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The Global Poultry Industry

The volume of chicken traded globally is expected to reach 
6.7 million tons in 2007. Brazil is the top exporter, with the 
U.S. close behind – together they control 75% of the global 
chicken trade.1 

The global chicken trade is dominated by large, mul-
tinational poultry companies which are commonly called 
integrators because they run a vertically integrated produc-
tion process where one fi rm controls every aspect of the 
operation from the embryo to the market shelf (the com-
bining of production, processing, and distribution into a 
single entity). Integrators coordinate the supply of chick-
ens through a system of contracts with growers. Growers 
(poultry farmers) provide the land, buildings, equipment, 
utilities, and labor in raising the birds to a marketable age, 
while the companies supply the chickens, feed and medica-
tion and buy back the mature birds. (Morisson, 2001) 

Vertical integration and contract production 
emerged in the U.S. in the 1950s and quickly came to 
dominate the industry. In 1950, 95 percent of U.S. broil-
er production remained independent. Just 10 years later, 
90 percent of the industry was under contracts (Levy, 
2000). Today over 99% of all broiler production in the 

US poultry in the global 
economy: Impacts on 
women, livelihoods, and 
the environment
Kristin Sampson and Carole Morrison*

U.S. occurs in and is marketed by vertically integrated 
fi rms. 

By the early 1970s, agroindustrial fi rms across the 
globe were adopting this production model. In Thailand, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam production jumped eightfold in 
just 30 years, to 2,440,000 mt in 2001. China’s production 
of chicken tripled during the 1990s to over 9 million mt 
per year. Practically all of this new poultry production 
has happened on factory farms concentrated outside of 
major cities and integrated into transnational produc-
tion systems (Grain, 2006).

While this transformation in production has resulted 
in more chickens produced it has many negative side-ef-
fects: 

• Increased consolidation;
• Expansion of the industrial model;
• Increased imports and exports;
• Increased exploitation of farmers and workers and 

growing threat to peasant livelihoods;
• Reduced genetic diversity;
• Concentrated negative environmental impacts;
• Displacement of small-scale poultry producers, many 

of them women, in developing countries.

*  Sampson serves as senior research associate of the engendering economic and social justice project at the Center of Concern. Master in international trade and 
development economics from Tufts University, holding B.A. from Eastern University in St. Davids. Coordinator of the US-IGTN; ksampson@coc.org. 

 Carole Morrison has served as Executive Director of the Delmarva Community Alliance since 1997. For over 20 years she has worked as a contract poultry grower on 
the Delmarva Peninsula, raising chickens for major integratorss and advocating for greater justice in the poultry industry.

1 The European Union, China and Thailand round out the major exporters. Major importing countries include Russia, Japan, China and Mexico. 
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porting chicken on the global market. Domestically, and 
globally, competition is fi erce and the industry is becom-
ing more-and-more concentrated-yet it remains profi table 
for the integrators. This “successful” business model de-
mands that:
 
• Farm families are locked into unfair contracts;
• Factory workers remain low-paid and unprotected;
• Waste is excessively produced;
• Chickens are raised on dangerous feed additives that 

pass through to consumers and the environments;
• Developing country markets become the dumping 

grounds for non-saleable U.S. dark meat, often threat-
ening women’s livelihoods and food security; and

• Production expands to foreign markets, transforming 
local, small-scale production, in order to increase cor-
porate profi ts. 

Across borders, along all steps of the production chain, 
these increasingly powerful companies are able to exploit 
women’s and men’s labor, the environment, and food sov-
ereignty. The production model itself is quite aggressive 
in its pursuit of profi ts, but it does not exist in a vacuum. 
A key element to the rapid expansion of the model and 
the persistent exploitation of those caught in the talons of 
“Global Chicken” is a trade and investment climate that 
favors industrial production for export.

Trade Liberalization 
Trade liberalization furthers the expansion of indus-

trial chicken production, threatening livelihoods, the envi-

ronment, genetic diversity, and the livelihoods and nutri-
tional needs of many small producers.

MARKET ACCESS: The U.S. consistently pushes for enhanced 
market access for U.S. poultry exports in its free trade 
negotiations. For the reasons above, of particular in-
terest is expanding the market for dark meat chicken. 

INVESTMENT: Liberalized investment regimes create the 
conditions for U.S. fi rms, and other mega processors 
to establish operations internationally, further extend-
ing the industrial/contract production process. 

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY: Enhanced IPR provisions in trade 
agreements further strengthen the position of the pro-
prietary breeders which supply chicks to the industrial 
operations. Currently two companies, Cobb-Vantress 
and Aviagen, control 65-85% of the world market for 
breeding stock. 

NATIONAL TREATMENT CLAUSES AND RESTRICTIONS ON PER-
FORMANCE REQUIREMENTS: These rules allow foreign 
companies, such as fast food restaurants and hotels, 
the freedom to source their chicken from international 
suppliers as opposed to domestic sources. 

SANITARY AND PHYTOSANITARY (SPS): The high cost of 
meeting SPS standards can effectively exclude small 
producers, who are unable to bear the cost, while simul-
taneously favoring larger or industrial producers who 
have the resources and capacity to meet SPS demands. 

165



Global trade and investment rules encourage expan-
sion of industrial chicken production. This fact sheet ex-
plores the global poultry trade drawing primarily on the 
experience of the U.S., but will also highlight some key 
developing country examples. 

The U.S. Poultry Industry

The poultry industry represents the most vertically in-
tegrated sector of all of U.S. agriculture and food pro-
duction and could soon be one of the most concentrated 
as well. In 1950, for example, there were over 250 fi rms 
operating in the U.S. broiler industry; today there are 
fewer than 50. Two fi rms control 40% of the U.S. mar-
ket (Tyson Foods, Inc. and Pilgrim’s Pride Corporation) 
and nine fi rms control over 67%. Production is concen-
trated in rural areas of the Southeastern U.S. and the 
Delmarva Peninsula on the Eastern Shore of the Chesa-
peake Bay. 

Integration and concentration provide maximal fi nan-
cial benefi ts to the major fi rms and places increasing burden 
and fi nancial hardship on the growers. Poultry companies 
often oppose any form of new regulation or enforcement 
of existing regulations that would limit their power and 
profi tability. The market dominance of this production 
model has profound implications for the character of rural 
communities.

Land Use/Distribution
In the U.S., the expansion of the industrial model has 

intensifi ed land use. For example, in 1999 on the Eastern 
Shore, more than 600 million chickens were being raised 
on less ground than produced 380 million two decades 
ago (Goodman, 1999). In Hall County, GA only one-sixth 
of the number of contract growers in 1950 produced six 
times as many chickens in 1997. (TNGE, 2006). 

Water Usage 
On farms, water is used to clean and disinfect chicken 

houses, in evaporative cooling systems, and as a medium 
for delivering nutrients and medicines. It takes 3,500 liters 
of water to make a kilogram of meat (Segelken, 1997). Mod-
ern broiler houses (e.g. typical 500 ft) require 10 gallons per 
minute (ACES, 2000). Many growers have multiple houses 
on their farms. 

According to a USDA survey, average water usage 
in US poultry plants is 7.13 gal/bird (USDA, 2003). Each 

day slaughterhouses on the Eastern Shore use more than 
12 million gallons of water a day to process over 2 mil-
lion birds a day. 

The U.S. broiler industry consumed nearly 43 mil-
lion tons of feed in 2005, over 1/3 of total production 
(Shane, 2006). Growing corn and soy, the basic ingredi-
ents in chicken feed, represents additional water usage, 
though specifi c statistics are not readily available. 

Waste and Wastewater 
Water contamination has become a major issue con-

fronting industrial poultry operations. 

CHICKEN MANURE: On the Eastern Shore, more than 600 
million birds are raised each year, producing more 
than 750,000 tons of manure. Poultry manure is rich 
in nitrogen and phosphorous and has contaminated 
groundwater and surface waterways like rivers and 
bays. Ammonia gas must be ventilated from the chick-
en houses and can contaminate soil and water. Arse-
nic, an additive to chicken feed contaminates much 
of the 26-55 billion pounds of litter or waste generated 
each year by the US broiler chicken industry and also 
contaminates the communities in which it is gener-
ated or disposed (IATP, 2006). 

CHICKEN PROCESSING: The chicken guts, heads, feathers, 
blood, and wastewater that remain from the process-
ing are rendered down to their essence before being 
hauled as sludge to fertilize area farms. In 1999, 6,000 
gallons of sludge were hauled away each day from 
Delmarva operations. Treated wastewater is released 
into nearby streams or sprayed on area farms. 

Family Farming 
In the U.S., raising chickens has been a source for ad-

ditional farm income, though many growers are forced to 
work one or more off-farm jobs. The entry costs are quite 
high — $150,000-$250,000 per chicken house. To secure 
mortgages, the farm or farm house must often be used as 
collateral. The integrator may demand or encourage costly 
upgrades to the houses to meet industry standards—placing 
the grower in deeper debt. Under the terms of the grower 
contracts, there is no assurance that integrators will con-
tinue to place chickens with the grower. 

Studies by the National Contract Poultry Growers 
Association show that integrators in the U.S. enjoy a 
20% to 30% return on their investment while the most 

contract poultry farmers can hope for is a 1% to 3% re-
turn—despite the fact that the growers invest over 50% 
of the entire capital needed in the industry (Morrison, 
2001) and assume much of the risk. Contract growers 
effectively face monopoly pricing for the feed and vet-
erinary services and no choice in where to source the 
chicks they raise—and only one buyer who sets the price 
for the mature birds. 

Studies by Louisiana Tech University and the Na-
tional Contract Growers Institute (NCGI) revealed that 
over 71.6% of the nation’s poultry farmers earn a below 
poverty level income from their poultry operations and 
by USDA standards would qualify for public assistance 
(Ibid).

Women and Poultry Production
Women are heavily involved in U.S. industrial chick-

en production. Women are directly impacted by the indus-
try as growers and plant workers, and indirectly as con-
sumers and care givers. However, their participation does 
not represent empowerment.

GROWERS: In the U.S., contract growing is often undertak-
en as a secondary source of farm income with women 
often responsible for overseeing the poultry operation. 
Antibiotics are frequently given to industrial chickens 
to fi ght sickness and promote growth. A recent study 
found that workers who handle live poultry are more 
likely to carry antibodies and bacteria that are resis-
tant to some antibiotics. (Tadesse , 2006)

PROCESSING: Work in poultry processing plants is noto-
riously low pay and dangerous with a high turnover 
rate. The workforce is increasingly immigrant and 
quite gender segregated: 

Most line workers are women, many in their 40s 
and 50s. In a plant where about two-thirds of the work-
ers are male, this fact is telling. On-line jobs are the 
worst in the plant—monotonously, even dangerously, 
repetitive. These workers stand in the same place re-
peating the same motions for an entire shift. Women 
are concentrated in on-line jobs because they’re exclud-
ed from all jobs that involve heavy lifting or running 
machinery... (Striffl er, 2004)

Line workers frequently report repetitive stress in-
juries. Union representation is almost non-existent in 

the industry. Women and men are subject to many abus-
es—failure to pay for time spent donning and docking 
protective equipment, wrongful termination, and denial 
of bathroom breaks (even for pregnant women). Female 
plant workers have also reported sexual harassment and 
intimidation. 

CONSUMERS/FOOD PROVIDERS: Arsenic is routinely fed to 
U.S. chickens as a feed additive, but is not broken 
down by the chickens or in the environment. Arsenic 
was found in 55% of the brands tested in a recent study 
and ALL of the fast food chicken products (IATP, 
2006).

FAMILY HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS: Avian Infl uenza has rav-
aged chicken fl ocks across the globe and could become 
a global human pandemic. Attention has focused on 
small backyard producers and migratory birds as the 
main sources of transmission, but a new report ar-
gues that it is industrial breeding and growing that 
has transmitted the avian virus. The lack of genetic 
diversity in industrial fl ocks and the close quarters in 
which they are raised allows the concentration neces-
sary for rapid mutation and transmission of the virus. 
An avian infl uenza pandemic in human populations 
would signifi cantly increase women’s care responsi-
bilities for the sick.

Local and Global Connections

Food Sovereignty 
Vertical integration, industrial production and in-

creasing global competition in the poultry industry have 
raised new questions locally and globally about issues of 
food sovereignty. According to Via Campesina, food sov-
ereignty is defi ned as:

… the right of peoples to defi ne their own food 
and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic ag-
ricultural production and trade in order to achieve 
sustainable development objectives; to determine the 
extent to which they want to be self-reliant; [and] to 
restrict the dumping of products in their markets... 
(PFSN , 2001). 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN THE U.S.

 The industrial production process in the U.S. has se-
verely curtailed the right of farmers to produce food 
and the right of consumers to decide what they con-
sume, and how and by whom it is produced. Industry-
wide standards reinforce the dominance of confi ned 
animal feeding operations, effectively mandating pro-
duction processes as opposed to quality and safety of 
fi nal output. 

 Consumer choice is often limited with only one or two 
brands sold in local supermarkets. Organic and free 
range standards offer minimal improvements on what 
animals are fed and how they are treated. However 
they do not necessarily offer a more humane alterna-
tive to industrial production, nor do they address the 
fair treatment of growers and workers. Major integra-
tors are beginning to enter these fast growing, niche 
markets. 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

In many developing countries, raising chickens is vi-
tal for family nutrition and income, with women of-
ten responsible for rearing the chickens. Production is 
done sustainably. Low-cost grain and household scraps 
are often fed to chickens. Chickens reach maturity in a 
few months, providing a renewable source of protein 
while chicken waste can be used as fertilizer for fam-
ily fi elds. The following example from Laos is indica-
tive of the situation in many developing countries:

The poultry industry in Laos is predominantly one 
of smallholders, raising free-range, local chicken breeds 
nearby their dwellings for meat and eggs, mostly con-
sumed by the household or sold locally for income … 
An average village has around 350 chickens, ducks, tur-
keys and quail being raised in small fl ocks interspersed 
among village homes by about 78 families, with women 
primarily responsible for the fl ocks. (USDA, 2005).

The arrival of multinational fi rms, facilitated by lib-
eralized trade and investment rules, with their model of 
industrial, vertically integrated production can destabilize 
smallholder chicken production and threaten community, 
environmental resources. Open markets can be replaced by 
contracts. Wealthy integrators may perceive smallholders 
as competitors and advocate for policies that would further 
expand the industrial model. As happened in the U.S., the 
once thriving system of smallholder production, and its 
widely shared benefi ts for income generation and nutrition 
transformed into a system which concentrates power and 
wealth within a few fi rms. 

US consumers prefer white meat, but as US broiler 
production expands there is the unavoidable production of 
additional dark meat, the bulk of which is exported, often 
to developing countries. Between 1960 and 2005, US broil-
er production increased 707% while US exports increased 
5,736%. Because of the price premium on white meat, sub-
sidies to corn and soy, low-wages throughout the industry, 
and externalization of key expenses (chicken houses, waste 
disposal), the dark meat can be sold at rock bottom prices, 
often displacing local production and threatening small 
producer’s livelihoods, many of them women. Increased 
market access for these U.S. chicken exports has been pur-
sued aggressively by the U.S. in recent trade negotiations.

Rural women producers in developing countries are 
seeing their markets decline as global production chains 
and imports transform poultry from a low-cost source of 
income and nutrition to a global commodity.

Exploitation Across Borders
The success of the U.S. poultry industry in increas-

ing production to unprecedented levels, creating new con-
sumer demand, and turning chicken into a lucrative global 
commodity comes at a high price for farmers, workers, 
consumers, and communities-many of them women-in 
the U.S. and abroad. This paper focuses on the U.S. indus-
try, but as noted earlier, the vertically integrated model 
has been adopted in many countries which are now ex-
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Global trade and investment rules encourage expan-
sion of industrial chicken production. This fact sheet ex-
plores the global poultry trade drawing primarily on the 
experience of the U.S., but will also highlight some key 
developing country examples. 

The U.S. Poultry Industry

The poultry industry represents the most vertically in-
tegrated sector of all of U.S. agriculture and food pro-
duction and could soon be one of the most concentrated 
as well. In 1950, for example, there were over 250 fi rms 
operating in the U.S. broiler industry; today there are 
fewer than 50. Two fi rms control 40% of the U.S. mar-
ket (Tyson Foods, Inc. and Pilgrim’s Pride Corporation) 
and nine fi rms control over 67%. Production is concen-
trated in rural areas of the Southeastern U.S. and the 
Delmarva Peninsula on the Eastern Shore of the Chesa-
peake Bay. 

Integration and concentration provide maximal fi nan-
cial benefi ts to the major fi rms and places increasing burden 
and fi nancial hardship on the growers. Poultry companies 
often oppose any form of new regulation or enforcement 
of existing regulations that would limit their power and 
profi tability. The market dominance of this production 
model has profound implications for the character of rural 
communities.

Land Use/Distribution
In the U.S., the expansion of the industrial model has 

intensifi ed land use. For example, in 1999 on the Eastern 
Shore, more than 600 million chickens were being raised 
on less ground than produced 380 million two decades 
ago (Goodman, 1999). In Hall County, GA only one-sixth 
of the number of contract growers in 1950 produced six 
times as many chickens in 1997. (TNGE, 2006). 

Water Usage 
On farms, water is used to clean and disinfect chicken 

houses, in evaporative cooling systems, and as a medium 
for delivering nutrients and medicines. It takes 3,500 liters 
of water to make a kilogram of meat (Segelken, 1997). Mod-
ern broiler houses (e.g. typical 500 ft) require 10 gallons per 
minute (ACES, 2000). Many growers have multiple houses 
on their farms. 

According to a USDA survey, average water usage 
in US poultry plants is 7.13 gal/bird (USDA, 2003). Each 

day slaughterhouses on the Eastern Shore use more than 
12 million gallons of water a day to process over 2 mil-
lion birds a day. 

