolves around its contribution
to household food supply, budgetary expenditures, and nutritional intake, particularly during
times of hardship (UNDP 1996:54). An accompanying thread has been the focus of such
benefits for women, who often face greater constraints than do men in urban areas. As a key
coping strategy, UA facilitates women's ability to combine successfully their multiple roles
in subsistence production, income generation and environmental management. A growing
number of organisations and programmes have major initiatives that support UA, (1) and devel-
opment agencies are poised increasingly to implement projects with active involvement by
stakeholders at regional, national, and local levels. Given this favourable environment, it is
important that appropriate and effective gender planning and policy measures are formulated,
evaluated and operationalised if UA is to provide a means of empowerment and improved
quality of life for women.

This paper considers the role of urban agriculture in addressing the practical and strategic
needs of women in sub-Saharan Africa, and assesses the gender implications of embracing
UA as a development intervention strategy. The paper unfolds as follows. First, the issue of
whether or not UA should be used as a gender planning strategy in the first place, given the
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risk of burdening women through its promotion. It is argued that, in order to ensure the benefits
of UA for women, development support must take on an emancipatory agenda focused on stra-
tegic gender needs. Second, 1 offer my impressions of the role of UA in the lives of women in
Gaborone (Botswana) and Harare (Zimbabwe). Empirical evidence points to the multi-faceted
role of UA whereby some women use this activity to support their households on a daily basis,
and others use it as an avenue for social and economic empowerment over the longer term.
Third, based on this evidence, I suggest that gender planning in relation to UA has not only
the ability to address practical gender needs, but also the potential to address more strategic
needs that challenge existing structural gender inequity. [ highlight a number of development
interventions focused on individual empowerment and institutional change that can facilitate
the role of UA in a broader, emancipatory, development agenda.

Benefit or burden?

Cautionary voices have brought attention to the fact that outright promotion of UA, as a means
to development, is not necessarily simple or desirable in some contexts.

Rakodi’s caveats stand out among such voices given her specific focus on women's empower-
ment and gender equality. She notes that ‘to advocate that women spend more time gardening may
impose additional burdens on an already long working day or it may be a productive use of time
which they would welcome’ (Rakodi 1985:57). In a later paper, Rakodi (1988:515) suggests
‘before advocating more widespread cultivation in cities, not only is more detailed evidence
...required as a guide to programme design, but also the wider implications of such a policy
must be assessed’. [t is important to compare, for example, benefits to women from urban agricul-
ture for women with those opportunities that may be offered by other development initiatives.
Another carly caveat was raised by Sanyal (1987:198) who notes that promotion of UA as an
‘innovative response from below’ may simply maintain the status quo that leads to the need for
this survival strategy in the first place. Sanyal’s critique centres on UA as contributing to the
“double exploitation of labour’ by maintaining unequal and unjust capitalist social relations ol pro-
duction (1987:197). To this end. it relieves state policy makers and planners of the responsibility of
improving people’s quality of life because individuals are taking responsibility for it into their own
hands. These early theoretical critiques, feminist and Marxist respectively, raise a key question:
does the support and promotion of UA risk reproducing, or at least leaving intact, the circum-
stances of social inequality that give rise Lo the activity in the first place?

In this context, urban agriculture appears as a double-edged sword for women. The crises of
institutional breakdown, economic mismanagement and civil conflict have led to major responses
from urban dwellers by diversifying income-generating strategies through informal commerce
and small-scale manufacturing. Much of this has resulted in increased labour by urban women
with UA emerging as one of these strategies. In other instances. gender-segregated labour
markels have steered women towards self-employment, particularly within the informal
economy, and again with UA featuring prominently as a means of income generation. Freeman’s
(1993) study notes that this activity is a springboard by which low-income women enter trade and
commerce. But the reason they go into this activity is because the gender-segregated labour force
does not offer them many different opportunities, because of their social, economic, and political
marginalisation. Again the question can be raised: does support for and encouragement of UA
provide women with opportunities that embrace their industriousness and creativity? Or does
it simply take focus away from the fact that they are marginalised within larger employment
structures, saddling them with yet another task? Does the promotion of UA by planners and
policy makers actually further exploit women’s multiple and pivotal roles in development by
capitalising on their survival and entrepreneurial strategies?
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Furthermore. the reasons urban agricultuee often "works™ {or women iy because it 1S murging)
and “tnvisible” i many cireumstances. Muanda's (1996) study points oot the complex power
dytamics associated with wonmen's UA activsties 1in Kinshaxa, Women gardeners mamipulate
the gender division of Tabour 10 musk the income vencruted from their urban cultivation, (for
example. by luding money in the Kitchen, a feminised space that husbands rarely enter), thos
overcomimy barriers they tace within thew household and in society. What would format pro-
motion of. and support for. this sector mean for the urban women engaged 1n ! Rakods
(1985:39) warns that formalisanon may complicate one’s ability to enter the sector, potentially
excluding those who could benelit the most, Others note that many iatormal economic scuvities
iy which urban women engage. often become another venue for male conteol over female labour
and mcome (Ward 1990). Drescher and Jaquinta (cited m Mougeot 2000:18) caution that pol-
ey 1o support UA mauy make production systems more intensive and commercial. which
likens them to wreas where imen are demimnant. As documented by & number of political veolo-
eints. men can manspubate well-intentioned donor prograimmes m order 1o recapture {emale
labout and mcome in aircumsiances where women have asserted autonomy over their economie
activioes (¢ g. Mackenzie 1998 Schroeder 1997),

