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WOMEN IN AGRICULTURE

INTRODUCTION
The Gender Equality Strategy 20202025 aims to deliver on the von der
Leyen Commission’s commitment
to achieving a Union of Equality.
Ensuring equality between men and
women was first recognised in the
Treaty of Rome, and the European
Union (EU) has committed to
upholding the principle of gender
equality through Article 2 and 3 of
the Treaty on European Union.
Copa and Cogeca welcome the
European Commission’s Strategy
on Gender Equality, which paves
the way for committed, long
term solutions to address the
challenges and barriers that still
impede equality between men and
women today. Through a dedicated
Commissioner for equality, the
EU has an opportunity to play an
important role in creating a strong
political agenda that can raise
awareness, build capacity and
provide solid actions to improve
gender equality across all Member
States.

Inequality between men and
women is not only prominent in
urban areas. In fact, studies have
shown that rural women are at a
further disadvantage when it comes
to equality between their urban
counterparts.1 Although women
farmers and women working in
rural areas face similar constraints
to women in urban areas, they
are also confronted with other
difficulties due to their specificities.
In this regard, Copa and Cogeca
believe it is important to highlight
that rural areas, and most
importantly rural women, should
not be forgotten in the European
Union’s strive for gender equality.
Specific attention should be given
to ensure rural women are not left
behind.
In the following document Copa
and Cogeca will provide their views
on some of the priorities of the
Gender Equality Strategy.

1 Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs, 2019. The Professional Status of Rural
Women in the EU.

Thriving in a gender equal economy
Copa and Cogeca agree that women and men
should have equal opportunities to thrive, both
economically and in the distribution of caring and
financial responsibilities.
Whilst women’s employment rate in the EU is
higher today, the gender gap in employment rates
in rural areas is higher, with women in rural areas
having less employment opportunities compared
with both men in rural areas and women in urban
areas.
Copa and Cogeca welcome the Work Life Balance
directive2 and are pleased to see the commitment
of the EU to address the challenges impeding
the full participation of women in the workforce.
Work-life balance policies, including more and
better child and elderly care services for example,
are essential to ensuring that responsibilities
are shared out more equally between men and
women and to improving women’s integration
in the labour market. However, the lack of
recognition to highlight the challenges facing
women in rural areas is disappointing and could
be detrimental. Access to child and elderly
care services, as well as transport routes tends
to be further limited in rural areas. The lack of
services and infrastructure leads to a greater
level of unpaid work by family members, but
most notably women. This in turn often results in
women carrying out ‘unpaid’/‘invisible’ work, and
a disproportional burden of household labour. On
average, women spend 22 hours per week doing
unpaid work while men spend less than 10 hours.3
This fact has a negative impact on women’s ability
to benefit from the same opportunities as men in
the labour market. Furthermore, some European
women face an even greater challenge: they do
not have access to legal recognition of their parttime or full-time work on a farm. Family members
working on farms do not have social protection or
legal recognition, and are therefore not covered
for maternity leave or against accidents in the
workplace, to name a few examples.
If rural women were equally integrated into the
labour market and enjoyed equal pay, they could
help to increase household income, improve
living conditions, reduce poverty, and enhance
economic, social and territorial cohesion.
Copa and Cogeca most notably welcome the
funding opportunities to increase women’s
entrepreneurship. Over recent years, female
entrepreneurism in agriculture has expanded,

allowing women to take up positions of
responsibility that can become key drivers in
multifunctional farming activities. It will be vital
that the funding opportunities from the EU
cohesion policy and European Innovation Council
also reach rural women, so that women farmers
and their cooperatives can be at the forefront
of innovation and diversification. Agriculture
has been the 7th largest employer of women in
the EU over the last decade. For the agricultural
sector, closing the gender gap could improve
agricultural productivity and provide important
additional benefits by increasing women farmers’
incomes as well as women’s employment rate and
real wages. In recent years, the number of women
in farming has slowly increased, with 30% of farms
across the EU managed by a woman.4 Yet, only
4.9% of farmers are women under the age of 35.5
More support is needed to ensure that an equal
share of land and business ownership is held by
women in the future. Women are just as efficient
as men, and if they had access to the same inputs
they would be more efficient. Women possess
special interpersonal and communication skills as
well as awareness and knowledge of local needs,
contributing to local and community development
and strengthening identity.
However, women still face significant difficulties
when accessing credit and financing. Statistics
show that women take more calculated risks
than men, yet it is still difficult for them to access
credit. Women’s ideas for innovation are as
marketable as men’s, but they are not recognised
by predominantly male stakeholders. In the EU,
Women account for only 34.4% of self-employed
and 30% of start-up entrepreneurs whilst making
up 52% of the European population.6 Access to
credit remains one of the biggest obstacles to
female entrepreneurship. Copa and Cogeca urge
the Commission to address the gender gap in
accessing finance in order to better support
female entrepreneurship.
Copa and Cogeca call for the support of
entrepreneurial initiatives that will provide rural
women and their cooperatives the needed
resources to strengthen their participation
in networking activities and in the bodies
making decisions on rural policies. Promoting
diversification and multifunctional activities in
rural areas can provide opportunities for rural
female entrepreneurs in sectors such as agrotourism or social farming.
Furthermore, Copa and Cogeca welcome the
support of women’s entrepreneurship through
Horizon Europe European Innovation Council and