The U.S. broiler industry consumed nearly 43 mil-
lion tons of feed in 2005, over 1/3 of total production 
(Shane, 2006). Growing corn and soy, the basic ingredi-
ents in chicken feed, represents additional water usage, 
though specifi c statistics are not readily available. 

Waste and Wastewater 
Water contamination has become a major issue con-

fronting industrial poultry operations. 

CHICKEN MANURE: On the Eastern Shore, more than 600 
million birds are raised each year, producing more 
than 750,000 tons of manure. Poultry manure is rich 
in nitrogen and phosphorous and has contaminated 
groundwater and surface waterways like rivers and 
bays. Ammonia gas must be ventilated from the chick-
en houses and can contaminate soil and water. Arse-
nic, an additive to chicken feed contaminates much 
of the 26-55 billion pounds of litter or waste generated 
each year by the US broiler chicken industry and also 
contaminates the communities in which it is gener-
ated or disposed (IATP, 2006). 

CHICKEN PROCESSING: The chicken guts, heads, feathers, 
blood, and wastewater that remain from the process-
ing are rendered down to their essence before being 
hauled as sludge to fertilize area farms. In 1999, 6,000 
gallons of sludge were hauled away each day from 
Delmarva operations. Treated wastewater is released 
into nearby streams or sprayed on area farms. 

Family Farming 
In the U.S., raising chickens has been a source for ad-

ditional farm income, though many growers are forced to 
work one or more off-farm jobs. The entry costs are quite 
high — $150,000-$250,000 per chicken house. To secure 
mortgages, the farm or farm house must often be used as 
collateral. The integrator may demand or encourage costly 
upgrades to the houses to meet industry standards—placing 
the grower in deeper debt. Under the terms of the grower 
contracts, there is no assurance that integrators will con-
tinue to place chickens with the grower. 

Studies by the National Contract Poultry Growers 
Association show that integrators in the U.S. enjoy a 
20% to 30% return on their investment while the most 

contract poultry farmers can hope for is a 1% to 3% re-
turn—despite the fact that the growers invest over 50% 
of the entire capital needed in the industry (Morrison, 
2001) and assume much of the risk. Contract growers 
effectively face monopoly pricing for the feed and vet-
erinary services and no choice in where to source the 
chicks they raise—and only one buyer who sets the price 
for the mature birds. 

Studies by Louisiana Tech University and the Na-
tional Contract Growers Institute (NCGI) revealed that 
over 71.6% of the nation’s poultry farmers earn a below 
poverty level income from their poultry operations and 
by USDA standards would qualify for public assistance 
(Ibid).

Women and Poultry Production
Women are heavily involved in U.S. industrial chick-

en production. Women are directly impacted by the indus-
try as growers and plant workers, and indirectly as con-
sumers and care givers. However, their participation does 
not represent empowerment.

GROWERS: In the U.S., contract growing is often undertak-
en as a secondary source of farm income with women 
often responsible for overseeing the poultry operation. 
Antibiotics are frequently given to industrial chickens 
to fi ght sickness and promote growth. A recent study 
found that workers who handle live poultry are more 
likely to carry antibodies and bacteria that are resis-
tant to some antibiotics. (Tadesse , 2006)

PROCESSING: Work in poultry processing plants is noto-
riously low pay and dangerous with a high turnover 
rate. The workforce is increasingly immigrant and 
quite gender segregated: 

Most line workers are women, many in their 40s 
and 50s. In a plant where about two-thirds of the work-
ers are male, this fact is telling. On-line jobs are the 
worst in the plant—monotonously, even dangerously, 
repetitive. These workers stand in the same place re-
peating the same motions for an entire shift. Women 
are concentrated in on-line jobs because they’re exclud-
ed from all jobs that involve heavy lifting or running 
machinery... (Striffl er, 2004)

Line workers frequently report repetitive stress in-
juries. Union representation is almost non-existent in 

the industry. Women and men are subject to many abus-
es—failure to pay for time spent donning and docking 
protective equipment, wrongful termination, and denial 
of bathroom breaks (even for pregnant women). Female 
plant workers have also reported sexual harassment and 
intimidation. 

CONSUMERS/FOOD PROVIDERS: Arsenic is routinely fed to 
U.S. chickens as a feed additive, but is not broken 
down by the chickens or in the environment. Arsenic 
was found in 55% of the brands tested in a recent study 
and ALL of the fast food chicken products (IATP, 
2006).

FAMILY HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS: Avian Infl uenza has rav-
aged chicken fl ocks across the globe and could become 
a global human pandemic. Attention has focused on 
small backyard producers and migratory birds as the 
main sources of transmission, but a new report ar-
gues that it is industrial breeding and growing that 
has transmitted the avian virus. The lack of genetic 
diversity in industrial fl ocks and the close quarters in 
which they are raised allows the concentration neces-
sary for rapid mutation and transmission of the virus. 
An avian infl uenza pandemic in human populations 
would signifi cantly increase women’s care responsi-
bilities for the sick.

Local and Global Connections

Food Sovereignty 
Vertical integration, industrial production and in-

creasing global competition in the poultry industry have 
raised new questions locally and globally about issues of 
food sovereignty. According to Via Campesina, food sov-
ereignty is defi ned as:

… the right of peoples to defi ne their own food 
and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic ag-
ricultural production and trade in order to achieve 
sustainable development objectives; to determine the 
extent to which they want to be self-reliant; [and] to 
restrict the dumping of products in their markets... 
(PFSN , 2001). 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN THE U.S.

 The industrial production process in the U.S. has se-
verely curtailed the right of farmers to produce food 
and the right of consumers to decide what they con-
sume, and how and by whom it is produced. Industry-
wide standards reinforce the dominance of confi ned 
animal feeding operations, effectively mandating pro-
duction processes as opposed to quality and safety of 
fi nal output. 

 Consumer choice is often limited with only one or two 
brands sold in local supermarkets. Organic and free 
range standards offer minimal improvements on what 
animals are fed and how they are treated. However 
they do not necessarily offer a more humane alterna-
tive to industrial production, nor do they address the 
fair treatment of growers and workers. Major integra-
tors are beginning to enter these fast growing, niche 
markets. 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

In many developing countries, raising chickens is vi-
tal for family nutrition and income, with women of-
ten responsible for rearing the chickens. Production is 
done sustainably. Low-cost grain and household scraps 
are often fed to chickens. Chickens reach maturity in a 
few months, providing a renewable source of protein 
while chicken waste can be used as fertilizer for fam-
ily fi elds. The following example from Laos is indica-
tive of the situation in many developing countries:

The poultry industry in Laos is predominantly one 
of smallholders, raising free-range, local chicken breeds 
nearby their dwellings for meat and eggs, mostly con-
sumed by the household or sold locally for income … 
An average village has around 350 chickens, ducks, tur-
keys and quail being raised in small fl ocks interspersed 
among village homes by about 78 families, with women 
primarily responsible for the fl ocks. (USDA, 2005).

The arrival of multinational fi rms, facilitated by lib-
eralized trade and investment rules, with their model of 
industrial, vertically integrated production can destabilize 
smallholder chicken production and threaten community, 
environmental resources. Open markets can be replaced by 
contracts. Wealthy integrators may perceive smallholders 
as competitors and advocate for policies that would further 
expand the industrial model. As happened in the U.S., the 
once thriving system of smallholder production, and its 
widely shared benefi ts for income generation and nutrition 
transformed into a system which concentrates power and 
wealth within a few fi rms. 

US consumers prefer white meat, but as US broiler 
production expands there is the unavoidable production of 
additional dark meat, the bulk of which is exported, often 
to developing countries. Between 1960 and 2005, US broil-
er production increased 707% while US exports increased 
5,736%. Because of the price premium on white meat, sub-
sidies to corn and soy, low-wages throughout the industry, 
and externalization of key expenses (chicken houses, waste 
disposal), the dark meat can be sold at rock bottom prices, 
often displacing local production and threatening small 
producer’s livelihoods, many of them women. Increased 
market access for these U.S. chicken exports has been pur-
sued aggressively by the U.S. in recent trade negotiations.

Rural women producers in developing countries are 
seeing their markets decline as global production chains 
and imports transform poultry from a low-cost source of 
income and nutrition to a global commodity.

Exploitation Across Borders
The success of the U.S. poultry industry in increas-

ing production to unprecedented levels, creating new con-
sumer demand, and turning chicken into a lucrative global 
commodity comes at a high price for farmers, workers, 
consumers, and communities-many of them women-in 
the U.S. and abroad. This paper focuses on the U.S. indus-
try, but as noted earlier, the vertically integrated model 
has been adopted in many countries which are now ex-
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Global trade and investment rules encourage expan-
sion of industrial chicken production. This fact sheet ex-
plores the global poultry trade drawing primarily on the 
experience of the U.S., but will also highlight some key 
developing country examples. 

The U.S. Poultry Industry

The poultry industry represents the most vertically in-
tegrated sector of all of U.S. agriculture and food pro-
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as well. In 1950, for example, there were over 250 fi rms 
operating in the U.S. broiler industry; today there are 
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ket (Tyson Foods, Inc. and Pilgrim’s Pride Corporation) 
and nine fi rms control over 67%. Production is concen-
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intensifi ed land use. For example, in 1999 on the Eastern 
Shore, more than 600 million chickens were being raised 
on less ground than produced 380 million two decades 
ago (Goodman, 1999). In Hall County, GA only one-sixth 
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work one or more off-farm jobs. The entry costs are quite 
high — $150,000-$250,000 per chicken house. To secure 
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erinary services and no choice in where to source the 
chicks they raise—and only one buyer who sets the price 
for the mature birds. 

Studies by Louisiana Tech University and the Na-
tional Contract Growers Institute (NCGI) revealed that 
over 71.6% of the nation’s poultry farmers earn a below 
poverty level income from their poultry operations and 
by USDA standards would qualify for public assistance 
(Ibid).

Women and Poultry Production
Women are heavily involved in U.S. industrial chick-

en production. Women are directly impacted by the indus-
try as growers and plant workers, and indirectly as con-
sumers and care givers. However, their participation does 
not represent empowerment.

GROWERS: In the U.S., contract growing is often undertak-
en as a secondary source of farm income with women 
often responsible for overseeing the poultry operation. 
Antibiotics are frequently given to industrial chickens 
to fi ght sickness and promote growth. A recent study 
found that workers who handle live poultry are more 
likely to carry antibodies and bacteria that are resis-
tant to some antibiotics. (Tadesse , 2006)

PROCESSING: Work in poultry processing plants is noto-
riously low pay and dangerous with a high turnover 
rate. The workforce is increasingly immigrant and 
quite gender segregated: 

Most line workers are women, many in their 40s 
and 50s. In a plant where about two-thirds of the work-
ers are male, this fact is telling. On-line jobs are the 
worst in the plant—monotonously, even dangerously, 
repetitive. These workers stand in the same place re-
peating the same motions for an entire shift. Women 
are concentrated in on-line jobs because they’re exclud-
ed from all jobs that involve heavy lifting or running 
machinery... (Striffl er, 2004)

Line workers frequently report repetitive stress in-
juries. Union representation is almost non-existent in 

the industry. Women and men are subject to many abus-
es—failure to pay for time spent donning and docking 
protective equipment, wrongful termination, and denial 
of bathroom breaks (even for pregnant women). Female 
plant workers have also reported sexual harassment and 
intimidation. 

CONSUMERS/FOOD PROVIDERS: Arsenic is routinely fed to 
U.S. chickens as a feed additive, but is not broken 
down by the chickens or in the environment. Arsenic 
was found in 55% of the brands tested in a recent study 
and ALL of the fast food chicken products (IATP, 
2006).

FAMILY HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS: Avian Infl uenza has rav-
aged chicken fl ocks across the globe and could become 
a global human pandemic. Attention has focused on 
small backyard producers and migratory birds as the 
main sources of transmission, but a new report ar-
gues that it is industrial breeding and growing that 
has transmitted the avian virus. The lack of genetic 
diversity in industrial fl ocks and the close quarters in 
which they are raised allows the concentration neces-
sary for rapid mutation and transmission of the virus. 
An avian infl uenza pandemic in human populations 
would signifi cantly increase women’s care responsi-
bilities for the sick.

Local and Global Connections

Food Sovereignty 
Vertical integration, industrial production and in-

creasing global competition in the poultry industry have 
raised new questions locally and globally about issues of 
food sovereignty. According to Via Campesina, food sov-
ereignty is defi ned as:

… the right of peoples to defi ne their own food 
and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic ag-
ricultural production and trade in order to achieve 
sustainable development objectives; to determine the 
extent to which they want to be self-reliant; [and] to 
restrict the dumping of products in their markets... 
(PFSN , 2001). 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN THE U.S.

 The industrial production process in the U.S. has se-
verely curtailed the right of farmers to produce food 
and the right of consumers to decide what they con-
sume, and how and by whom it is produced. Industry-
wide standards reinforce the dominance of confi ned 
animal feeding operations, effectively mandating pro-
duction processes as opposed to quality and safety of 
fi nal output. 

 Consumer choice is often limited with only one or two 
brands sold in local supermarkets. Organic and free 
range standards offer minimal improvements on what 
animals are fed and how they are treated. However 
they do not necessarily offer a more humane alterna-
tive to industrial production, nor do they address the 
fair treatment of growers and workers. Major integra-
tors are beginning to enter these fast growing, niche 
markets. 

INDUSTRIAL CHICKEN PRODUCTION AND FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

In many developing countries, raising chickens is vi-
tal for family nutrition and income, with women of-
ten responsible for rearing the chickens. Production is 
done sustainably. Low-cost grain and household scraps 
are often fed to chickens. Chickens reach maturity in a 
few months, providing a renewable source of protein 
while chicken waste can be used as fertilizer for fam-
ily fi elds. The following example from Laos is indica-
tive of the situation in many developing countries:

The poultry industry in Laos is predominantly one 
of smallholders, raising free-range, local chicken breeds 
nearby their dwellings for meat and eggs, mostly con-
sumed by the household or sold locally for income … 
An average village has around 350 chickens, ducks, tur-
keys and quail being raised in small fl ocks interspersed 
among village homes by about 78 families, with women 
primarily responsible for the fl ocks. (USDA, 2005).

The arrival of multinational fi rms, facilitated by lib-
eralized trade and investment rules, with their model of 
industrial, vertically integrated production can destabilize 
smallholder chicken production and threaten community, 
environmental resources. Open markets can be replaced by 
contracts. Wealthy integrators may perceive smallholders 
as competitors and advocate for policies that would further 
expand the industrial model. As happened in the U.S., the 
once thriving system of smallholder production, and its 
widely shared benefi ts for income generation and nutrition 
transformed into a system which concentrates power and 
wealth within a few fi rms. 

US consumers prefer white meat, but as US broiler 
production expands there is the unavoidable production of 
additional dark meat, the bulk of which is exported, often 
to developing countries. Between 1960 and 2005, US broil-
er production increased 707% while US exports increased 
5,736%. Because of the price premium on white meat, sub-
sidies to corn and soy, low-wages throughout the industry, 
and externalization of key expenses (chicken houses, waste 
disposal), the dark meat can be sold at rock bottom prices, 
often displacing local production and threatening small 
producer’s livelihoods, many of them women. Increased 
market access for these U.S. chicken exports has been pur-
sued aggressively by the U.S. in recent trade negotiations.

Rural women producers in developing countries are 
seeing their markets decline as global production chains 
and imports transform poultry from a low-cost source of 
income and nutrition to a global commodity.

Exploitation Across Borders
The success of the U.S. poultry industry in increas-

ing production to unprecedented levels, creating new con-
sumer demand, and turning chicken into a lucrative global 
commodity comes at a high price for farmers, workers, 
consumers, and communities-many of them women-in 
the U.S. and abroad. This paper focuses on the U.S. indus-
try, but as noted earlier, the vertically integrated model 
has been adopted in many countries which are now ex-
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The Global Poultry Industry

The volume of chicken traded globally is expected to reach 
6.7 million tons in 2007. Brazil is the top exporter, with the 
U.S. close behind – together they control 75% of the global 
chicken trade.1 

The global chicken trade is dominated by large, mul-
tinational poultry companies which are commonly called 
integrators because they run a vertically integrated produc-
tion process where one fi rm controls every aspect of the 
operation from the embryo to the market shelf (the com-
bining of production, processing, and distribution into a 
single entity). Integrators coordinate the supply of chick-
ens through a system of contracts with growers. Growers 
(poultry farmers) provide the land, buildings, equipment, 
utilities, and labor in raising the birds to a marketable age, 
while the companies supply the chickens, feed and medica-
tion and buy back the mature birds. (Morisson, 2001) 

Vertical integration and contract production 
emerged in the U.S. in the 1950s and quickly came to 
dominate the industry. In 1950, 95 percent of U.S. broil-
er production remained independent. Just 10 years later, 
90 percent of the industry was under contracts (Levy, 
2000). Today over 99% of all broiler production in the 
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U.S. occurs in and is marketed by vertically integrated 
fi rms. 

By the early 1970s, agroindustrial fi rms across the 
globe were adopting this production model. In Thailand, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam production jumped eightfold in 
just 30 years, to 2,440,000 mt in 2001. China’s production 
of chicken tripled during the 1990s to over 9 million mt 
per year. Practically all of this new poultry production 
has happened on factory farms concentrated outside of 
major cities and integrated into transnational produc-
tion systems (Grain, 2006).

While this transformation in production has resulted 
in more chickens produced it has many negative side-ef-
fects: 

• Increased consolidation;
• Expansion of the industrial model;
• Increased imports and exports;
• Increased exploitation of farmers and workers and 

growing threat to peasant livelihoods;
• Reduced genetic diversity;
• Concentrated negative environmental impacts;
• Displacement of small-scale poultry producers, many 

of them women, in developing countries.

*  Sampson serves as senior research associate of the engendering economic and social justice project at the Center of Concern. Master in international trade and 
development economics from Tufts University, holding B.A. from Eastern University in St. Davids. Coordinator of the US-IGTN; ksampson@coc.org. 