In light of the ubove concerns, (f 1s mpottant to assexss the role ol urbun agriculture n
women's hives and 1o assess the gender mplications of formal promonon and support for
this activity by the memational devetopment community Does urban agnculture purport o
be a band-uid sotutton. which reproduces, or af least feaves i place. the conditons thut grve
rise to wamen’s margnalixation and parterpation mthe activity? Or does it offer new and
concrete opportuntiies, both short and long term. for women’s empawerment? 1 is certainty
important to recognise that, in many mstances. UA helps women deal with their inberently mar-
groad circumstances by providing a means ot nourishment and tncome generaton (See Hovorka
2001 for 4 comprehensive review of these issues ) To thrs end support for, and encouragemen
of. urban agnculivre can make s signmificant difference 1n the hves of women tacing umpover-
tshed conditions. Yet dovclopment intervennons focused on addressing these nmmediate and
pracocal needs of women alone. rink failing to uddress the structural conditions that give rise
1o women's marginahiced pasitton und their undertying need lor the activity. To ensure that
UA genuincly benefits women, and to decrease the nisk of burdening women torther. develop-
ment SUpport must take on an emancipatory agenda {ocused on strategic gender necds. in the
context ol s discassion, I turd to my impressions of UA 10 the lives of women in Zimbabwe
and Botswana, Empirical evidence poiats out that a number of women engage 1o this activity in
order (o achieve socral and econonic empowerment. If UA can lead (o postlive structural
change in the hives of individual women, then suppor for such efforts by the development com-
munity may uttimately tacilitate gender equity at a Lurger scale.

First and second impressions (Harare and Gaborone)

My imitial encounter with urban agrculture came in 1996 during field research in Znnbabwe on
access by low-incomne women to housing i the capital. Harare. 1 was interested in documenting
women s everyday practices and coping iminiatives in the context ot thesr impoverished residen-
tial circumstances. It soon became clear that UA was a key survival strategy for this group of
urban dwellers. The women noted the benefits, and indeed the necessity of this activity, through
their ife histones. By illegally occupying vacant land owned by the Govermment of Zimbabwe
or Harare City Council, or by planting small gardens around their homesteads, many low-
income women depended on self-grown produce for direct consumption and/or sale. In this
context, I winessed UA meetung the immediate and short-term needs of women in Harare's
high-density areas of Mbare, Highfield, and Epworth.
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For Theresa (2) in Mbare Disuict, urban agriculwre allowed her ta reserve precious house-
hold monies for non-tood items with the Z$200 (equivaient to €0.03) per month she made from
the sale of her crafiwork. This income immediately wenl to pay tor basic reat of a single room.
To supplement her meagre budget, Theresa began to practise urban culuvation by establishing a
smal) garden on an abandoned plot some distance from her residence. Theresa and her two chil-
dren consumed the mainly lealy vegelables and sweet potatoes. She expressed her hope and
intention of growing enough produce in subsequent years (o be able o «ell a porvon at the
local market. As part of a cooperative catening group in Highfeld District, Liilian was actvely
involved in UA. Early on the group recognised that their margina) socio-economic circum-
stance was an immediate hindrance to their catering business; they often could not aftord to pur-
chuse toodswuffs trom grocery stores or even at the local murket. They hegan to keep a small
aumber of chickens und grow vegetablex us a key tnput for the business. ‘The group earned relu-
uvely significant profits from this strategy, which they divided among the five members. pro-
viding tieir main source ot income. [n Epworth, Julia started poultry production to reversce
the detenorating nutritional health of her small children. Getting involved with UA was a
matler of survival for Julia's household. In addition to chicken meat, she made a small
garden on her residential plot (o supply fresh. healthy vegetables 0 easure her children
avaid the malnutrition that plagues many dwellers in this low-income area.