2 Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on work-life balance for parents and carers and repealing
Council Directive 2010/18/EU.
3 Eurofound (2017), Sixth European Working Conditions Survey – Overview report (2017 update), Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg.
4 European Commission - News- Females in the field: more women managing farms across Europe.
5 Ibid.
6 Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs - European Commission. 2020. Female Entrepreneurs - Internal Market, Industry,
Entrepreneurship and SMEs - European Commission.

we ask that female initiatives are not hindered by
their lack of access to finance, skills and advice.
Without these, women cannot achieve their full
potential in terms of productivity gains.
These measures will contribute to closing the gap
in female entrepreneurship and will result in more
gender-balanced cooperatives, working groups
and in large-scale investment projects.
Digitalisation is becoming more and more
important in the economy and relevant to the
labour market. Digital transformations provide
new avenues for the economic empowerment
of women and can contribute to greater gender
equality. However, they can also contribute to
a digital gender divide. The number of female
representatives in the IT workforce is significantly
lower, and steps should be taken to ensure female
digital literacy is on par.
Copa and Cogeca are pleased to see efforts to
encourage women to play an active and prominent
role in the digital and technology sectors. Whilst
digital transformations provide new avenues
for the economic empowerment of women and
can contribute to greater gender equality, it is
important to highlight that rural areas are often
left behind in investment and infrastructure of
broadband which further disadvantages rural
women. They do not benefit from the same
opportunities that would be accessible in urban
areas, and this can be a significant contributor to
a digital gender divide.
Copa and Cogeca welcome an updated skills
agenda for Europe and stress the need for education,
advisory services and lifelong vocational training
adapted to rural women’s needs, to be made
available in connection with other ESI Funds such
as the European Social Fund. Through dedicated
training and skills development women can play
a greater role in sustainable food production and
improve rural value chains. Furthermore, training
to develop leadership skills, business plans and
ICT tools can improve entrepreneurial initiatives
and the representation of female farm owners
and cooperatives.
Whilst Copa and Cogeca are pleased to see the
Commission tackling gender pay and pension
gaps, the gap in rural areas is often 10% higher.7
In tackling the pay divide, the Commission needs
to ensure that it does not create a larger divide
between rural and urban women.
Copa and Cogeca call on better protection for
assisting spouses and to legally recognise that

they are key contributors to the functioning of
rural areas, despite not necessarily receiving direct
remuneration or social protection benefits. In order
to help them reconcile a seven-day working week
on the farm with “invisible” family responsibilities,
women living in rural areas require better health
care, childcare and elderly care, which would
thereby boost living conditions.

Leading equality through society
Copa and Cogeca agree that equal representation
is not only crucial for today’s society but will also
bring about new ideas, innovative approaches
and greater opportunities for all citizens. It
requires a cross-sectorial approach in policy
implementation to support gender equality in
the workforce and business, as well as support
co-responsibility in the home life. As is the case in
many sectors, Agriculture has traditionally been a
male dominated sector. Over time this has meant
that decision makers in rural areas have been
prominently male.8 Copa and Cogeca would like
to see greater participation of rural women in
rural decision making and greater opportunities
provided to assist their participation. This is not
limited to corporations but also concerns public
bodies where many decisions affecting rural
citizens are made.
Cooperatives can play a vital role in supporting
rural women and providing opportunities to
rural areas. The untapped potential of supporting
female-led cooperatives in Europe can assist with
employment, entrepreneurship and better access
to market. They are also key actors capable of
identifying needs, implementing mechanisms to
address and solve problems and addressing areas
of overall social responsibility in rural areas. Copa
and Cogeca would like to see more support for
female-led cooperatives which can assist in paving
the way for reducing the gender gap in rural areas.
Copa and Cogeca believe that equality through
society can be achieved by providing rural women
the necessary tools in leadership skills and
improved work life balance in rural areas.

Gender
mainstreaming
and
an
intersectional perspective in EU policies
Copa and Cogeca support the Commission’s
enhancement of gender mainstreaming by
including a gender perspective in all stages
of policy design in all EU policy area. Gender
mainstreaming should be applied at every
level, be it in the planning, definition and

7 Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs, (2019). The Professional Status of Rural Women in the EU.
8 Bourke, Lisa & Luloff, A.E., (1997). Women and Leadership in Rural Areas. Women & Politics.

implementation of policies, in gender monitoring,
in gender-sensitive institutional transformation or
in gender awareness-raising. In particular, gender
mainstreaming needs to be applied consistently
into policies relevant for rural areas and the
agricultural sector. Furthermore, as pointed out
in the strategy, European policies can impact
women differently to men, however women can
also provide additional perspective to situations
and their contribution is vital.