 Carole Morrison has served as Executive Director of the Delmarva Community Alliance since 1997. For over 20 years she has worked as a contract poultry grower on 
the Delmarva Peninsula, raising chickens for major integratorss and advocating for greater justice in the poultry industry.

1 The European Union, China and Thailand round out the major exporters. Major importing countries include Russia, Japan, China and Mexico. 
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porting chicken on the global market. Domestically, and 
globally, competition is fi erce and the industry is becom-
ing more-and-more concentrated-yet it remains profi table 
for the integrators. This “successful” business model de-
mands that:
 
• Farm families are locked into unfair contracts;
• Factory workers remain low-paid and unprotected;
• Waste is excessively produced;
• Chickens are raised on dangerous feed additives that 

pass through to consumers and the environments;
• Developing country markets become the dumping 

grounds for non-saleable U.S. dark meat, often threat-
ening women’s livelihoods and food security; and

• Production expands to foreign markets, transforming 
local, small-scale production, in order to increase cor-
porate profi ts. 

Across borders, along all steps of the production chain, 
these increasingly powerful companies are able to exploit 
women’s and men’s labor, the environment, and food sov-
ereignty. The production model itself is quite aggressive 
in its pursuit of profi ts, but it does not exist in a vacuum. 
A key element to the rapid expansion of the model and 
the persistent exploitation of those caught in the talons of 
“Global Chicken” is a trade and investment climate that 
favors industrial production for export.

Trade Liberalization 
Trade liberalization furthers the expansion of indus-

trial chicken production, threatening livelihoods, the envi-

ronment, genetic diversity, and the livelihoods and nutri-
tional needs of many small producers.

MARKET ACCESS: The U.S. consistently pushes for enhanced 
market access for U.S. poultry exports in its free trade 
negotiations. For the reasons above, of particular in-
terest is expanding the market for dark meat chicken. 

INVESTMENT: Liberalized investment regimes create the 
conditions for U.S. fi rms, and other mega processors 
to establish operations internationally, further extend-
ing the industrial/contract production process. 

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY: Enhanced IPR provisions in trade 
agreements further strengthen the position of the pro-
prietary breeders which supply chicks to the industrial 
operations. Currently two companies, Cobb-Vantress 
and Aviagen, control 65-85% of the world market for 
breeding stock. 

NATIONAL TREATMENT CLAUSES AND RESTRICTIONS ON PER-
FORMANCE REQUIREMENTS: These rules allow foreign 
companies, such as fast food restaurants and hotels, 
the freedom to source their chicken from international 
suppliers as opposed to domestic sources. 

SANITARY AND PHYTOSANITARY (SPS): The high cost of 
meeting SPS standards can effectively exclude small 
producers, who are unable to bear the cost, while simul-
taneously favoring larger or industrial producers who 
have the resources and capacity to meet SPS demands. 
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The Global Poultry Industry
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utilities, and labor in raising the birds to a marketable age, 
while the companies supply the chickens, feed and medica-
tion and buy back the mature birds. (Morisson, 2001) 

Vertical integration and contract production 
emerged in the U.S. in the 1950s and quickly came to 
dominate the industry. In 1950, 95 percent of U.S. broil-
er production remained independent. Just 10 years later, 
90 percent of the industry was under contracts (Levy, 
2000). Today over 99% of all broiler production in the 
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By the early 1970s, agroindustrial fi rms across the 
globe were adopting this production model. In Thailand, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam production jumped eightfold in 
just 30 years, to 2,440,000 mt in 2001. China’s production 
of chicken tripled during the 1990s to over 9 million mt 
per year. Practically all of this new poultry production 
has happened on factory farms concentrated outside of 
major cities and integrated into transnational produc-
tion systems (Grain, 2006).

While this transformation in production has resulted 
in more chickens produced it has many negative side-ef-
fects: 

• Increased consolidation;
• Expansion of the industrial model;
• Increased imports and exports;
• Increased exploitation of farmers and workers and 

growing threat to peasant livelihoods;
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• Displacement of small-scale poultry producers, many 

of them women, in developing countries.
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porting chicken on the global market. Domestically, and 
globally, competition is fi erce and the industry is becom-
ing more-and-more concentrated-yet it remains profi table 
for the integrators. This “successful” business model de-
mands that:
 
• Farm families are locked into unfair contracts;
• Factory workers remain low-paid and unprotected;
• Waste is excessively produced;
• Chickens are raised on dangerous feed additives that 

pass through to consumers and the environments;
• Developing country markets become the dumping 

grounds for non-saleable U.S. dark meat, often threat-
ening women’s livelihoods and food security; and

• Production expands to foreign markets, transforming 
local, small-scale production, in order to increase cor-
porate profi ts. 

Across borders, along all steps of the production chain, 
these increasingly powerful companies are able to exploit 
women’s and men’s labor, the environment, and food sov-
ereignty. The production model itself is quite aggressive 
in its pursuit of profi ts, but it does not exist in a vacuum. 
A key element to the rapid expansion of the model and 
the persistent exploitation of those caught in the talons of 
“Global Chicken” is a trade and investment climate that 
favors industrial production for export.

Trade Liberalization 
Trade liberalization furthers the expansion of indus-

trial chicken production, threatening livelihoods, the envi-

ronment, genetic diversity, and the livelihoods and nutri-
tional needs of many small producers.

MARKET ACCESS: The U.S. consistently pushes for enhanced 
market access for U.S. poultry exports in its free trade 
negotiations. For the reasons above, of particular in-
terest is expanding the market for dark meat chicken. 

INVESTMENT: Liberalized investment regimes create the 
conditions for U.S. fi rms, and other mega processors 
to establish operations internationally, further extend-
ing the industrial/contract production process. 

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY: Enhanced IPR provisions in trade 
agreements further strengthen the position of the pro-
prietary breeders which supply chicks to the industrial 
operations. Currently two companies, Cobb-Vantress 
and Aviagen, control 65-85% of the world market for 
breeding stock. 

NATIONAL TREATMENT CLAUSES AND RESTRICTIONS ON PER-
FORMANCE REQUIREMENTS: These rules allow foreign 
companies, such as fast food restaurants and hotels, 
the freedom to source their chicken from international 
suppliers as opposed to domestic sources. 

SANITARY AND PHYTOSANITARY (SPS): The high cost of 
meeting SPS standards can effectively exclude small 
producers, who are unable to bear the cost, while simul-
taneously favoring larger or industrial producers who 
have the resources and capacity to meet SPS demands. 
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Corn production and world trade 

Corn is one of four cereals that make up for more than half 
of the world’s nutrition, the staple food in 12 countries in 
Latin America and 6 in Africa, and a common food for one 
fourth of the global population. In 2003, global corn pro-
duction reached 637,444,480 tons, while it is estimated that 
in 2006 it will reach 693 million tons. 

The industrialization process in agriculture has fa-
vored a growing concentration of production. Three coun-
tries concentrate more than 60% of corn production world-
wide: the US, China and Brazil. The US is the world’s top 
producer and exporter, with 40% of global production, fol-
lowed by China with 18% and Brazil with 8%. The US has 
140 million hectares of corn planted, of which 20% of the 
total cultivated area (some 28 million hectares) is trans-
genic corn.

World trade in this cereal is estimated at 79 million 
tons, the highest fi gure in the last three trade years (Com-
merce Exchange of Rosario, 2006). According to world 
trade predictions, in 10 years Argentina will become the 
world’s largest exporter of corn after the US, beating Chi-
na because higher prices attract more investments toward 
the South American country while Chinese farmers are 
focusing more on local demand.3

Globally, 10 companies currently control half of the 
global seed market, and only six control all of the trans-
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genics market. DuPont and Monsanto jointly dominate 
the world’s corn seeds market (65%). In 2001, Monsanto 
controlled 91% of the global market of genetically modifi ed 
seeds, and acquired more than 60% of the Brazilian market 
of conventional corn seeds within two years (1997-1999). 

Corn production in Mexico and the NAFTA effect1

Mexico has a strategic signifi cance in world corn produc-
tion for being its place of origin and domestication, and 
one of the world’s genetic diversity reserves.2 In spite of a 
loss in profi tability regarding other crops, corn continues 
to be the most important crop in the country, with a pro-
duction of more than 18 million tons. 

Around 8.5 million hectares (equal to 50.3% of the total 
planted farmlands in Mexico) are planted with corn, and 
93% of the country’s farmers – mostly with plots under 
fi ve hectares – and 12 million peasants live off it. Of the 
total number of corn farmers, more than 80% use their own 
seeds, adapted to a huge diversity of geoclimatic situations. 
Although Mexico has experienced more than 50 years since 
the green revolution, hybrid and commercial seeds are only 
used by 15% of farmers; the rest use native corn and con-
tinue to maintain and reproduce its diversity.

Until 1993, Mexico was self-suffi cient in corn produc-
tion, but since 1994, when the NAFTA came into effect, the 

corn

* Marta is an agronomist, with a Ph.D., Department of Social Sciences, School of Agronomy, Universidad de la República, Montevideo, Uruguay. Member of the IGTN 
Latin American Chapter; maragropolis@gmail.com or mchiappe@fagro.edu.uy.

1 North American Free Trade Agreement
2 The country with the highest genetic variability and diversity of corn is Peru, where 55 different types are cultivated ( Manrique, 1997, quoted by Valladolid Rivera, s/f). 
3 This is due in part to the growing competition from the imports of US corn, which compete in the market with artifi cially low prices. These low market prices are a 

result of massive over-production and the elimination of a price fl oor in the 1996 Farm Bill. The end result has been market prices at below the cost of production, 
and record-high farm subsidies designed to keep farmers on the land.
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support structures of national production have been gradu-
ally lifted and corn prices in Mexico have fallen steadily. 
Indeed, corn prices for local farmers dropped in 1982 from 
1,300 pesos a ton to less than 600 pesos a ton in 1998. This 
is due in part to the growing competition from the imports 
of US corn, which compete in the market with artifi cially 
low prices as a result of government-subsidized crop pro-
duction. This process means that while domestic corn pro-
duction has fallen, corn imports have tripled. Meanwhile, 
many Mexican corn farmers, who have traditionally plant-
ed local highly genetically diverse species, have been forced 
to leave their plots in search for other jobs.4

At the same time, between 1994 and 1999 the price of 
tortillas rose 500%. Most of that growth is due to the en-
suing infl ation after the peso crisis (1998) and the lifting 
of consumer subsidies. In spite of that, prices rose in real 
terms by 279%. The price of tortillas almost tripled while 
the price for farmers dropped by half (Nadal, 2000, quoted 
in Heinrich Boell, 2006). 

Corn production in Mexico had a negative effect dur-
ing the fi rst seven years of NAFTA: planted land fell 3%, 
production some 4.7% and yield 2% (Porter, s/f). NAF-
TA expected free-from-tax imports of 2.5 million tons 
of corn coming from the US and 1,000 tons coming from 
Canada. Once this quota was exceeded, Mexico could ap-
ply a tariff-quota according to the basis imported and the 
deregulation category. The tariff-exempted import quota 
would rise yearly until it covered all imports. However, 
between 1994 and 2002 Mexico imported more than 15 mil-
lion tons of corn over the quotas. Also, between 1996 and 
1998 it imported corn over the quota expected for the 14th 
year of NAFTA (2008), which caused more than a 30% fall 
in farmers’ earnings. This policy of discouraging national 
production has increased food dependency – in 2002, 25% of 
domestic consumption came from imports – and deepened 
decapitalization and poverty in rural areas (En defensa del 
maíz, 2002). 

Effects from economic liberalization among peas-
ants and food sovereignty

The US liberalized the commercial planting of transgenic 
corn in 1996 and has systematically refused to distinguish 
between conventional and transgenic corns. In 1999, of the 
5 million tons of corn imported from the US, 250,000 were 

transgenic, to be used in the making of tortillas, beverages, 
corn fructose, fritters, and other corn-related products.

Being a country of origin, Mexico does not allow 
the commercial planting of transgenic corn, and starting 
in 1999 all permits to experiment on the fi eld were can-
celled. However, in 2001 the University of Berkeley and 
the Unión Zapoteca- Chinanteca detected transgenic con-
tamination among native corns in Oaxaca’s Sierra Norte. 
Also, through several tests, contamination was shown in 
communities outside Oaxaca’s Sierra Norte and in some 
communities in the state of Puebla. 

The penetration of transgenic seeds among corn pro-
ducing countries has created huge resistance from peasant 
rights groups. In Mexico, the Unión Nacional de Orga-
nizaciones Campesinas (UNORCA) and Vía Campesina 
oppose the introduction of transgenic seeds, believing they 
undermine food sovereignty and lead peasants to depend 
on multinationals and patented seeds. 

In October 2006, the leaders of corn producing organi-
zations in Mexico repeated their demand to exclude corn 
from NAFTA and emphasized the need of confi rming a 
suspension in the planting of transgenic corn countrywide, 
as well as the need to modify the Biosecurity Act on Ge-
netically Modifi ed Organisms. They also demanded the 
end of the privatizing and free trade policies in the corn 
market. 

Women-corn relationship

In Mesoamerican cultures, the relationship of peasant 
women with corn continues to be strong. In Peru, follow-
ing a tradition from the pre-Hispanic era, it is men that 
plow and women who place the corn seeds. Women who 
place the seeds in the plow should be fertile – in other 
words, able to have children – so they can transmit that 
ability to the farmed land and the corn seed that is plowed. 
Also, women are the ones that choose and keep the seeds 
in storage. Currently, they are the only ones that enter the 
cellar to take out the corn and use it as food or seed (Val-
ladolid Rivera, s/f). 

In Mexico, planting the corn fi elds, drying the cobs, 
shelling them, cooking and grinding the grains until you 
have a uniform dough, beating it constantly, and frying the 
tortillas one by one are tasks that make up the close rela-
tionship between corn and women in their daily lives. This 

implies getting up at dawn, lighting the fi re – with fi re-
wood –, fetching water, grinding and drying the corn along 
with preparing beans, and putting chili or some sauce. The 
operation is repeated with every meal the family has dai-
ly. The chores grow in parties, where most of ritual and 
festive foods are based on corn. Also, and given the large 
migration of men toward northern Mexico or the US and 
Canada looking for better incomes to maintain their fami-
lies, women take charge of their children’s education, take 
care of the home and obtain food. The text of a fl yer writ-
ten by indigenous women refl ects how they perceive their 
own actions: “We are present and are an important part of 
our communities in various ways: in the land and the com-
munity because we work with Mother Earth. We take part 
in plowing corn and plowing vegetables to obtain food. We 
prepare bread, mole and make tortillas. We make present 
our beliefs, our customs, our language, our way of living, 
our way of being”…

Apart from the tasks mentioned, women take part ful-
ly in the harvest and also play a key role in its storage and 
management. In the transformation of corn, they perform a 
strong grinding activity when they have no access to public 
mills for lacking the resources to carry out their daily nix-
tamal.5 In the preparation of tortillas, the daily exposure to 
the fi re’s smoke is known as a very serious health problem 
among peasant women that can have serious consequences 
for breathing and eyesight. Bodily posture, crouching, also 
causes backbone problems.

Regarding the role that peasants have played in the 
conservation of species and the way control is being lost 
on genetic variability, a representative from peasant com-
munities of the Tuxtleca, Veracruz region, member of the 
Colectivo de Educación Integral de la Mujer (CEDIM), 
said: “Women and men peasants have created thousands 
of varieties of corn with different colors, fl avors, sizes, 
that adapt to all of the country’s fi elds, whether they are 
high, low, dry, humid. It has been a creation of love and 
care, which we nurture and it nurtures us, it is the heart 
of what our forefathers have given us and the main heri-
tage we have for our children. Now all this is threatened by 
the greed of a few companies that want to appropriate this 
treasure in order to strip us of our seed”.

In Ecuador, corn is one of the main sources of food for 
peasant families. When it is scarce, it is women who go out 
looking for corn in places where the harvest takes place later, 
and they exchange it for other products (Bravo, 2006). 

In Colombia, the project “Semillas de Identidad (Iden-
tity Seeds)”6 rescues the work rural men and women carry 
out to preserve the varieties of corn and the products made 
from it. Since the program started, 25 varieties of native 
corn and more than 50 products made from these corns 
have been identifi ed (Grupo Semillas, 2006).

In Guatemala, peeling the husk from the cob and 
choosing the seeds is a sacred task done by women. They 
are the ones that choose the seeds for domestic consump-
tion, the grains for planting and the grains meant for sale 
or barter for farm equipment or other seeds in local seed 
fairs (FAO, 2002). 

Impact from the liberalization of water supply ser-
vices in the lives of women

Among peasant communities, women are in charge of 
fetching, carrying and storing the water needed for the 
harvest or for their families, for which they often need to 
walk long distances. The privatization of water use turns 
this natural element into a commodity, limiting its use and 
submitting it to market rules. This measure directly affects 
lower income sectors, especially women, who are margin-
alized from production processes and are further displaced 
from their control over natural resources. 

4 According to the Unión de Organizaciones Campesinas (UNORCA, 2005), a peasants’ union, each year 400,000 people leave the country, most of them peasants 
(http://www.unorca.org.mx/declaracion.htm)

5 Nixtamal: Treatment of corn with lime for making tortillas.
6 Semillas de Identidad is a Campaign that aims to spread and recover the varieties of native corn and their use in the communities. Its name, Semillas de Identidad 

(Identity Seeds), comes from being the staple food in the region.
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seeds, and acquired more than 60% of the Brazilian market 
of conventional corn seeds within two years (1997-1999). 

Corn production in Mexico and the NAFTA effect1

Mexico has a strategic signifi cance in world corn produc-
tion for being its place of origin and domestication, and 
one of the world’s genetic diversity reserves.2 In spite of a 
loss in profi tability regarding other crops, corn continues 
to be the most important crop in the country, with a pro-
duction of more than 18 million tons. 