Amid the high-density, low-income districts of Harare. | witnessed women using urban agri-
culture (o help them cope with the “struggles of everyday life’. Whether UA wis used (o release
household income tor non-food items, keep a home-grown business afloal. or ensure healthy.
well-nourished children, UA was a siratcgy that women drew on in wnpoverished circum-
stances. These circurnstances reflect the fact that women are disadvantaged soctatly and econ-
omically in Southern Africa. so that they have fewer opportunities for educanon, are often
segregated in the urban lubour markel and are unable 1o secure tutl-time and well-pad employ-
ment. The women in Harare defined their needs in response to the percerved necessities
slemuning from such margsnalisaton, and chose UA 1o assist them.

A more substantal encounter with urban agniculture occurred in 2000-2001 during ficld
rescarch focused specifically on thiy sector in Gaborone, Botswana, The opportunity to study
in-depth the gender posiuons of UA entrepreneurs provided me with second tmpressions ol
the activity and ats role i women's hves. These impressions ceflect the complexity of
women’s expeniences with UAL semming from the diversity of circumistances they face
across different income levels Moreover, they reflect the tact that UA has o role to play
beyond duwily practical needs, by providing & memns through which women can change therr
cconomic and soctal circumstances in strategic ways over the fouger tenm.

Women 1 Botswana, ke those in Zambabwe, are socially and economically divadvantaged
compared 1o men. Briefly stated. they are cconomically margimabsed and tend o be fess edu-
cated then their male counterparts, resulung 1n gender-segregated labour markets und an
mercasimg feminisaton ol poverty. Waomen also lack access to produciive resources and
wield Jess power than men at all levels of society (CSO 1998:1). While in Harare [ focused
on low-income women: 1t Botswana 1 explored a wider range of circumstances along class
iines by conducting interviews with low. medium and high-income women. The use of UA
as a survival strategy emerged 1 (the Botswanu context. albeit i the minonty of cases. For
example, Janet spoke about the necessity for her (0 enguge 1 poultry production because of
her ‘life of saftenng’. She raises 100 chickens on her residental plot 1n the peri-urban
village of Mogoditshane, [t is her only imeans ot income generalion as her aptiony for securing
tormal employment are hmuted, given her hack of education. For Janel, ax was the case for the
women 10 Zimbabwe, UA facilitates her access to hnancral iesources and a rehable food source
10 cope with the constraints of her present situation,
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However, other cases reveal the posssburiies ol ustag UA as a means of. and 1 100} for,
achieving postiive change 1n women's Iives Muny women | interviewed spoke of their invol-
vement In this activity as @ centrdd catalyst inimproving their economce and/or soctd circuin-
stances over the longer term. They used UA as 2 means not only of atlaining resourcees (o cope
with the constraints of thewr situations, but atso ay a tool for empowerment to ulumately trans-
form the condivons in which they make choicer and ke action. Joan, for example. began
rinsing chickens for subsistence purposes tn the backyard of her urban plot in the mid-1970s.
Ax she gained competence and confidence in what she imually considered a short-term endea-
vour, Joan began to expand her operation into income-generation. In the early 1980s. following
complaints {vom her neighbours and others not fond ol agricultural activities 1 residemial
areas. the state asuthonues estabhished several poultry plots by the Gaborone Dam. one of
which was vranted to Joan. Encouraged by (his support from the local authonities, Joun eprofied
I courses on agricktural production and management offered at the Bowswana College ol Agri-
culture, vsing lormal education to ymprove her technical skalis, Over the past 18 vears she has
run o successtul poultry enterprise which has allowed her 1o move into, and live comfostably
within. the middle-mcome bracket and has firmiy established her sociaf standing in Gaborone
48 asuceessiul entrepreneur and agrcultoral producer

I asinifar case, Kay remarks that she began her urbun poultry production because she was
mot too educated . [and] started this busingss 1o stop statving” Beyond her individug) uitiot-
tve. she beachited from vajuable skills” raiming ofiered through the Ministry of Agrtculture, as
well as financial support through government assistance. Over a three-year period Kay has
accunmulated sigimficant profits wllowing her o achieve economic security, as well ax the
status 06 d Csuccesstul bustessperson” i her community  Of s process of empowerment.,
Kay notes that her relattionships and sateractions with people have choaunged: "My husband
has gained new respect for me. He now knows | can be successful as & woman, And women
come to mie, even those I do not know (they have heard of me through others). to ask me
how | uam domg. how 1 have achieved this business’. Kay's agricultural trmning has also
given her confidence to lTorge new relatonships within the poultry ndustry, drawing on her
interactions with poultry suppliers to {urther improve her production. She fecls empowered
by her UA acuvity and 1s grateful for the confidence it has given her