Funding actions to make progress in
gender equality in the EU
Copa and Cogeca receive positively the funding
under Horizon Europe targeting women and
gender equality. As with other sectors, research
and innovation is important towards sustainable
and viable rural areas.
Copa and Cogeca are pleased to see a commitment
to look at the gender impacts of its activities and
at how to measure expenditure related to gender
equality at programme level in the 2021-2027 MFF.
Within this commitment, Copa and Cogeca would
like to see data and data collection for rural areas
and rural women which is often overlooked. This
can help highlight the different challenges facing
rural women. There also needs to be mechanisms
in place to quantify the social value of men and
women across regions and within organisations.
It is important to highlight that the avenues of
funding targeting women should be open to all
regions. Too often, funding for initiatives to support
gender equality in rural areas is only available
through the European Rural Development fund
as part of the Common Agricultural Policy, which
can often limit the funding available. This is in
contrast to other non-rural areas that have access
to various other financial tools and instruments.
Rural development is a key horizontal policy
area, which should be covered by all European
Structural and Investment funds. Furthermore,
Copa and Cogeca would like to see funding
streams such as the European Social fund Plus,
European Regional Development fund, Creative
Europe, Invest EU and the Cohesion fund being
used to support gender equality in rural areas.
Funding actions supporting gender equality in
rural areas need to take into consideration the
development of infrastructure and additional
challenges that face rural citizens. This includes
ensuring adequate accessibility to the internet
to ensure rural areas are included in the digital
transformation, improved infrastructure to support

services such as care, transport and education,
and finally policies that better recognise rural
women’s contribution to the rural economy.

Addressing
gender
equality
and
women’s empowerment across the
world
Copa and Cogeca support the European
Commission’s initiative to address gender
equality internationally and to promote women’s
empowerment. Global sustainability goals can
only be achieved with the contribution of rural
women and the Agriculture sector can have
an important role to play. Rural Africa is a good
example of partnerships at international level. It is
encouraging to see the priorities included in the
External Investment plan, including sustainable
agriculture, rural entrepreneurs and agro-industry.
Investments that include gender mainstreaming
can go a long way in empowering rural women
and gender equality globally. Failure to take into
consideration a gender equality element into all
trade agreements can lead to women and children
being exploited for cheap labour.
It is important to highlight the crucial work done
by the Women’s Committee of World Farmers’
Organisation in addressing issues arising for
female entrepreneurs. This commitment, along
with the work of the Commission on the Status of
Women of the United Nations have been essential
in finding solutions to issues that often hinder
the full recognition and participation of women
globally.

Conclusion
The European Union is leading the way in Gender
Equality for men and women; however, whilst
gender inequalities continue to persist, these
inequalities are further prominent in rural areas.
The participation and recognition of rural women
in the social and economic sphere will result in a
range of benefits; create jobs, reduce inequalities,
promote gender equality, reduce the risk of
poverty, prevent the depopulation of rural areas,
and ensure that rural and agricultural activities
contribute to biodiversity and sustainable food
production. Rural women need to be encouraged
to realise their full potential. This will enable them
to make the most of their personal strengths in
order to fully support the development of rural
areas and wider society.

Copa and Cogeca believe that the development of
gender equality policies improving the situation
of rural women can go a long way in increasing
women’s empowerment, but these must be
applied and supported across all Member States,
nationally and regionally. Strong support is crucial
to maintain the viability and vitality of rural areas,
including reducing the disparities in the quality of
life between rural and urban areas.

KEY POINTS
1 - Supporting work life balance initiatives, as
well as improving the quality and accessibility of
infrastructure facilities and services will improve
the situation and living standards for those living
in rural areas.
2 - Promoting diversification and multifunctional
activities in rural areas can provide opportunities
for rural female entrepreneurs in sectors such as
agro-tourism, direct marketing or social farming,
etc.
3 - Cooperatives can play a vital role in supporting
rural women and providing opportunities to rural
areas in terms of employment, entrepreneurship
and better access to market.
4 - Access to credit remains one of the biggest
obstacles to female entrepreneurship that needs
to be addressed. Avenues of funding targeting
women through EU cohesion policy and Research
and Innovation should be open to all regions,
including rural areas.
5 - More data collection and information
surrounding the economic and social situation
of rural women is needed to better address
inequality in rural areas.

The Women’s Committee of COPA-COGECA
represents at European and EU level Women
in agriculture, whether they be farmers, rural
entrepreneurs, farming families, agricultural
cooperatives or associated with agricultural and
other rural activities.
The Committee provides a platform to highlight
the challenges faced by women in agriculture
and rural areas, as well as ensuring a gender
perspective to agricultural and rural policies

Copa and Cogeca are the united voice of
farmers and agri-cooperatives in the EU.
Together, they ensure that EU agriculture
is sustainable, innovative and competitive,
guaranteeing food security to half a billion
people throughout Europe. Copa represents
over 23 million farmers and their families
whilst Cogeca represents the interests of
22,000 agricultural cooperatives. They have 66
member organisations from the EU member
states. Together, they are one of the biggest
and most active lobbying organisations in
Brussels.
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