Around 8.5 million hectares (equal to 50.3% of the total 
planted farmlands in Mexico) are planted with corn, and 
93% of the country’s farmers – mostly with plots under 
fi ve hectares – and 12 million peasants live off it. Of the 
total number of corn farmers, more than 80% use their own 
seeds, adapted to a huge diversity of geoclimatic situations. 
Although Mexico has experienced more than 50 years since 
the green revolution, hybrid and commercial seeds are only 
used by 15% of farmers; the rest use native corn and con-
tinue to maintain and reproduce its diversity.

Until 1993, Mexico was self-suffi cient in corn produc-
tion, but since 1994, when the NAFTA came into effect, the 

corn

* Marta is an agronomist, with a Ph.D., Department of Social Sciences, School of Agronomy, Universidad de la República, Montevideo, Uruguay. Member of the IGTN 
Latin American Chapter; maragropolis@gmail.com or mchiappe@fagro.edu.uy.

1 North American Free Trade Agreement
2 The country with the highest genetic variability and diversity of corn is Peru, where 55 different types are cultivated ( Manrique, 1997, quoted by Valladolid Rivera, s/f). 
3 This is due in part to the growing competition from the imports of US corn, which compete in the market with artifi cially low prices. These low market prices are a 

result of massive over-production and the elimination of a price fl oor in the 1996 Farm Bill. The end result has been market prices at below the cost of production, 
and record-high farm subsidies designed to keep farmers on the land.
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Introduction 

Dairy production has traditionally been a crucial component 
of family farming, particularly family farming infl uenced 
by European traditions, where the cow along with the pig 
were considered members of the extended family and re-
sponsible for its resilience and capacity for expansion into 
frontier lands.1 Cows graze on marginal spaces on the farm 
inapt for other crops and they can be looked after by mem-
bers of the family not centrally involved in other farming 
activities. Milk is a vital source of nutrition for the farming 
family and can be readily exchanged with neighbours or sold 
at local markets. It can also be used as an ingredient in cook-
ing, transformed into yoghurts or other fresh products and 
its nutrients preserved over longer periods as cheese. With 
the emergence of urban markets milk production from fam-
ily farming has shown itself to be particularly competitive 
given its low costs, based as it is on “marginal” inputs both of 
land and labour. In comparison with annual crops it has the 
advantage of providing regular income, either daily in infor-
mal markets or fortnightly in the case of industry.  As such 
it has become a vital source of daily household expenditures. 
The cow was not native to South America but was quickly 
disseminated with the arrival of the Spaniards and the Portu-
guese and in Brazil most family farms have dairy activities. 

Global Overview

The domestication of animals for milk probably goes back 
as far as 10,000 years, as also the development of its prin-

The global dairy sector, 
Brazil and the participation 
of family farming
John Wilkinson*

cipal sub-products – yoghurt, cheese and butter. Climatic 
conditions for this highly perishable product have heavily 
infl uenced patterns of consumption with fresh milk con-
sumption being signifi cantly higher in the temperate cli-
mates of Europe and Scandinavia and from there to the 
new countries created by immigration or conquest, espe-
cially the United States, Oceania and the Southern Cone. 
Age is also a crucial factor in consumption with fresh milk 
being consumed primarily by the young and sub-products, 
especially cheese, increasing in importance with age. Each 
of the principal sub-product categories was discovered in 
the ancient civilizations of the East and the Middle East, 
but the requirements of preservation led to the predomi-
nance of fermented products, especially yoghurts, in these 
regions. The diversifi cation of cheeses emerged in temper-
ate cultures, where lower acidity and salt requirements al-
lowed for slower and more complex maturation processes. 
Butter, on the other hand, was often considered a luxury 
and a cosmetic product, assuming importance for food con-
sumption primarily in the colder northern regions. 

The emergence of the industrial dairy system was 
marked by the patented inventions of condensed and evap-
orated milk, which led to the early dominance and inter-
nationalisation of Nestlé in Europe and Carnation in the 
United States as from the second half of the nineteenth 
century. An equally important early innovation was the 
development of margarine as an alternative to butter, in-
augurating the competition between the vegetable oils and 
dairy food chains, leading, today, to the launching of soy-
milk. Early internationalisation of the milk sector took the 
form of foreign direct investment by Nestlé and Carnation, 

*  Senior lecturer at the Graduate Center in Development, Agriculture and Society, Rural Federal University, Rio de Janeiro. Lecturer and researcher on the global agro-
food system. jwilkins@uol.com.br

1  In different parts of the world, sheep, goats and buffalo are also important sources of milk and dairy products but these will not be considered here.

the cheese, the milk; they know that these things generate 
some return and that they don’t live exclusively off the 
soy bean harvest once a year.” (Castro Guedes & Souza, 
2005).

Concluding Remarks 

In a remarkably short period of time Brazil’s dairy sector 
has undergone dramatic changes. It was thought that the 
combined pressure of new quality and logistical demands 
would lead to a generalised exclusion of non-specialised 
family farm dairy production. The shift to export competi-
tiveness would only seem to confi rm this prognosis. While 
for many this has been true, new forms of organization 
and support both from public policy and private organi-
zations, often intermediating international cooperation 
resources, would seem to be allowing important segments 
of family farming to remain in dairying, either within the 

dominant supply chains, the persistent informal sector, 
or in the emerging artisan cheese and dairy products sec-
tor. Historically dairy production has been the anchor of 
family farming in many regions of the world since it is 
an important guarantee of nutrition for the farming fam-
ily,3 it provides regular cash fl ow for daily necessities and 
optimises the labour and land advantages of family farm-
ing. Women have often been central both in milk and ar-
tisan dairy production. The maintenance of a mixed farm-
ing system and the development of post-harvest activities 
provide greater employment opportunities for the family 
and allow for greater integration into a rural environment 
that promotes territorial values and the development of the 
local economy. Research into the responses of the family 
farm to the challenges of market restructuring in the dairy 
sector, and particularly the role which women play in this 
mixed farming system, could provide a crucial input for 
evaluating the viability of this farming model in today’s 
world.

3  Contrasting starkly with Nestlé’s promotion of dried milk in conditions where clean water could not be guaranteed.

milk
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but their innovations allowed for the development also of 
world trade in condensed and evaporated milk. 

With the exception of New Zealand and to a less ex-
tent Australia, the dairy industry emerged and developed 
within the framework of local, then regional and fi nally 
national domestic markets, in accordance with the devel-
opment and diffusion of more sophisticated preservation 
technologies. In temperate climate countries, milk produc-
tion was a component of the family farm system and as 
such was highly decentralised, leading to an organizational 
model dominated by cooperatives which assumed respon-
sibility for milk collection and eventually processing, al-
though this was often developed by independent indus-
tries. Public health considerations accelerated the adoption 
of pasteurisation and sterilisation technologies (Latour, 
1988). Genetic improvement geared to milk productivity 
per cow, combined with the mechanisation of milking al-
lowed for the emergence of more specialised dairy produc-
tion. Non-specialised production of milk within a mixed 
family farming system, however, predominated.

World trade in dairy products was historically mar-
ginal accounting for some 5% of total milk production and 
taking the form primarily of dried milk. Although, as we 
have mentioned, New Zealand and Australia developed 
their dairy sectors for export, most trade was comprised 
of the subsidised export of milk surpluses themselves the 
result of subsidies, primarily from Europe but also from 
the US. A more competitive form of world trade devel-
oped in the case of cheeses, particularly high quality, often 
“origin” products, although here too the subsidised raw 
material infl uenced trade fl ows. In addition to Europe, the 
U.S. and Oceania, the Southern Cone countries, Argen-
tina and Uruguay also participated in export markets. The 
internationalisation of fresh dairy products took the form, 
predominantly of direct investment in foreign markets by 
the leading global players.

The organisation of the dairy sector was transformed 
by the simultaneous development of new technologies 
for fresh milk and by the substitution of traditional retail 
by the supermarket system. Parmalat seized on the revo-
lutionary potential of the UHT fresh milk preservation 
technology, combined with Tetrapak proprietary packag-
ing which extended shelf life from one or two days to three 
months. The old division of the dairy chain between coop-
erative or Market Board control of fresh milk, and private 
fi rm, increasingly multinational, control of dairy products 
was undermined. Parmalat took over the fresh milk mar-
ket, particularly in less temperate countries where daily 
door-to-door sales had never been viable, and in doing so 
severely weakened the cooperative organisation of the sec-
tor, especially so in Brazil, one of its leading foreign invest-
ment markets. 

Local and regional markets gave way to national cir-
cuits and daily purchases were replaced by the stocking up 
of fresh milk, now integrated into the weekly supermar-
ket shopping. In Brazil, “Long Life” milk, as it was called, 
had 5% of the Brazilian fresh milk market at the begin-
ning of the nineties, but 74% by 2005 (www.ablv.org.br). 
It should be added, however, that the cooperative sector, 
in Brazil and on a global scale, in its turn has undergone 
a radical restructuring, and has established fi rm positions 
in the fresh dairy segment, so much so that Nestlé, tra-
ditionally dominant in yoghurts and dairy desserts, has 
increasingly focused on the infant formula and ice-cream 
segments. A negative consequence of this “entrepreneur-
ialisation” of the cooperatives has been a tendency for the 
exclusion of small, non-specialised dairy farmers. On the 
other hand, a new generation of cooperatives would appear 
to be emerging based on innovative forms of organization 
of the family farming dairy sector, restoring in some mea-
sure its capacity to compete in the supply of raw material 
(Magalhaes, 2005).

Institutional Reforms and the Mercosul 
in New Global markets

The restructuring of the fresh milk market coincided with 
institutional and global market reforms profoundly trans-
forming the dynamic of the dairy sector. As in other mar-
kets, Government intervention and regulation has been 
eliminated or severely restricted, although it must be noted 
that the developed countries have resisted the rapid elimi-
nation of subsidies. Nevertheless the European Union has 
undertaken important reforms of the dairy sector somewhat 
mitigating its negative impact on global markets.  In the 
Brazilian case, reforms coincided with moves to regional 
integration involving two of the world’s most competitive 

dairy producers. European Union imports were largely re-
placed by exports to Brazil from Argentina and Uruguay. 
For a time this was a harmonious arrangement since Brazil 
not only had a historical shortfall amounting to some 10% 
of its total consumption requirements but was experienc-
ing sharp growth at the base of the consumer pyramid as a 
result of the economic stabilisation following on the Real 
Programme in 1994.  

At the same time, regional integration, with its moves 
to the harmonisation of standards, implied strong pressure 
to improve milk quality in Brazil. A national programme 
to this effect involving considerable negotiation and mo-
bilisation to guarantee greater compliance conditions and 
more fl exible timetables for regions and classes of produc-
er was implemented. Tensions within the Mercosul led to 
the recourse of safeguard measures by Brazil against dairy 
imports2 (Noffal & Wilkinson, 1999). Shifts in respective 
exchange rates and the crisis in Argentina, combined with 
moves from dairy to soy production in this country, pro-
vided favourable conditions for an expansion of the Bra-
zilian dairy sector. Unexpectedly, although in retrospect 
unsurprisingly given the competitiveness of its agribusi-
ness sector, Brazil made up its 10% production defi cit and 
by 2005 had become, albeit as yet only marginally, a dairy 
exporter. 

In this same period, the dynamic of the global dairy 
market has similarly changed radically. In the ‘90s, Nestlé 
and other leading players – Parmalat, Danone, Bongrain, 
Dutch and Danish Cooperatives – saw Argentina and to 
a less extent Uruguay as the future base for regional and 
global exports. Today, Nestlé, now in a joint-venture with 
Fonterra, the New Zealand leading dairy fi rm, has cho-
sen Brazil as a platform for its exports in the whole of the 
Americas, especially Mexico, the world’s second largest 
importer of dried milk. Brazil’s principal dairy producer 
organization, Leite Brazil, no longer sees Europe or the 
United States as the principal export targets, but focuses 
on the emerging Southern markets. This coincides with a 
general shift in Brazil’s agribusiness exports, which in 2005 
for the fi rst time were directed more to the South than to 
the North. Brazil now looks to the Middle East, Africa and 
the emerging giants, India and China as urbanization, in-
creasing per capita income and the westernisation of food 
diets increase demand for dairy products. These latter two, 
however, have sharply increased their domestic produc-
tion, although it is unclear if China can long avoid becom-
ing a dairy importer.

The Future of the Family Producer and Gender 
Relations in Dairy Production

While the family farm sector would still seem to have a 
fi rm position within the dairy production chain, many 
hundreds of thousands of producers have been unable or 
unwilling to bear the costs of adjusting to new market con-
ditions. These, as we have seen, may still survive in the in-
formal fresh milk sector. Many, however, have switched to 
or increased their production of cheese, also largely for the 
informal market. The market for cheese has grown con-
siderably with the increase in out-of-home eating and/or 
“take-aways”, particularly in the form of pizzas. In both 
cases, the consolidation of the family farm in these mar-
kets depends on access to adequate and clean supplies of 
water given the risks of contamination with dairy prod-
ucts. Evidence from Brazil, which is probably indicative of 
the situation in many other countries shows that tradition-
ally women are responsible for dairying to the extent that 
this remains a subordinate activity within the family farm 
system. She takes on not only the twice a day milking, but 
also the cleaning, caring and reproduction of the animals. 
In addition she will often make cheese and other products, 
basically for family consumption. She generally sells a part 
of the milk and retains the takings from sales for domestic 
expenditures. Traditional dairying, therefore, in spite of 
its onerous character, was also a source of autonomy for 
women within the family farm set-up. It has been noted 
that this situation changes once dairying assumes greater 
importance within the farming system, in the form either 
of commercial fresh milk or cheese production. In both 
case, the “man-of-the-house” now assumes responsibility, 
whether negotiating the market, communicating with ru-
ral extension or attending professionalisation courses. He 
also now centralises the remuneration from sales, under-
mining a key area of women’s autonomy and probably also 
redirecting priorities for domestic expenditures. Women, 
therefore, face a double exclusion: as family farmers by big 
business, and in relation to men within the family farm 
once the activity becomes modernised (Paulilo et al, 2000). 
While men more readily adopt the modernising practices 
which undermine the family farm’s sustainability, “wom-
en deal directly with the cow, the pig, the chicken, the 
manioc, the peanut, ensuring the entire family produce…
They think about the health of their family and how they 
will make do to buy whatever the family still needs with 
the eggs that are left, the chicken they don’t need to eat, 

2 Brazil claimed that its partners were taking advantage of different external tariffs to redirect European dairy exports into the Brazilian market.
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given its low costs, based as it is on “marginal” inputs both of 
land and labour. In comparison with annual crops it has the 
advantage of providing regular income, either daily in infor-
mal markets or fortnightly in the case of industry.  As such 
it has become a vital source of daily household expenditures. 
The cow was not native to South America but was quickly 
disseminated with the arrival of the Spaniards and the Portu-
guese and in Brazil most family farms have dairy activities. 

Global Overview

The domestication of animals for milk probably goes back 
as far as 10,000 years, as also the development of its prin-

The global dairy sector, 
Brazil and the participation 
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cipal sub-products – yoghurt, cheese and butter. Climatic 
conditions for this highly perishable product have heavily 
infl uenced patterns of consumption with fresh milk con-
sumption being signifi cantly higher in the temperate cli-
mates of Europe and Scandinavia and from there to the 
new countries created by immigration or conquest, espe-
cially the United States, Oceania and the Southern Cone. 
Age is also a crucial factor in consumption with fresh milk 
being consumed primarily by the young and sub-products, 
especially cheese, increasing in importance with age. Each 
of the principal sub-product categories was discovered in 
the ancient civilizations of the East and the Middle East, 
but the requirements of preservation led to the predomi-
nance of fermented products, especially yoghurts, in these 
regions. The diversifi cation of cheeses emerged in temper-
ate cultures, where lower acidity and salt requirements al-
lowed for slower and more complex maturation processes. 
Butter, on the other hand, was often considered a luxury 
and a cosmetic product, assuming importance for food con-
sumption primarily in the colder northern regions. 

The emergence of the industrial dairy system was 
marked by the patented inventions of condensed and evap-
orated milk, which led to the early dominance and inter-
nationalisation of Nestlé in Europe and Carnation in the 
United States as from the second half of the nineteenth 
century. An equally important early innovation was the 
development of margarine as an alternative to butter, in-
augurating the competition between the vegetable oils and 
dairy food chains, leading, today, to the launching of soy-
milk. Early internationalisation of the milk sector took the 
form of foreign direct investment by Nestlé and Carnation, 

*  Senior lecturer at the Graduate Center in Development, Agriculture and Society, Rural Federal University, Rio de Janeiro. Lecturer and researcher on the global agro-
food system. jwilkins@uol.com.br

1  In different parts of the world, sheep, goats and buffalo are also important sources of milk and dairy products but these will not be considered here.

the cheese, the milk; they know that these things generate 
some return and that they don’t live exclusively off the 
soy bean harvest once a year.” (Castro Guedes & Souza, 
2005).

Concluding Remarks 

In a remarkably short period of time Brazil’s dairy sector 
has undergone dramatic changes. It was thought that the 
combined pressure of new quality and logistical demands 
would lead to a generalised exclusion of non-specialised 
family farm dairy production. The shift to export competi-
tiveness would only seem to confi rm this prognosis. While 
for many this has been true, new forms of organization 
and support both from public policy and private organi-
zations, often intermediating international cooperation 
resources, would seem to be allowing important segments 
of family farming to remain in dairying, either within the 

dominant supply chains, the persistent informal sector, 
or in the emerging artisan cheese and dairy products sec-
tor. Historically dairy production has been the anchor of 
family farming in many regions of the world since it is 
an important guarantee of nutrition for the farming fam-
ily,3 it provides regular cash fl ow for daily necessities and 
optimises the labour and land advantages of family farm-
ing. Women have often been central both in milk and ar-
tisan dairy production. The maintenance of a mixed farm-
ing system and the development of post-harvest activities 
provide greater employment opportunities for the family 
and allow for greater integration into a rural environment 
that promotes territorial values and the development of the 
local economy. Research into the responses of the family 
farm to the challenges of market restructuring in the dairy 
sector, and particularly the role which women play in this 
mixed farming system, could provide a crucial input for 
evaluating the viability of this farming model in today’s 
world.