Fhe Botswang context also reveals that even for those women entering into UA who are reka-
tively sceure tinancially, Uns activity offers them a means of personal empowerment through
elevated social status, recognition and self-fulfilment, as well as an opponunity for positive
change. For example. given her high economic standing as the manager of a financial nsti-
tution, Gertrude did not become nvolved in UA for survival purposes but rather she had stra-
tegic social motivatons for choosing this activity. Social standing among Batswana has been
lmked tradivonally to the ownership of cattle and commercial agriculiure. and men benefit dis-
proporuonately from such standing. Gertrude saw commercial agriculture, albeit in (he urban
realm. as an opportunity to establish herself as “a true Batswana’ by invalving herself in the
agranan tradiion as a female entrepreneur. bntering nto what she perceives as a male
dooan bas been both challenging and rewarding: ‘1 get satisfaction from the agriculture,
peace of mind. because it is my own enterprise. Being a woman { have started something
hike this, raised my own children, and worked {ull tume. [t is an achievement'. Gertrude says.

Githan is similarly of high economic standing. holding a full-tme position in the formal
sector. and also states a strategic social goal as u reason for establishing her UA enterprise.
Gulian sees her involvement in this sector not only as a contwibution to her own personal
growth and skills development. but also @5 an opportanity (o take on a key role in local food
production. Indeed, Gillian claims that she began her horticulture enterprise with the explicit
purpose of addressing Botswana's food insecurity, given its dependency on South African
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bringwith thentto (heir everyday development activeties, and the extent to which ilis premised on
Jaense of setf-worth and dignity - he conpowerment process sechs (o bring about changes in the
distribution of matenal and symbolie resources, and the opportunities between men and women
in the development process. 1 also seeks to bring about changes in behets and values that have
been assinubated in the process of acquiring a gendered sense of selthood. where these constitute &
canstramnt on thew capacity for exercising agency in their own hves. More often than nol, the ann
of women’s empowerment, as defined by development organisations, has been equated with
mcreasing their access to, and control over, economic resources (hrough credit or income-gener-
aung programmes. Control over resources may reflect a degree of women’s empowerment but
access alone cannot empower women. We cannot assame that 1l @ woman earny money she
will be able 10 keep . decide how 11 is spent (Sweetman 2001:5) or even have a wide enough
scope of opportunitics and choices 1o make use of . Women having access o mcome primarily
ensures wettare of the Tanuly. yet can hardly address the problems ot women's oppression and
subordimation since these are linked (0 unegual relations of power deeply entrenched 1n social,
poliical, and wdeofogical 1ssues. Hence the pracucal worth and value of aceess to fimanciat or
other productive tesources generidly. s further enabling women 10 make choices and take
action (kndeley 2001:39). Empowerment s ulomately about transforiming unegual power
refationys between men and women. and hinges on a mult-faceted enabling environment that
cricompasses the ccononue, as well s social and political reaims ot hie

A central element of etfeenve gender planning hinges on the potential siructural transform-
aton htoueht about by policy and development projects A recent LNDP (2003:6) document on
sender mainstreaming. notes that development agencies have lailed to chalienge evisting power
telavons thut render wonten stbhordiate o men u many panis of the world, The emphasis on
more politically acceptable. integrationist approaches, whieh bring women and gender copcerns
mto existng pohcies and programmes. has done littde to “transtorm the mainstream’™. As Moser
argues, s ermeal o recognise that pracocal gender needs only become “feminist™ 1n content
it and when they ore transformed nto «trategic gender needs’ (1989:1804). (n other words. it 18
crivca] to recognise thut gender planming 15 an inherenty temimist project and development
intervenuons should be (arlored ulumately for conancrpatory purposes. Emancipatory strategies
are pobiically ambytious becuuse they are about changig the rules rather than playing by them:
they seek 1o give women a much greater role i sciing the agenda rather than asstnilating them
o 1. Addressing strategic gender needs requires a tocus on self-determination, communi-
cation, and choice. This hinges on how interventions are carried out. how evidence is guthered.
how ideas are formulated. and who controls and owns the process. Achieving the transtorma-
tory significance ol gender pilanning depends on ‘the extent to which choices made have the
potential for challenying and destabilizing social inequahties and the extent 10 which (hey
merely express and reproduce those equalives” (Kabeer 1999b:461). Ulumately. gender plan-
ning 1n relation o urbun agnculture must focus on the difference (hys activity can make in the
hives of men and women, and on the significance of thix difference in terms of structural inequa-
ity of power.