3  Contrasting starkly with Nestlé’s promotion of dried milk in conditions where clean water could not be guaranteed.

milk
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Introduction

The Republic of Kenya covers an area of approximately 
582,646 sq. km. comprising 97% land and 2.2% water sur-
face. Of thus land, only 16% can be classifi ed as medium 
to high potential with the remaining land mainly arid or 
semi-arid. Kenya’s population is 30 million people accord-
ing to 1999 census. About 80% of Kenyan population lives 
in rural areas and derives their livelihood from agriculture. 
The sector is therefore the main source of national income 
and employment creation for over 80% of the population 
and contributes to poverty reduction and food security.1

Maize is the key food crop in Kenya, constituting 3% 
of Kenya’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP); 12 % of the 
agricultural GDP; and 21% of the total value of primary 
agricultural commodities.2 Maize is both a subsistence 
and commercial crop, grown on an estimated at 1.4 mil-
lion hectares by large-Scale farmers (25%) and smallhold-
ers (75%). The total annual production of maize between 
1988 and 1998 was 2.3 million metric tons fl uctuating from 
1.7 million metric tones in 1993/1994 to 3.4 million tons in 
1988/89. The annual national maize consumption is about 
32 million bags (2.9 million MT) the shortfall of produc-
tion is met through commercial imports.3

Water

Kenya experiences a bimodal type of rainfall with the “long 
rains” fall between March and May while the “short rains” 
fall between October and December. The intensity and 
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spread of the rainfall in each region determines the effec-
tiveness of the rainfall. The average annual rainfall ranges 
from 250 to 2500 mm. There are many different rainfall 
distribution types. Farmers depend mainly on rain to grow 
crops, which has proved ineffi cient due to the irregularity 
of the rainfall. Kenya depends on water from mainly the 
following resources: lakes, rivers, hydro-geological (ground 
water), surface water and dams. In 1997, the total number 
of water supplies maintained by government of Kenya was 
401 (107 in urban areas and 294 in rural areas). In arid and 
semi-arid areas, the inadequacy and unreliability of water 
supplies poses the most serious development constraints 
on agriculture, livestock and even human resource and de-
velopment activities.4 Some of the challenges in regard to 
water that renders effective farming impossible in Kenya 
include: inadequate sources of water; high cost of irriga-
tion inputs; lack of proper technical knowledge; high relief 
intensity; sodiac and saline soil.

 

The role of women in maize production in kenya

The idea that women are one of the income earners in the 
family is not something new for women in rural areas. 
Women are traditionally involved in planting, tending 
and harvesting maize. Their role does not stop after har-
vesting the maize, but continues, as they are responsible 
for preserving and storing seeds for the next season. Their 
role in maize storage is crucial because they have to ensure 
that the maize is stored so that neither weather nor pests 
affect it. 

Corn

* Wanjohi is a lower and Genta Programme Manager; genta@sn.apc.org
1 Agrarian Reforms and Rural Development: New Challenges and Options for Revitalizing Rural Communities in Kenya. National Report from Kenya. March, 2006.
2 Government of Kenya 1998.
3 Primary Agricultural Sector: Supply Side Policy Frame Work Strategies Status and Links with Value Addition, by Eng. Mwamzali Shiribwa.
4 Gateway to Land water Information in Kenya National Report, by Peter Macharia, July 2004.

farmers to pay royalties for the varieties that they purchase. 
Farmers now have to pay for varieties that they have been 
involved in nurturing instead of sharing benefi ts accruing 
from them. 

By December 2001, about 541 applications had been 
received with 259 applications originating from Kenyan 
breeders. Most of the applications covered horticultural 
crops as opposed to key food security crops. More that half 
of the applications came from industrialized countries. 
These were mainly companies or individuals who wanted 
to protect certain varieties of the export market. In Kenya 
horticultural crops have replaced main food crops. PBRs 
are tailored towards strengthening commercial crops and 
not food crops like maize. The introduction of PBRs in 
Kenya’s context can be described as a way of encouraging 
monoculture leading to erosion of genetic diversity and 
concentrating benefi ts of “new” varieties in the hands of 

commercial companies, all at the expense of poor farmer. 
Farmers who depended on old varieties and recycling of 
seeds suffered and continue to suffer after PBRs were fully 
enforced in Kenya.8

Conclusion

It is clear from Kenya’s experience, that reduction in maize 
productivity and access to markets is affecting the success 
of local farmers and raising problems of food security. 

The fact is that the liberalization policies of the Inter-
national Financial Institutions and the WTO threaten to 
convert Kenya into a long-term importer of food. Millions 
of small maize farmers across the country are seeing their 
livelihoods eroded due to a combination of inappropriate 
government and trade liberalization.

8 Ibid.



Women play a major role in addressing food security 
and nutrition goals. In Sub-Saharan Africa women grow 
70% of food for family and local consumption. As men’s 
participation in agriculture declines, the role of women in 
agriculture production increases. Women continue to be 
primary custodians over food acquisition, food processing, 
food marketing, and ultimately over household food.5

Another major challenge that faces women in maize 
production is the low rainfall in arid and semi- arid lands. 
In the medium to high potential areas the major problems 
are soil erosion, poor seeds quality, poor infrastructure, low 
soil fertility, leaching, low soil water holding capacity, lack 
of credit facility for the farmers, population pressure on ag-
ricultural land and low technical knowledge on agricultural 
production and storage.

Impact of liberalization and maize marketing

Following independence in 1963, the Kenyan agricultural 
sector was dominated by government parastatals. These 
organizations were intended to assist producers in pro-
cessing and marketing of agricultural commodities. Maize 
was managed by marketing boards/ cooperatives such as 
the National Cereals Produce Board (NCPB). By mid 
1980s it was already evident that marketing through the 
government owned organizations could not be sustained 
due to mismanagement of these bodies. The government 
strictly controlled all aspects of maize marketing until 
1986 when gradual liberalization started which was com-
pleted in 1995. This is where the trouble began for maize 
farmers in Kenya. 

In the early 90s, the government was forced by multi-
lateral and bilateral donors to implement the liberalization 
and privatization policies, albeit reluctantly. This action 
also entailed divestiture of the government-owned state 
corporations that had served as the main and only market-
ing outlet for agricultural commodities. The reform also 
involved privatizing agricultural marketing, removal of 
price controls and the removal of grain movement, deregu-
lation of domestic and external trade, and deregulation of 
interest rates. 

In 1996, the government of Kenya introduced a policy 
paper on Renewed Growth and Economic Management (ses-
sion paper 1 of 1996). Under the new policy the economy 
was to be liberalized with a view to removing all monop-
olistic trends, divesting government investment in com-
mercial activities, and encouraging private sectors to get 

involved in running the formally government-owned and 
run parastatal organizations. In 1998 there was an estimated 
production of 3 million tons of maize, about 40% of which 
was marketed. Liberalization was implemented without 
the formation of alternative marketing institutions. Maize 
prices fl uctuated substantially according to competitive 
market forces with limited government moderating effects 
through open markets interventions and import tariffs. 
But currently the rules of regional and global trading or-
ganizations have rendered even that government interven-
tion impossible. Private sector participation at all levels in 
the marketing system increased substantially. 

The common objective of these reforms was to en-
hance productivity, raise the level of production of basic 
food commodities to their potential; improve quality and 
standards of products and diversify exports leading to high 
economic growth. The reforms have, however, not resulted 
in the desired economic recovery of maize production and 
the economy. To some degree the poor performance has in-
creased and led to the import of genetically modifi ed foods 
and dumping of food onto the Kenyan markets. As a result 
farmers can no longer afford to sell their produce at a good 
market price. These changes have also killed local maize 
production and farmers can no longer even feed their own 
families. As a result of market liberalization, farmers no 
longer process and market their own food. 

Our environment, our wealth

Two other trade related issues are also affecting maize 
production and food security in Kenya: Genetically Modi-
fi ed Organisms (GMOs) and Intellectual Property Rights 
(IPR)

Genetically modifi ed organisms 

“…Future generations are likely to look back to our 
times and either thank us or curse us for what we do- 
or not don’t do- about GMO’s and biosafety and the 
right thing is not simple”6

There is a growing debate about the potential value 
of modern biotechnology, and in particular of transgenic 
technology, to contribute to achieving Africa’s develop-
ment and food security goals. The challenge facing policy 
makers is not only to understand what the technology can 

do, or has done elsewhere, but to establish what opportuni-
ties it holds for the African context. There are three critical 
issues around GMOs:
• Whether or not GMOs offer a sustainable food 

security option; In this case, whether Genetically 
Modifi ed maize can replace traditional maize, hence 
increase maize production;

• What the implications of transgenic technologies 
are for biosafetey, as well as for human health and 
well-being; and

• The extent of existing African capacity to under-
take research, and effi ciently monitor and evaluate 
genetically modifi ed (GM) products and their use.

GMOs and Food Security

• Global planting of GM crops jumped by 20% in 
2004. For the fi rst time, the hectarage growth in GM 
crop areas was higher in developing countries than 
in developed ones.

• Increasing crop resistance to insects and diseases 
and reducing weeds could help reduce crop losses 
and reduce dependence on costly fertilizers and her-
bicides, resulting in valuable savings for poor-re-
source farmers. However, the challenge of improv-
ing food security is a more than just increasing food 
production.

• Due to GM licensing agreements and production 
systems, farmers are pushed to monoculture and the 
variety of crops planted for household consumption 
is reduced.

GMOs and Human Health Concerns

• Increased use of herbicide-tolerant GM crops may 
pose a new risk for environmental and human 
health. For example glyphosate is a major formu-
lation in “ Round-up- ready” crops and is now the 
world’s best selling “total” herbicide. Due to the 
introduction of GMO Round-up Ready crops, hu-
man and environmental exposure to the herbicide 
is expected to increase. Moreover there is strong 
evidence that products containing glyphosate are 
acutely toxic to animals and humans. Women are 
at a high risk of such toxic substances because they 
use such products on the farms. 

• Increased antibiotic resistance may result. For ex-
ample, Novartis’ Bt maize contains a marker gene, 
which codes for antibiotic resistance in E.coli. There 
is a risk that if animals or humans consume Bt 
maize- based products such as cattle feed or starch, 
some antibiotics would be rendered useless.7

Intellectual property rights and food security
technologies: which way for african women?

A few technologies have been transferred to farmers as they 
become available and effi cacious. Many appropriate tech-
nologies still lie with innovators. The main problem with 
technology transfer in agriculture has had to do with the 
fact that they get transferred to men, who in Africa are not 
the primary food producers. Commercialization of agricul-
ture involving new technologies has, therefore marginal-
ized women further. It denies them the most productive 
land for food, production and transfers modern or appro-
priate technologies to men. This leaves women to continue 
with their old-fashioned drudgery on increasingly infertile 
and acreage-diminishing land.

“Patents” to protect intellectual property rights (IPRs) 
are justifi ed as protection of and incentive to creativity. In 
return, society expects innovators to make their works 
available for the benefi t of humanity. While society en-
courages creativity, it abhors monopoly. Consequently, the 
state, in granting IPRs, limits the rights granted to the in-
ventor to a specifi c period of time.

As a concept, IPRs in themselves may not be a prob-
lem. What has become a contentious issue is the nature of 
the meaning and interpretation IPRs have taken in recent 
times, particularly with the introduction of Trade Related 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) at the World Trade 
Organization. TRIPs has expanded the concept of IPR be-
yond mechanical and literary products to include biologi-
cal and agricultural products. This expansion has tended 
to marginalize weak developing countries like Kenya and 
impacted on agriculture and food security negatively.

Implications of IPR on Farmers in Kenya

Before the introduction of Plant Breeders’ Rights (PBRs), 
Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI), as a public 
organization, was involved in breeding crop varieties that 
were exclusively treated as public goods. This has changed 
with the liberalization of the seed industry, which requires 

5 Trends in Women’s Contribution to Agricultural Productivity: Lessons from Africa, by Ruth K. Oniang’O, PhD. August, 1999.
6 CBD and UNEP 2003 7 Our environment, our wealth; www.unep.org/dewa/africa.
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olistic trends, divesting government investment in com-
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through open markets interventions and import tariffs. 
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in the desired economic recovery of maize production and 
the economy. To some degree the poor performance has in-
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and dumping of food onto the Kenyan markets. As a result 
farmers can no longer afford to sell their produce at a good 
market price. These changes have also killed local maize 
production and farmers can no longer even feed their own 
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“…Future generations are likely to look back to our 
times and either thank us or curse us for what we do- 
or not don’t do- about GMO’s and biosafety and the 
right thing is not simple”6

There is a growing debate about the potential value 
of modern biotechnology, and in particular of transgenic 
technology, to contribute to achieving Africa’s develop-
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ing food security is a more than just increasing food 
production.
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which codes for antibiotic resistance in E.coli. There 
is a risk that if animals or humans consume Bt 
maize- based products such as cattle feed or starch, 
some antibiotics would be rendered useless.7
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A few technologies have been transferred to farmers as they 
become available and effi cacious. Many appropriate tech-
nologies still lie with innovators. The main problem with 
technology transfer in agriculture has had to do with the 
fact that they get transferred to men, who in Africa are not 
the primary food producers. Commercialization of agricul-
ture involving new technologies has, therefore marginal-
ized women further. It denies them the most productive 
land for food, production and transfers modern or appro-
priate technologies to men. This leaves women to continue 
with their old-fashioned drudgery on increasingly infertile 
and acreage-diminishing land.

“Patents” to protect intellectual property rights (IPRs) 
are justifi ed as protection of and incentive to creativity. In 
return, society expects innovators to make their works 
available for the benefi t of humanity. While society en-
courages creativity, it abhors monopoly. Consequently, the 
state, in granting IPRs, limits the rights granted to the in-
ventor to a specifi c period of time.
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Organization. TRIPs has expanded the concept of IPR be-
yond mechanical and literary products to include biologi-
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organization, was involved in breeding crop varieties that 
were exclusively treated as public goods. This has changed 
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Introduction

The Republic of Kenya covers an area of approximately 
582,646 sq. km. comprising 97% land and 2.2% water sur-
face. Of thus land, only 16% can be classifi ed as medium 
to high potential with the remaining land mainly arid or 
semi-arid. Kenya’s population is 30 million people accord-
ing to 1999 census. About 80% of Kenyan population lives 
in rural areas and derives their livelihood from agriculture. 
The sector is therefore the main source of national income 
and employment creation for over 80% of the population 
and contributes to poverty reduction and food security.1

Maize is the key food crop in Kenya, constituting 3% 
of Kenya’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP); 12 % of the 
agricultural GDP; and 21% of the total value of primary 
agricultural commodities.2 Maize is both a subsistence 
and commercial crop, grown on an estimated at 1.4 mil-
lion hectares by large-Scale farmers (25%) and smallhold-
ers (75%). The total annual production of maize between 
1988 and 1998 was 2.3 million metric tons fl uctuating from 
1.7 million metric tones in 1993/1994 to 3.4 million tons in 
1988/89. The annual national maize consumption is about 
32 million bags (2.9 million MT) the shortfall of produc-
tion is met through commercial imports.3
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Kenya experiences a bimodal type of rainfall with the “long 
rains” fall between March and May while the “short rains” 
fall between October and December. The intensity and 
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spread of the rainfall in each region determines the effec-
tiveness of the rainfall. The average annual rainfall ranges 
from 250 to 2500 mm. There are many different rainfall 
distribution types. Farmers depend mainly on rain to grow 
crops, which has proved ineffi cient due to the irregularity 
of the rainfall. Kenya depends on water from mainly the 
following resources: lakes, rivers, hydro-geological (ground 
water), surface water and dams. In 1997, the total number 
of water supplies maintained by government of Kenya was 
401 (107 in urban areas and 294 in rural areas). In arid and 
semi-arid areas, the inadequacy and unreliability of water 
supplies poses the most serious development constraints 
on agriculture, livestock and even human resource and de-
velopment activities.4 Some of the challenges in regard to 
water that renders effective farming impossible in Kenya 
include: inadequate sources of water; high cost of irriga-
tion inputs; lack of proper technical knowledge; high relief 
intensity; sodiac and saline soil.

 

The role of women in maize production in kenya

The idea that women are one of the income earners in the 
family is not something new for women in rural areas. 
Women are traditionally involved in planting, tending 
and harvesting maize. Their role does not stop after har-
vesting the maize, but continues, as they are responsible 
for preserving and storing seeds for the next season. Their 
role in maize storage is crucial because they have to ensure 
that the maize is stored so that neither weather nor pests 
affect it. 
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farmers to pay royalties for the varieties that they purchase. 
Farmers now have to pay for varieties that they have been 
involved in nurturing instead of sharing benefi ts accruing 
from them. 

By December 2001, about 541 applications had been 
received with 259 applications originating from Kenyan 
breeders. Most of the applications covered horticultural 
crops as opposed to key food security crops. More that half 
of the applications came from industrialized countries. 
These were mainly companies or individuals who wanted 
to protect certain varieties of the export market. In Kenya 
horticultural crops have replaced main food crops. PBRs 
are tailored towards strengthening commercial crops and 
not food crops like maize. The introduction of PBRs in 
Kenya’s context can be described as a way of encouraging 
monoculture leading to erosion of genetic diversity and 
concentrating benefi ts of “new” varieties in the hands of 

commercial companies, all at the expense of poor farmer. 
Farmers who depended on old varieties and recycling of 
seeds suffered and continue to suffer after PBRs were fully 
enforced in Kenya.8

Conclusion

It is clear from Kenya’s experience, that reduction in maize 
productivity and access to markets is affecting the success 
of local farmers and raising problems of food security. 

The fact is that the liberalization policies of the Inter-
national Financial Institutions and the WTO threaten to 
convert Kenya into a long-term importer of food. Millions 
of small maize farmers across the country are seeing their 
livelihoods eroded due to a combination of inappropriate 
government and trade liberalization.

8 Ibid.



I. The US Market

Most of the cut fl owers imported to the United States come 
from Colombia, Ecuador, and the Netherlands. These 
three countries combined account for 85% of all US fl ower 
imports. The US also imports tropical fl owers and foliage 
for fl ower arrangements from Costa Rica and Guatemala. 
In 2004, cut fl ower imports to the US increased by 16%, 
reaching a total of US$ 705.6 billion (Agricultural Market-
ing Resource Center). Europe, by contrast, imports most of 
its fl owers from Africa, due to its geographical proximity. 

Eighty-fi ve percent of the cut fl owers imported to the 
US enter the country tariff-free, under preferential trade 
programs. Seventy-fi ve percent of these tariff-free imports 
come into the US under the Andean Trade Promotion and 
Drug Eradication Act (ATPDEA), which benefi ts Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru.

II. Development of the Floriculture Industry in 
Colombia and Ecuador

Floriculture is one of the most successful industries in Co-
lombia’s economy. In just 35 years of activity, Colombia 

Floriculture in Colombia 
and Ecuador
Patricia Jaramillo and Nora Flem*

has become the world’s second exporter of fresh cut fl ow-
ers, accounting for 14% of all trade (the Netherlands rank 
fi rst, with a 56% market share).

At present, the capital invested in fl oriculture is pri-
marily Colombian in origin. The international competitive 
advantages enjoyed by Colombian and Ecuadorian crops 
include: climate conditions of the cultivation areas; infra-
structure conditions of the areas where the plantations are 
located; and geographical proximity to the US market. In 
Colombia, fl ower growers are associated in the employers’ 
organization Asocolfl ores, which was created in 1973 with 
the aim of promoting Colombian fl owers in the interna-
tional market (Herrera, 2004). 

In Ecuador, the trade association that represents fl ow-
er growers is Expofl ores. There are no precise fi gures avail-
able regarding production costs, but the optimal surface 
area for a crop to be cost-effective is calculated at 10 hect-
ares. In addition, costs are dependant on the type of fl ower 
grown. In the case of roses, approximately seven persons 

fl owers

The age group that experienced the least growth was 
the 26 to 40 year range. Most women that head house-
holds are over forty years of age, but this trend is going 
down. The analysis of the civil status of the women heads 
of households revealed that the predominant status in the 
year 2003 was widowed, with 30%, followed by separated 
and divorced women, with a combined 38%, and single 
women, with 15%, for a total of 81.6% of the households 
headed by women. In addition, DANE reported a consider-
able increase in the number of women heads of household 
without a partner, which went from 5.6% in 1997 to 27.8% 
in 2003, with rural women going from 7% to 19% and urban 
women from 5% to 30% between 1997 and 2003. The num-
ber of women without a partner and with children under 
the age of 18 also saw an upward trend over recent years:

As for household size, it was found that most house-
holds have 0 to 2 children, regardless of who heads it. 
Households with more than two children present a nega-
tive variation with respect to 1997. In the case of female-
headed households, there has been an increase in the num-
ber of households with two children. 

More recent data in this sense is provided by the 2005 
National Survey on Population and Health, which high-
lights a growing trend in the feminization of heads of house-
holds. In 1995, 24% of all heads of household were women, 
in 2000 that fi gure had gone up to 28%, while in 2005 it had 
increased even further to 30% (Profamilia 2005:37).

Regarding the makeup of households, the data from pe-
riodic surveys indicates that, with respect to the year 2000, 
the number of children living with both parents dropped 
from 61% to 58%, while those living with only their mother 
increased from 27% to 30%, and those living with only their 
father remained sta  ble at 3% (Profamilia 2005:37).

* Jaramillo is Professor at the Department of Sociology and Director of the School of Gender Studies, National University of Colombia; IGTN Focal Point for Colombia 
with the collaboration and support of sociologist Vivian Nayibe Castro; pasteja@yahoo.com. 

 Ferm is Program Director at the International Labor Rights Fund, US/Ecuador; nora.ferm@ilrf.org

COLOMBIA

Roses 48 %
Carnations, Mini Carnations 24 % 
Chrysanthemums 4 %
Other 24 %
Acreage: 6,544 hectares, located in the Bogotá Savanna (85%) and 
Rionegro, Antioquia (12%).

98% of production is exported.
Value of exports
2004-05, in millions of US$:

North America $596.61 85%

European Union $62.18 9%

Other countries $44.64 6%

Direct jobs: 94,271
Indirect jobs: 80,130
Women: 66% 
(Asocolfl ores 2006)

4  Regional Autonomous Corporation. Agency in charge of environmental management in the central area of the Bogotá and Cundinamarca region of Colombia.

ing enormous pressure on water resources, with growing 
competition for water use and increasing pollution from 
all kinds of discharges (POLO 2004:6)

In this context, the fl ower industry in the Bogotá Sa-
vanna and other regions of Colombia has had a negative 

impact both on environmental conditions and on food 
production, as a result of crop displacement and soil con-
tamination in neighboring fi elds. Therefore, it has a major 
effect on the quality of life of the population and on food 
security conditions. 
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US Cut Flower Imports (2001)

Colombia 52%
Ecuador 18%

Netherlands 12%

Mexico 5%
Canada 3%
Costa Rica 3%
Israel 1%
Chile 1%

Guatemala 1%

New Zealand 1%
Other 3%

VI. Water and Natural 
Resources

Studies conducted regarding the ef-
fects of fl oriculture on the environment 
and water resources point to “the scarce 
government control over fumigations, wa-
ter and soil use, environmental and labor 
conditions, compliance with environmental 
and occupational health legislation [which] have granted 
advantages to production at the expense of the natural en-
vironment and the population.” (POLO 2004:10)

The water used in these crops is drawn primarily from 
underground sources, by means of deep wells, thus causing 
a reduction in groundwater reserves. In this sense, the fol-
lowing is pointed out: 

CAR4 statistics reveal that from 2001 to 2002 reserves 
in the Guadalupe aquifer dropped 17 meters, as com-
pared to the reduction of only 3 meters of previous 
years. Other aquifers, such as Chicó and Balsillas, 
suffered a reduction of 12 and 10 meters respectively, 
as compared to the 8 and 3 meters they had dropped in 
previous years. Reserves plunged dramatically because 
the water drawn from them exceeds the water that is 
recovered through infi ltration (El tiempo 2002, cited by 
POLO 2004: 34)

Water in fl oriculture is used in several processes: for 
irrigation, to prepare agrochemicals. and for cleaning, and 
for domestic needs, so that it is diffi cult to discriminate 
exactly how much water is used for each requirement. 
However, in formulating an environmental management 
program for the fl oriculture industry, POLO indicates 
that it is calculated that 9,125 hectares of fl owers demand 
a volume of 4,380 liters/second, with a required fl ow of 
4.38 cubic meters and an estimated annual volume of 136.2 
million cubic meters. Eighty-four percent of the farms are 
supplied by groundwater and 13.3% by surface water. It is 
calculated that a total annual volume of 307.8 million cubic 
meters is necessary to cover agricultural acreage (pastures 
and crops) (CAR 1994, cited by POLO 2004:32).

In addition to using water, fl ower growing activities 
generate various kinds of wastewater, which contribute to 
contaminate surface water resources. Therefore, this same 
study indicates that overall the Bogotá Savanna is exert-
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are employed per hectare, while 15 to 20 people are needed 
to grow carnations (Repetto cited by Herrera 2004).

In Ecuador, the production of fl owers for export be-
gan in 1983. The fl oriculture industry is primarily concen-
trated in the northern region of the province of Pichincha. 
During the fi rst half of the 1990s fl ower production grew at 
an enormous pace, with an annual rate of more than 24% 
in average. After 1996, the average rates stood at approxi-
mately 18% (Mena 2004).

III. Multinational Corporations

Dole is the only US wholesaler with fl ower farms outside 
the United States. Until October, Dole controlled 20% of 
the fl owers exported from Colombia. Dole has its own air 
transportation service, a 328,000 sq. ft. refrigerated ware-
house in Miami for fl ower processing, and direct delivery 
of its products to retailers. In 2002, its income from the 
fl ower business totaled US$174 million.

In November 2004, men and women workers from 
Dole’s “Splendor Flowers” plantation formed the indepen-
dent trade union Sintrasplendor, with the support of Untra-
fl ores, an industry-wide trade union. Workers report that 
Dole has been waging an anti-union campaign ever since. 

In October 2006, Dole announced that it would elimi-
nate 30% of its operations in Colombia, closing down 
Splendor Flowers and Porcelain Flowers, as well as the 
two farms it owns in Ecuador. This decision will put more 
than 2,600 people out of work. Dole says it is due to inter-
national competition, which has brought down prices and 
demands greater productivity. But the decision seems to 

also have something to do with Dole’s unwillingness to 
negotiate with Sintrasplendor. Closing down these farms 
will worsen the people’s food problem, as they will then 
be unemployed and will join the labor supply for the other 
crops, causing a drop in the wages offered by such crops. 

This dramatic situation is confi rmed in a January 2006 
report prepared by Banco de la República, under the direction 
of Fernando Tenjo, which analyzes the industry’s recent per-
formance based on a sample of 146 companies, that is, 70% 
of all fl oriculture companies Of that number, 83 companies 
are sustaining losses, and most of these companies are the 
largest in size, the ones with the greatest export volumes, 
and the ones with the highest levels of investments in instal-
lations and equipment by volume of production The more 
they export, the more losses they sustain. In 2003, this group 
of companies placed 130,000 tons abroad, the same volume 
as in 2004. In the fi rst year they had zero profi ts, and in the 
second year they suffered a 30 billion pesos loss. The indus-
try’s drop included a reduction in both operating income, 
profi t margins, and gross and net profi ts, combined with an 
increase in direct and indirect costs. Not even an improved 
exchange rate scenario would make a considerable number 
of companies viable. (Suarez 2006)

According to analysts, both the government and ASO-
COFLORES have been concealing the fact that Colombia’s 
fl oriculture industry is going through a profound and struc-
tural crisis, from which it will not be rescued by the FTA. 
There are three major factors behind this crisis: in the fi rst 
place, an oversupply in the international market;1 (...) the 
second cause, a consequence of the fi rst, is that unit pric-
es for the industry’s products have been dropping in real 
terms. This situation is aggravated by currency revalua-
tions, like the 5.6% peso revaluation in 2005, which has af-
fected the industry’s income, as 90% is derived from foreign 

sales. The situation takes on dramatic proportions in those 
cases in which margins are so greatly reduced that they de-
pend on such details as eliminating rose thorns to cut down 
freight costs. The third factor is the increase in costs, which 
consist of 50% labor and 25% specialized transportation and 
phytosanitary, drug and security controls, with inspectors 
being paid by the exporters. As the latter is practically a 
fi xed cost, hopes are set on lowering the wages of the 94,000 
laborers that make up the workforce, 60% of which is fe-
male. (Suarez, 2006)

IV. Workforce and Working Conditions

Herrera’s 2004 study on the working conditions of female 
fl oriculture workers in Colombia revealed that employers 
prefer to hire women because they are more productive, 
careful and dedicated in fl ower cutting and selection tasks. 
However, the percentage of men employed in fl oriculture 
is on the rise, specially in Ecuador, possibly as a result of 
male unemployment in other industries, and/or because 
employers prefer to avoid paying benefi ts such as mater-
nity leave. 

The women hired are usually very young. According 
to a study by Korovkin, 66% of the workers surveyed in 
a fl oricultural community in Ecuador were aged 15 to 24 
years (cited by Oxfam Chile 2004). Women applying for 
a job are often required to take a pregnancy test, an illegal 
but common practice in this sector.

Flower growing requires abundant labor, due to the 
impossibility of automating production stages. While 
from a national perspective the percentage of jobs gener-
ated is not signifi cant, this crop is a major employer, spe-
cially for women. This sector is characterized by a fl exible 
use of labor, determined by product harvesting needs, a 
factor that explains the high worker turnover and why in 
certain seasons of the year companies often cover short-
ages with mandatory overtime. Moreover, when there are 
imbalances in the labor market, women are the fi rst to go 
(Díaz 1998). 

There is a constant pressure on the process of produc-
tion and during periods of high demand, for example, prior 
to Saint Valentine’s Day, monetary incentives are used ac-
cording to the levels of production in each crop. Permanent 
workers who fail to meet the national average are penal-
ized, and those who top it are rewarded. 

This activity has been a constant target of criticism 
because of its working conditions and its use of toxic pesti-
cides. Numerous reports have spread around the world de-
nouncing the problems caused by fumigating products and 
their effects on the health of men and women workers who 
handle these products without the necessary protective 
gear. In Ecuador, for example, research by Dr. Raúl Harari 

found that fl oricultural companies use approximately 30 
different chemicals, not counting fertilizers.2

Recent studies show that while there have been im-
provements in several aspects, there are still cases of small 
companies that do not provide their workers with safety 
equipment, and while the toxicity levels of agrochemicals 
have gone down, and with them their negative impact on 
health, more severe regulation and more effi cient enforce-
ment are necessary.

Sexual harassment and violence in the fl ower farms 
is also a serious problem. A 2005 study revealed that more 
than 55% of the women working in fl ower plantations in 
Ecuador had been victims of some form of sexual harass-
ment at work. This fi gure was greater among workers be-
tween the ages of 20 and 24 (71%). Nineteen percent were 
forced to have sex with a coworker or superior. Only 5% 
of the workers that were victims of sexual harassment re-
ported such aggressions. Women fail to report incidents 
for several reasons: either because they are unaware of 
their legal rights, because they are threatened, or because 
they fear they will be fi red. The plantations have no proce-
dures in place to receive and respond to this type of reports 
(Mena and Proaño 2005).

In a study conducted in the year 2003 by Corporación 
Cactus, women workers declared that their income was 
insuffi cient to cover their needs. Twelve percent of these 
women work other jobs, such as cleaning houses, in order 
to supplement their salary, and they also resort to employ-
ee fund loans and to working overtime. The surveys con-
ducted by Oxfam revealed that there is a difference of 7.7% 
between the income used for food and the money actually 

required to satisfy this need, without even considering the 
basic market basket established by the National Statistics 
Offi ce – DANE (Oxfam 2003, in Herrera 2004). 

Recently, certain improvements have been seen in 
the precarious working conditions that have character-
ized this sector from the beginning. The factors that de-
termined these improvements were: the industry’s having 
broken into international markets, which drove it to adopt 
minimum social standards for male and female workers; 
the conditions that had to be met to obtain international 
certifi cation for the crops; the incorporation of codes of 
business conduct; and the global campaigns calling for im-
provements in this industry’s conditions (Herrera 2004). 

Even when the minimum standards stipulated by law 
are met, the living conditions of male and female fl oricul-
ture workers are still precarious. Moreover, the minimum 
wage set by law does not even cover half of the basic mar-
ket basket established by DANE (Herrera 2004), so that 
from 2003 to 2004 the minimum wage’s purchasing power 
deteriorated, further aggravating the problem, in particular 
for the women working in fl ower production, who are for 
the most part heads of households with several children in 
their care.3

This situation is exacerbated by the product’s current 
marketing conditions, as factors such as currency revalua-
tion, the problem of oversupply in international markets, 
and the new competition from emerging markets in Africa 
and Asia (specially China) make it diffi cult for companies 
to continue exporting. 

Thus, the food problem affecting these families – for 
the most part from rural areas and headed by women – will 
worsen. It should be emphasized in this point that for the 
male and female workers in this economic activity food in-
security basically takes the form of a lack of access to food 
products and related services, such as health care, housing, 
recreation and education.

The above raises the need to investigate just how af-
fected food security is, with case studies correlating tem-
porary employment characteristics, levels of income, and 

economic dependency fi gures, on the one hand, with food 
access of the workers employed in fl ower farms and their 
families, on the other.

V. Changes in Community and Family

Communities and family relations have experienced chang-
es as a result of the expansion of the fl oriculture industry. 
Since the late 1990s, Ecuador has seen high rates of migration 
towards the fl oriculture region of Cayambe, primarily from 
the Ecuadorian coast or from Colombia. A study conducted 
in Cayambe-Tabacundo found that only 59% of the residents 
had been born there, compared to 90% in a similar (but not 
fl oricultural) community to the north (Oxfam Chile 2004). 
The population of Cayambe grew at an unprecedented pace, 
thus causing a rise in housing, land and lease costs. In addi-
tion, public services -such as electricity, water and garbage 
disposal- became inadequate. The author describes the com-
munity as being disorganized, disrupted by working days 
that prevent community members from engaging in the 
traditional activities and duties of indigenous communities. 
The long working hours also result in parents losing touch 
with and control over their children. (Mena 2004).

In Colombia, the number of women in fl ower grow-
ing activities who are heads of households is part of a more 
widespread phenomenon, and in some municipalities this 
trend has been increased as a result of the process of forced 
displacement. According to statistics from various human 
rights bodies, displaced populations are composed of wom-
en, girls, boys and elderly people. With the collaboration 
of UNDP, DANE performed a gender analysis of the data 
gathered by the quality of life surveys conducted from 1997 
to 2003, focusing on heads of households, and came up with 
the following results:

In the years studied, the number of households headed 
by women saw a signifi cant increase, going from 25.8% of 
all homes in the year 1997, to 30.9% for the year 2003. As for 
male headed households, the percentage went down from 
74.2% in 1997 to 69.1% in 2003. 

ECUADOR

Roses 61.78%
Gypsophilias 10.45%
Summer fl owers 13.68%
Carnations, Mini carnations 5.23%
Tropical Flowers  4.7%
Other 2.8%
Acreage: 3.317 has
(Expofl ores 2004)
71% of all fl ower exports go to the US:

United States 71,30%

Netherlands 8,55%

Russia 6,77%
Germany 1,67%
Italy 1,36%
Other 10,35%

Women workers: 50%
Total companies: 382
Companies with trade unions: 2

Where China already has the largest production base in the world, reaching an acreage of 636,000 hectares in 2004 -a third of the world’s total and 
one hundred times more than Colombia’s-, with a value of 5.4 billion dollars -fi ve times greater than Colombia’s-, and an annual volume of 9 bil-
lion fresh fl owers. Some regions, such as Chengdu and Yunnan, which are export-oriented, are connected with the most important auctions in the 
Netherlands, and receive government support for strategy purposes and investors from Taiwan and South Korea. African countries such as Kenya 
and Zimbabwe are also behind this increase in global supply, and California and Hawaii have already suffered on account of it.