As alrcady noted. UA provides women in Harare and Gaborone with the capacity o pursue,
and in muny cases address, a variety of personal goals ranging from daily survival and wel
being 10 socio-economic empowerment over the longer-term. Given this cvidence it 1< import-
an( for planners (o recognise (he mulu-faceted potential of UA, as well us the diversity of the
women involved. Planners should promote and support interventions rejated ta ximilarly mula-
faceled agendas suited to the local context and larger structural circumstances within which
won:en participate in this activity. ldentifying practical and strategic gender needs remains
important, becuuse it can help delineate the type and duration of assistance required of
UA interventions. Significant atlention should be paid 10 women’s goals and motivations for
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Lirben rrgricidiare. wldressing practiv al and sirareeic eonder needs

the sense of selt-worth and confidence gained theough short courses offered by the Ministry of
Agriculture or even fram brict conversations with fellow producers. The women also saw the
private sector as a source of support, with mdividual agneuiurad expens and retlers consist-
ently providing them with useful inaglits on operatonal and Anancial management.

Addressing strategic gender needs throueh the promotion of. and support for, urban agricul-
ture will require that women are equally nvolved in the planning. deciston making and contro!
assoctated with related policies and projects. 1t 1s ymportamt for plannery and policy makers 1o
recognise that such interventions must emerge from women themselves, in order to decrease the
risk of burdening women with yet another (developinent) activity. Gender planing in relation
to UA shoald confer choice and power on women. who are often marginalised and ignored 1n
decision-making processes. The redisinbution of power. along with recognition of women's
Nnowledge. skills and experuse. arc key pohcey issues that mast be artculated 3 strateoie
needs are to be addressed. and il the empowerment process s (0 be transformatory both in
the Jives of individual women and 1n <owety at large. Women such ax Joan, Kay. Gertrode.
Giflian and Rose have benefited precisely because they themselves have chosen and shaped
the course of therr UA activities, drawing on exinting supportive structures and services avail-
able 1o them Women involved 1 UAL or nterested 1n becoming mvolved. must be at the fore-
font or plannmy, decrston making and contro) over mierventions, ~o g o shape the form and
function of this activity 1o d @iven context Women ure tn the beal position to nake suggestions
as 1o which empowenng methodologies and protects can help them acqure the tools they uced.
w expand the conditions, consequences and transformatory stgnifrcance of choces avaldable to
them (Kaheer 1999b-460-461).

Facilitating women'~s ability 1o present their knowledge 10 other stakeholders, and to develop
diglogue with focal authoniniex and the private sector, can help achicve partictpation and
cupacity buslding among women in the developmeni process. Plaaners and pohicy makers
should teke on the role of facilitators rather than controllers of development activities, {or it
1s the henefictaries of such imattves that are often best positioned to provide insights and direc-
tons for actons. To this end. support and service dehivery must be facihtated through local
organssaftonal capacity building and an effective incttunonal network i order 10 reapond
more cftectively o those groups, including women. (radittonally by-passed by development
agendas. Ths o panticularly mmportant given the cautionary note of formahsimg UA in conteats
where 1ts informal form and tunction has increased women's access 1o, and benefits from, the
achvity. The extent to which UA gender planning can directly change larger structural con-
ditions 15 ver to be determined. Can UA policy, for example, facilhale changes in legal
codes and urban-planning mechantsms (0 assure women's access to. and ownership ot, land
m and around crues? Can key stakeholders involved in urban food production 1obby for u rever-
sal of women's legal status as munors, which hinders their ability (o gain access (o credit or land-
holdings withaat appraval or the co-signature of a male family member? Can increased
cxposure and traing for women in a variety of agriculwral sub-sectors and commercial
formx of the scuvity promote changes in agrarian-based gender roles, which often delineste
women's responsibility for subsistence production?

Gender planning in relation 10 UA faces a double burden. not only (s agriculture in cities a
hurd sell in wmany contexts, so 100 is the challenge to a gender-tiased status guo that renders
women subordinate to men. Yet given the vital role UA plays in the lives of African women,
promotion of, and support for, this activity is warranted. Development interventions thal
focus on UA acuvities can bhelp women address their self-identified practical and strategic
gender needs, Beyond support for individual producers. the greatest challenge tor gender plan-
mnyg around this activity rests with structural change in institutiona) frameworks and social
norms that give rise to gender nequity. and participation 1n urban agriculture in the first
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