Tasks assigned to: 

Women:
• Flower selection
• Classifi cation
• Packing
• Flower arrangements

Men:
• Fumigating
• Construction
• Infrastructure installation 

Both:
• Tending fl ower beds
• Plant cultivation

2 The Oxfam survey found that all the women workers interviewed had suffered illnesses produced by exposure to agrochemicals (Oxfam Chile 2004).

Priority ILO Conventions That 
Apply to the Floriculture Industry:

C81: Convention concerning Labour Inspection in 
Industry and Commerce, 1947

C98: Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949

C111: Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958

C182: Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999

C161: Occupational Health Services Convention, 1985

C170: Chemical Convention, 1990

C135: Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971
C155: Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981

Ratifi ed by Colombia and Ecuador

Ratifi ed by Colombia 

Not ratifi ed by these countries

3 Based on the national population and health survey.
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are employed per hectare, while 15 to 20 people are needed 
to grow carnations (Repetto cited by Herrera 2004).

In Ecuador, the production of fl owers for export be-
gan in 1983. The fl oriculture industry is primarily concen-
trated in the northern region of the province of Pichincha. 
During the fi rst half of the 1990s fl ower production grew at 
an enormous pace, with an annual rate of more than 24% 
in average. After 1996, the average rates stood at approxi-
mately 18% (Mena 2004).

III. Multinational Corporations

Dole is the only US wholesaler with fl ower farms outside 
the United States. Until October, Dole controlled 20% of 
the fl owers exported from Colombia. Dole has its own air 
transportation service, a 328,000 sq. ft. refrigerated ware-
house in Miami for fl ower processing, and direct delivery 
of its products to retailers. In 2002, its income from the 
fl ower business totaled US$174 million.

In November 2004, men and women workers from 
Dole’s “Splendor Flowers” plantation formed the indepen-
dent trade union Sintrasplendor, with the support of Untra-
fl ores, an industry-wide trade union. Workers report that 
Dole has been waging an anti-union campaign ever since. 

In October 2006, Dole announced that it would elimi-
nate 30% of its operations in Colombia, closing down 
Splendor Flowers and Porcelain Flowers, as well as the 
two farms it owns in Ecuador. This decision will put more 
than 2,600 people out of work. Dole says it is due to inter-
national competition, which has brought down prices and 
demands greater productivity. But the decision seems to 

also have something to do with Dole’s unwillingness to 
negotiate with Sintrasplendor. Closing down these farms 
will worsen the people’s food problem, as they will then 
be unemployed and will join the labor supply for the other 
crops, causing a drop in the wages offered by such crops. 

This dramatic situation is confi rmed in a January 2006 
report prepared by Banco de la República, under the direction 
of Fernando Tenjo, which analyzes the industry’s recent per-
formance based on a sample of 146 companies, that is, 70% 
of all fl oriculture companies Of that number, 83 companies 
are sustaining losses, and most of these companies are the 
largest in size, the ones with the greatest export volumes, 
and the ones with the highest levels of investments in instal-
lations and equipment by volume of production The more 
they export, the more losses they sustain. In 2003, this group 
of companies placed 130,000 tons abroad, the same volume 
as in 2004. In the fi rst year they had zero profi ts, and in the 
second year they suffered a 30 billion pesos loss. The indus-
try’s drop included a reduction in both operating income, 
profi t margins, and gross and net profi ts, combined with an 
increase in direct and indirect costs. Not even an improved 
exchange rate scenario would make a considerable number 
of companies viable. (Suarez 2006)

According to analysts, both the government and ASO-
COFLORES have been concealing the fact that Colombia’s 
fl oriculture industry is going through a profound and struc-
tural crisis, from which it will not be rescued by the FTA. 
There are three major factors behind this crisis: in the fi rst 
place, an oversupply in the international market;1 (...) the 
second cause, a consequence of the fi rst, is that unit pric-
es for the industry’s products have been dropping in real 
terms. This situation is aggravated by currency revalua-
tions, like the 5.6% peso revaluation in 2005, which has af-
fected the industry’s income, as 90% is derived from foreign 

sales. The situation takes on dramatic proportions in those 
cases in which margins are so greatly reduced that they de-
pend on such details as eliminating rose thorns to cut down 
freight costs. The third factor is the increase in costs, which 
consist of 50% labor and 25% specialized transportation and 
phytosanitary, drug and security controls, with inspectors 
being paid by the exporters. As the latter is practically a 
fi xed cost, hopes are set on lowering the wages of the 94,000 
laborers that make up the workforce, 60% of which is fe-
male. (Suarez, 2006)

IV. Workforce and Working Conditions

Herrera’s 2004 study on the working conditions of female 
fl oriculture workers in Colombia revealed that employers 
prefer to hire women because they are more productive, 
careful and dedicated in fl ower cutting and selection tasks. 
However, the percentage of men employed in fl oriculture 
is on the rise, specially in Ecuador, possibly as a result of 
male unemployment in other industries, and/or because 
employers prefer to avoid paying benefi ts such as mater-
nity leave. 

The women hired are usually very young. According 
to a study by Korovkin, 66% of the workers surveyed in 
a fl oricultural community in Ecuador were aged 15 to 24 
years (cited by Oxfam Chile 2004). Women applying for 
a job are often required to take a pregnancy test, an illegal 
but common practice in this sector.

Flower growing requires abundant labor, due to the 
impossibility of automating production stages. While 
from a national perspective the percentage of jobs gener-
ated is not signifi cant, this crop is a major employer, spe-
cially for women. This sector is characterized by a fl exible 
use of labor, determined by product harvesting needs, a 
factor that explains the high worker turnover and why in 
certain seasons of the year companies often cover short-
ages with mandatory overtime. Moreover, when there are 
imbalances in the labor market, women are the fi rst to go 
(Díaz 1998). 

There is a constant pressure on the process of produc-
tion and during periods of high demand, for example, prior 
to Saint Valentine’s Day, monetary incentives are used ac-
cording to the levels of production in each crop. Permanent 
workers who fail to meet the national average are penal-
ized, and those who top it are rewarded. 

This activity has been a constant target of criticism 
because of its working conditions and its use of toxic pesti-
cides. Numerous reports have spread around the world de-
nouncing the problems caused by fumigating products and 
their effects on the health of men and women workers who 
handle these products without the necessary protective 
gear. In Ecuador, for example, research by Dr. Raúl Harari 

found that fl oricultural companies use approximately 30 
different chemicals, not counting fertilizers.2

Recent studies show that while there have been im-
provements in several aspects, there are still cases of small 
companies that do not provide their workers with safety 
equipment, and while the toxicity levels of agrochemicals 
have gone down, and with them their negative impact on 
health, more severe regulation and more effi cient enforce-
ment are necessary.

Sexual harassment and violence in the fl ower farms 
is also a serious problem. A 2005 study revealed that more 
than 55% of the women working in fl ower plantations in 
Ecuador had been victims of some form of sexual harass-
ment at work. This fi gure was greater among workers be-
tween the ages of 20 and 24 (71%). Nineteen percent were 
forced to have sex with a coworker or superior. Only 5% 
of the workers that were victims of sexual harassment re-
ported such aggressions. Women fail to report incidents 
for several reasons: either because they are unaware of 
their legal rights, because they are threatened, or because 
they fear they will be fi red. The plantations have no proce-
dures in place to receive and respond to this type of reports 
(Mena and Proaño 2005).

In a study conducted in the year 2003 by Corporación 
Cactus, women workers declared that their income was 
insuffi cient to cover their needs. Twelve percent of these 
women work other jobs, such as cleaning houses, in order 
to supplement their salary, and they also resort to employ-
ee fund loans and to working overtime. The surveys con-
ducted by Oxfam revealed that there is a difference of 7.7% 
between the income used for food and the money actually 

required to satisfy this need, without even considering the 
basic market basket established by the National Statistics 
Offi ce – DANE (Oxfam 2003, in Herrera 2004). 

Recently, certain improvements have been seen in 
the precarious working conditions that have character-
ized this sector from the beginning. The factors that de-
termined these improvements were: the industry’s having 
broken into international markets, which drove it to adopt 
minimum social standards for male and female workers; 
the conditions that had to be met to obtain international 
certifi cation for the crops; the incorporation of codes of 
business conduct; and the global campaigns calling for im-
provements in this industry’s conditions (Herrera 2004). 

Even when the minimum standards stipulated by law 
are met, the living conditions of male and female fl oricul-
ture workers are still precarious. Moreover, the minimum 
wage set by law does not even cover half of the basic mar-
ket basket established by DANE (Herrera 2004), so that 
from 2003 to 2004 the minimum wage’s purchasing power 
deteriorated, further aggravating the problem, in particular 
for the women working in fl ower production, who are for 
the most part heads of households with several children in 
their care.3

This situation is exacerbated by the product’s current 
marketing conditions, as factors such as currency revalua-
tion, the problem of oversupply in international markets, 
and the new competition from emerging markets in Africa 
and Asia (specially China) make it diffi cult for companies 
to continue exporting. 

Thus, the food problem affecting these families – for 
the most part from rural areas and headed by women – will 
worsen. It should be emphasized in this point that for the 
male and female workers in this economic activity food in-
security basically takes the form of a lack of access to food 
products and related services, such as health care, housing, 
recreation and education.

The above raises the need to investigate just how af-
fected food security is, with case studies correlating tem-
porary employment characteristics, levels of income, and 

economic dependency fi gures, on the one hand, with food 
access of the workers employed in fl ower farms and their 
families, on the other.

V. Changes in Community and Family

Communities and family relations have experienced chang-
es as a result of the expansion of the fl oriculture industry. 
Since the late 1990s, Ecuador has seen high rates of migration 
towards the fl oriculture region of Cayambe, primarily from 
the Ecuadorian coast or from Colombia. A study conducted 
in Cayambe-Tabacundo found that only 59% of the residents 
had been born there, compared to 90% in a similar (but not 
fl oricultural) community to the north (Oxfam Chile 2004). 
The population of Cayambe grew at an unprecedented pace, 
thus causing a rise in housing, land and lease costs. In addi-
tion, public services -such as electricity, water and garbage 
disposal- became inadequate. The author describes the com-
munity as being disorganized, disrupted by working days 
that prevent community members from engaging in the 
traditional activities and duties of indigenous communities. 
The long working hours also result in parents losing touch 
with and control over their children. (Mena 2004).

In Colombia, the number of women in fl ower grow-
ing activities who are heads of households is part of a more 
widespread phenomenon, and in some municipalities this 
trend has been increased as a result of the process of forced 
displacement. According to statistics from various human 
rights bodies, displaced populations are composed of wom-
en, girls, boys and elderly people. With the collaboration 
of UNDP, DANE performed a gender analysis of the data 
gathered by the quality of life surveys conducted from 1997 
to 2003, focusing on heads of households, and came up with 
the following results:

In the years studied, the number of households headed 
by women saw a signifi cant increase, going from 25.8% of 
all homes in the year 1997, to 30.9% for the year 2003. As for 
male headed households, the percentage went down from 
74.2% in 1997 to 69.1% in 2003. 

ECUADOR

Roses 61.78%
Gypsophilias 10.45%
Summer fl owers 13.68%
Carnations, Mini carnations 5.23%
Tropical Flowers  4.7%
Other 2.8%
Acreage: 3.317 has
(Expofl ores 2004)
71% of all fl ower exports go to the US:

United States 71,30%

Netherlands 8,55%

Russia 6,77%
Germany 1,67%
Italy 1,36%
Other 10,35%

Women workers: 50%
Total companies: 382
Companies with trade unions: 2

Where China already has the largest production base in the world, reaching an acreage of 636,000 hectares in 2004 -a third of the world’s total and 
one hundred times more than Colombia’s-, with a value of 5.4 billion dollars -fi ve times greater than Colombia’s-, and an annual volume of 9 bil-
lion fresh fl owers. Some regions, such as Chengdu and Yunnan, which are export-oriented, are connected with the most important auctions in the 
Netherlands, and receive government support for strategy purposes and investors from Taiwan and South Korea. African countries such as Kenya 
and Zimbabwe are also behind this increase in global supply, and California and Hawaii have already suffered on account of it.

Tasks assigned to: 

Women:
• Flower selection
• Classifi cation
• Packing
• Flower arrangements

Men:
• Fumigating
• Construction
• Infrastructure installation 

Both:
• Tending fl ower beds
• Plant cultivation

2 The Oxfam survey found that all the women workers interviewed had suffered illnesses produced by exposure to agrochemicals (Oxfam Chile 2004).

Priority ILO Conventions That 
Apply to the Floriculture Industry:

C81: Convention concerning Labour Inspection in 
Industry and Commerce, 1947

C98: Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949

C111: Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958

C182: Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999

C161: Occupational Health Services Convention, 1985

C170: Chemical Convention, 1990

C135: Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971
C155: Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981

Ratifi ed by Colombia and Ecuador

Ratifi ed by Colombia 

Not ratifi ed by these countries

3 Based on the national population and health survey.
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are employed per hectare, while 15 to 20 people are needed 
to grow carnations (Repetto cited by Herrera 2004).

In Ecuador, the production of fl owers for export be-
gan in 1983. The fl oriculture industry is primarily concen-
trated in the northern region of the province of Pichincha. 
During the fi rst half of the 1990s fl ower production grew at 
an enormous pace, with an annual rate of more than 24% 
in average. After 1996, the average rates stood at approxi-
mately 18% (Mena 2004).

III. Multinational Corporations

Dole is the only US wholesaler with fl ower farms outside 
the United States. Until October, Dole controlled 20% of 
the fl owers exported from Colombia. Dole has its own air 
transportation service, a 328,000 sq. ft. refrigerated ware-
house in Miami for fl ower processing, and direct delivery 
of its products to retailers. In 2002, its income from the 
fl ower business totaled US$174 million.

In November 2004, men and women workers from 
Dole’s “Splendor Flowers” plantation formed the indepen-
dent trade union Sintrasplendor, with the support of Untra-
fl ores, an industry-wide trade union. Workers report that 
Dole has been waging an anti-union campaign ever since. 

In October 2006, Dole announced that it would elimi-
nate 30% of its operations in Colombia, closing down 
Splendor Flowers and Porcelain Flowers, as well as the 
two farms it owns in Ecuador. This decision will put more 
than 2,600 people out of work. Dole says it is due to inter-
national competition, which has brought down prices and 
demands greater productivity. But the decision seems to 

also have something to do with Dole’s unwillingness to 
negotiate with Sintrasplendor. Closing down these farms 
will worsen the people’s food problem, as they will then 
be unemployed and will join the labor supply for the other 
crops, causing a drop in the wages offered by such crops. 

This dramatic situation is confi rmed in a January 2006 
report prepared by Banco de la República, under the direction 
of Fernando Tenjo, which analyzes the industry’s recent per-
formance based on a sample of 146 companies, that is, 70% 
of all fl oriculture companies Of that number, 83 companies 
are sustaining losses, and most of these companies are the 
largest in size, the ones with the greatest export volumes, 
and the ones with the highest levels of investments in instal-
lations and equipment by volume of production The more 
they export, the more losses they sustain. In 2003, this group 
of companies placed 130,000 tons abroad, the same volume 
as in 2004. In the fi rst year they had zero profi ts, and in the 
second year they suffered a 30 billion pesos loss. The indus-
try’s drop included a reduction in both operating income, 
profi t margins, and gross and net profi ts, combined with an 
increase in direct and indirect costs. Not even an improved 
exchange rate scenario would make a considerable number 
of companies viable. (Suarez 2006)

According to analysts, both the government and ASO-
COFLORES have been concealing the fact that Colombia’s 
fl oriculture industry is going through a profound and struc-
tural crisis, from which it will not be rescued by the FTA. 
There are three major factors behind this crisis: in the fi rst 
place, an oversupply in the international market;1 (...) the 
second cause, a consequence of the fi rst, is that unit pric-
es for the industry’s products have been dropping in real 
terms. This situation is aggravated by currency revalua-
tions, like the 5.6% peso revaluation in 2005, which has af-
fected the industry’s income, as 90% is derived from foreign 

sales. The situation takes on dramatic proportions in those 
cases in which margins are so greatly reduced that they de-
pend on such details as eliminating rose thorns to cut down 
freight costs. The third factor is the increase in costs, which 
consist of 50% labor and 25% specialized transportation and 
phytosanitary, drug and security controls, with inspectors 
being paid by the exporters. As the latter is practically a 
fi xed cost, hopes are set on lowering the wages of the 94,000 
laborers that make up the workforce, 60% of which is fe-
male. (Suarez, 2006)

IV. Workforce and Working Conditions

Herrera’s 2004 study on the working conditions of female 
fl oriculture workers in Colombia revealed that employers 
prefer to hire women because they are more productive, 
careful and dedicated in fl ower cutting and selection tasks. 
However, the percentage of men employed in fl oriculture 
is on the rise, specially in Ecuador, possibly as a result of 
male unemployment in other industries, and/or because 
employers prefer to avoid paying benefi ts such as mater-
nity leave. 

The women hired are usually very young. According 
to a study by Korovkin, 66% of the workers surveyed in 
a fl oricultural community in Ecuador were aged 15 to 24 
years (cited by Oxfam Chile 2004). Women applying for 
a job are often required to take a pregnancy test, an illegal 
but common practice in this sector.

Flower growing requires abundant labor, due to the 
impossibility of automating production stages. While 
from a national perspective the percentage of jobs gener-
ated is not signifi cant, this crop is a major employer, spe-
cially for women. This sector is characterized by a fl exible 
use of labor, determined by product harvesting needs, a 
factor that explains the high worker turnover and why in 
certain seasons of the year companies often cover short-
ages with mandatory overtime. Moreover, when there are 
imbalances in the labor market, women are the fi rst to go 
(Díaz 1998). 

There is a constant pressure on the process of produc-
tion and during periods of high demand, for example, prior 
to Saint Valentine’s Day, monetary incentives are used ac-
cording to the levels of production in each crop. Permanent 
workers who fail to meet the national average are penal-
ized, and those who top it are rewarded. 

This activity has been a constant target of criticism 
because of its working conditions and its use of toxic pesti-
cides. Numerous reports have spread around the world de-
nouncing the problems caused by fumigating products and 
their effects on the health of men and women workers who 
handle these products without the necessary protective 
gear. In Ecuador, for example, research by Dr. Raúl Harari 

found that fl oricultural companies use approximately 30 
different chemicals, not counting fertilizers.2

Recent studies show that while there have been im-
provements in several aspects, there are still cases of small 
companies that do not provide their workers with safety 
equipment, and while the toxicity levels of agrochemicals 
have gone down, and with them their negative impact on 
health, more severe regulation and more effi cient enforce-
ment are necessary.

Sexual harassment and violence in the fl ower farms 
is also a serious problem. A 2005 study revealed that more 
than 55% of the women working in fl ower plantations in 
Ecuador had been victims of some form of sexual harass-
ment at work. This fi gure was greater among workers be-
tween the ages of 20 and 24 (71%). Nineteen percent were 
forced to have sex with a coworker or superior. Only 5% 
of the workers that were victims of sexual harassment re-
ported such aggressions. Women fail to report incidents 
for several reasons: either because they are unaware of 
their legal rights, because they are threatened, or because 
they fear they will be fi red. The plantations have no proce-
dures in place to receive and respond to this type of reports 
(Mena and Proaño 2005).

In a study conducted in the year 2003 by Corporación 
Cactus, women workers declared that their income was 
insuffi cient to cover their needs. Twelve percent of these 
women work other jobs, such as cleaning houses, in order 
to supplement their salary, and they also resort to employ-
ee fund loans and to working overtime. The surveys con-
ducted by Oxfam revealed that there is a difference of 7.7% 
between the income used for food and the money actually 

required to satisfy this need, without even considering the 
basic market basket established by the National Statistics 
Offi ce – DANE (Oxfam 2003, in Herrera 2004). 

Recently, certain improvements have been seen in 
the precarious working conditions that have character-
ized this sector from the beginning. The factors that de-
termined these improvements were: the industry’s having 
broken into international markets, which drove it to adopt 
minimum social standards for male and female workers; 
the conditions that had to be met to obtain international 
certifi cation for the crops; the incorporation of codes of 
business conduct; and the global campaigns calling for im-
provements in this industry’s conditions (Herrera 2004). 

Even when the minimum standards stipulated by law 
are met, the living conditions of male and female fl oricul-
ture workers are still precarious. Moreover, the minimum 
wage set by law does not even cover half of the basic mar-
ket basket established by DANE (Herrera 2004), so that 
from 2003 to 2004 the minimum wage’s purchasing power 
deteriorated, further aggravating the problem, in particular 
for the women working in fl ower production, who are for 
the most part heads of households with several children in 
their care.3

This situation is exacerbated by the product’s current 
marketing conditions, as factors such as currency revalua-
tion, the problem of oversupply in international markets, 
and the new competition from emerging markets in Africa 
and Asia (specially China) make it diffi cult for companies 
to continue exporting. 

Thus, the food problem affecting these families – for 
the most part from rural areas and headed by women – will 
worsen. It should be emphasized in this point that for the 
male and female workers in this economic activity food in-
security basically takes the form of a lack of access to food 
products and related services, such as health care, housing, 
recreation and education.

The above raises the need to investigate just how af-
fected food security is, with case studies correlating tem-
porary employment characteristics, levels of income, and 

economic dependency fi gures, on the one hand, with food 
access of the workers employed in fl ower farms and their 
families, on the other.

V. Changes in Community and Family

Communities and family relations have experienced chang-
es as a result of the expansion of the fl oriculture industry. 
Since the late 1990s, Ecuador has seen high rates of migration 
towards the fl oriculture region of Cayambe, primarily from 
the Ecuadorian coast or from Colombia. A study conducted 
in Cayambe-Tabacundo found that only 59% of the residents 
had been born there, compared to 90% in a similar (but not 
fl oricultural) community to the north (Oxfam Chile 2004). 
The population of Cayambe grew at an unprecedented pace, 
thus causing a rise in housing, land and lease costs. In addi-
tion, public services -such as electricity, water and garbage 
disposal- became inadequate. The author describes the com-
munity as being disorganized, disrupted by working days 
that prevent community members from engaging in the 
traditional activities and duties of indigenous communities. 
The long working hours also result in parents losing touch 
with and control over their children. (Mena 2004).

In Colombia, the number of women in fl ower grow-
ing activities who are heads of households is part of a more 
widespread phenomenon, and in some municipalities this 
trend has been increased as a result of the process of forced 
displacement. According to statistics from various human 
rights bodies, displaced populations are composed of wom-
en, girls, boys and elderly people. With the collaboration 
of UNDP, DANE performed a gender analysis of the data 
gathered by the quality of life surveys conducted from 1997 
to 2003, focusing on heads of households, and came up with 
the following results:

In the years studied, the number of households headed 
by women saw a signifi cant increase, going from 25.8% of 
all homes in the year 1997, to 30.9% for the year 2003. As for 
male headed households, the percentage went down from 
74.2% in 1997 to 69.1% in 2003. 

ECUADOR

Roses 61.78%
Gypsophilias 10.45%
Summer fl owers 13.68%
Carnations, Mini carnations 5.23%
Tropical Flowers  4.7%
Other 2.8%
Acreage: 3.317 has
(Expofl ores 2004)
71% of all fl ower exports go to the US:

United States 71,30%

Netherlands 8,55%

Russia 6,77%
Germany 1,67%
Italy 1,36%
Other 10,35%

Women workers: 50%
Total companies: 382
Companies with trade unions: 2

Where China already has the largest production base in the world, reaching an acreage of 636,000 hectares in 2004 -a third of the world’s total and 
one hundred times more than Colombia’s-, with a value of 5.4 billion dollars -fi ve times greater than Colombia’s-, and an annual volume of 9 bil-
lion fresh fl owers. Some regions, such as Chengdu and Yunnan, which are export-oriented, are connected with the most important auctions in the 
Netherlands, and receive government support for strategy purposes and investors from Taiwan and South Korea. African countries such as Kenya 
and Zimbabwe are also behind this increase in global supply, and California and Hawaii have already suffered on account of it.

Tasks assigned to: 

Women:
• Flower selection
• Classifi cation
• Packing
• Flower arrangements

Men:
• Fumigating
• Construction
• Infrastructure installation 

Both:
• Tending fl ower beds
• Plant cultivation

2 The Oxfam survey found that all the women workers interviewed had suffered illnesses produced by exposure to agrochemicals (Oxfam Chile 2004).

Priority ILO Conventions That 
Apply to the Floriculture Industry:

C81: Convention concerning Labour Inspection in 
Industry and Commerce, 1947

C98: Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949

C111: Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958

C182: Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999

C161: Occupational Health Services Convention, 1985

C170: Chemical Convention, 1990

C135: Workers’ Representatives Convention, 1971
C155: Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981

Ratifi ed by Colombia and Ecuador

Ratifi ed by Colombia 

Not ratifi ed by these countries

3 Based on the national population and health survey.
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I. The US Market

Most of the cut fl owers imported to the United States come 
from Colombia, Ecuador, and the Netherlands. These 
three countries combined account for 85% of all US fl ower 
imports. The US also imports tropical fl owers and foliage 
for fl ower arrangements from Costa Rica and Guatemala. 
In 2004, cut fl ower imports to the US increased by 16%, 
reaching a total of US$ 705.6 billion (Agricultural Market-
ing Resource Center). Europe, by contrast, imports most of 
its fl owers from Africa, due to its geographical proximity. 

Eighty-fi ve percent of the cut fl owers imported to the 
US enter the country tariff-free, under preferential trade 
programs. Seventy-fi ve percent of these tariff-free imports 
come into the US under the Andean Trade Promotion and 
Drug Eradication Act (ATPDEA), which benefi ts Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru.

II. Development of the Floriculture Industry in 
Colombia and Ecuador

Floriculture is one of the most successful industries in Co-
lombia’s economy. In just 35 years of activity, Colombia 

Floriculture in Colombia 
and Ecuador
Patricia Jaramillo and Nora Flem*

has become the world’s second exporter of fresh cut fl ow-
ers, accounting for 14% of all trade (the Netherlands rank 
fi rst, with a 56% market share).

At present, the capital invested in fl oriculture is pri-
marily Colombian in origin. The international competitive 
advantages enjoyed by Colombian and Ecuadorian crops 
include: climate conditions of the cultivation areas; infra-
structure conditions of the areas where the plantations are 
located; and geographical proximity to the US market. In 
Colombia, fl ower growers are associated in the employers’ 
organization Asocolfl ores, which was created in 1973 with 
the aim of promoting Colombian fl owers in the interna-
tional market (Herrera, 2004). 

In Ecuador, the trade association that represents fl ow-
er growers is Expofl ores. There are no precise fi gures avail-
able regarding production costs, but the optimal surface 
area for a crop to be cost-effective is calculated at 10 hect-
ares. In addition, costs are dependant on the type of fl ower 
grown. In the case of roses, approximately seven persons 

fl owers

The age group that experienced the least growth was 
the 26 to 40 year range. Most women that head house-
holds are over forty years of age, but this trend is going 
down. The analysis of the civil status of the women heads 
of households revealed that the predominant status in the 
year 2003 was widowed, with 30%, followed by separated 
and divorced women, with a combined 38%, and single 
women, with 15%, for a total of 81.6% of the households 
headed by women. In addition, DANE reported a consider-
able increase in the number of women heads of household 
without a partner, which went from 5.6% in 1997 to 27.8% 
in 2003, with rural women going from 7% to 19% and urban 
women from 5% to 30% between 1997 and 2003. The num-
ber of women without a partner and with children under 
the age of 18 also saw an upward trend over recent years:

As for household size, it was found that most house-
holds have 0 to 2 children, regardless of who heads it. 
Households with more than two children present a nega-
tive variation with respect to 1997. In the case of female-
headed households, there has been an increase in the num-
ber of households with two children. 

More recent data in this sense is provided by the 2005 
National Survey on Population and Health, which high-
lights a growing trend in the feminization of heads of house-
holds. In 1995, 24% of all heads of household were women, 
in 2000 that fi gure had gone up to 28%, while in 2005 it had 
increased even further to 30% (Profamilia 2005:37).

Regarding the makeup of households, the data from pe-
riodic surveys indicates that, with respect to the year 2000, 
the number of children living with both parents dropped 
from 61% to 58%, while those living with only their mother 
increased from 27% to 30%, and those living with only their 
father remained sta  ble at 3% (Profamilia 2005:37).

* Jaramillo is Professor at the Department of Sociology and Director of the School of Gender Studies, National University of Colombia; IGTN Focal Point for Colombia 
with the collaboration and support of sociologist Vivian Nayibe Castro; pasteja@yahoo.com. 

 Ferm is Program Director at the International Labor Rights Fund, US/Ecuador; nora.ferm@ilrf.org

COLOMBIA

Roses 48 %
Carnations, Mini Carnations 24 % 
Chrysanthemums 4 %
Other 24 %
Acreage: 6,544 hectares, located in the Bogotá Savanna (85%) and 
Rionegro, Antioquia (12%).

98% of production is exported.
Value of exports
2004-05, in millions of US$:

North America $596.61 85%

European Union $62.18 9%

Other countries $44.64 6%

Direct jobs: 94,271
Indirect jobs: 80,130
Women: 66% 
(Asocolfl ores 2006)

4  Regional Autonomous Corporation. Agency in charge of environmental management in the central area of the Bogotá and Cundinamarca region of Colombia.

ing enormous pressure on water resources, with growing 
competition for water use and increasing pollution from 
all kinds of discharges (POLO 2004:6)

In this context, the fl ower industry in the Bogotá Sa-
vanna and other regions of Colombia has had a negative 

impact both on environmental conditions and on food 
production, as a result of crop displacement and soil con-
tamination in neighboring fi elds. Therefore, it has a major 
effect on the quality of life of the population and on food 
security conditions. 
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US Cut Flower Imports (2001)

Colombia 52%
Ecuador 18%

Netherlands 12%

Mexico 5%
Canada 3%
Costa Rica 3%
Israel 1%
Chile 1%

Guatemala 1%

New Zealand 1%
Other 3%

VI. Water and Natural 
Resources

Studies conducted regarding the ef-
fects of fl oriculture on the environment 
and water resources point to “the scarce 
government control over fumigations, wa-
ter and soil use, environmental and labor 
conditions, compliance with environmental 
and occupational health legislation [which] have granted 
advantages to production at the expense of the natural en-
vironment and the population.” (POLO 2004:10)

The water used in these crops is drawn primarily from 
underground sources, by means of deep wells, thus causing 
a reduction in groundwater reserves. In this sense, the fol-
lowing is pointed out: 

CAR4 statistics reveal that from 2001 to 2002 reserves 
in the Guadalupe aquifer dropped 17 meters, as com-
pared to the reduction of only 3 meters of previous 
years. Other aquifers, such as Chicó and Balsillas, 
suffered a reduction of 12 and 10 meters respectively, 
as compared to the 8 and 3 meters they had dropped in 
previous years. Reserves plunged dramatically because 
the water drawn from them exceeds the water that is 
recovered through infi ltration (El tiempo 2002, cited by 
POLO 2004: 34)

Water in fl oriculture is used in several processes: for 
irrigation, to prepare agrochemicals. and for cleaning, and 
for domestic needs, so that it is diffi cult to discriminate 
exactly how much water is used for each requirement. 
However, in formulating an environmental management 
program for the fl oriculture industry, POLO indicates 
that it is calculated that 9,125 hectares of fl owers demand 
a volume of 4,380 liters/second, with a required fl ow of 
4.38 cubic meters and an estimated annual volume of 136.2 
million cubic meters. Eighty-four percent of the farms are 
supplied by groundwater and 13.3% by surface water. It is 
calculated that a total annual volume of 307.8 million cubic 
meters is necessary to cover agricultural acreage (pastures 
and crops) (CAR 1994, cited by POLO 2004:32).

In addition to using water, fl ower growing activities 
generate various kinds of wastewater, which contribute to 
contaminate surface water resources. Therefore, this same 
study indicates that overall the Bogotá Savanna is exert-
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I. The US Market

Most of the cut fl owers imported to the United States come 
from Colombia, Ecuador, and the Netherlands. These 
three countries combined account for 85% of all US fl ower 
imports. The US also imports tropical fl owers and foliage 
for fl ower arrangements from Costa Rica and Guatemala. 
In 2004, cut fl ower imports to the US increased by 16%, 
reaching a total of US$ 705.6 billion (Agricultural Market-
ing Resource Center). Europe, by contrast, imports most of 
its fl owers from Africa, due to its geographical proximity. 

Eighty-fi ve percent of the cut fl owers imported to the 
US enter the country tariff-free, under preferential trade 
programs. Seventy-fi ve percent of these tariff-free imports 
come into the US under the Andean Trade Promotion and 
Drug Eradication Act (ATPDEA), which benefi ts Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru.

II. Development of the Floriculture Industry in 
Colombia and Ecuador

Floriculture is one of the most successful industries in Co-
lombia’s economy. In just 35 years of activity, Colombia 

Floriculture in Colombia 
and Ecuador
Patricia Jaramillo and Nora Flem*

has become the world’s second exporter of fresh cut fl ow-
ers, accounting for 14% of all trade (the Netherlands rank 
fi rst, with a 56% market share).

At present, the capital invested in fl oriculture is pri-
marily Colombian in origin. The international competitive 
advantages enjoyed by Colombian and Ecuadorian crops 
include: climate conditions of the cultivation areas; infra-
structure conditions of the areas where the plantations are 
located; and geographical proximity to the US market. In 
Colombia, fl ower growers are associated in the employers’ 
organization Asocolfl ores, which was created in 1973 with 
the aim of promoting Colombian fl owers in the interna-
tional market (Herrera, 2004). 

In Ecuador, the trade association that represents fl ow-
er growers is Expofl ores. There are no precise fi gures avail-
able regarding production costs, but the optimal surface 
area for a crop to be cost-effective is calculated at 10 hect-
ares. In addition, costs are dependant on the type of fl ower 
grown. In the case of roses, approximately seven persons 

fl owers

The age group that experienced the least growth was 
the 26 to 40 year range. Most women that head house-
holds are over forty years of age, but this trend is going 
down. The analysis of the civil status of the women heads 
of households revealed that the predominant status in the 
year 2003 was widowed, with 30%, followed by separated 
and divorced women, with a combined 38%, and single 
women, with 15%, for a total of 81.6% of the households 
headed by women. In addition, DANE reported a consider-
able increase in the number of women heads of household 
without a partner, which went from 5.6% in 1997 to 27.8% 
in 2003, with rural women going from 7% to 19% and urban 
women from 5% to 30% between 1997 and 2003. The num-
ber of women without a partner and with children under 
the age of 18 also saw an upward trend over recent years:

As for household size, it was found that most house-
holds have 0 to 2 children, regardless of who heads it. 
Households with more than two children present a nega-
tive variation with respect to 1997. In the case of female-
headed households, there has been an increase in the num-
ber of households with two children. 

More recent data in this sense is provided by the 2005 
National Survey on Population and Health, which high-
lights a growing trend in the feminization of heads of house-
holds. In 1995, 24% of all heads of household were women, 
in 2000 that fi gure had gone up to 28%, while in 2005 it had 
increased even further to 30% (Profamilia 2005:37).

Regarding the makeup of households, the data from pe-
riodic surveys indicates that, with respect to the year 2000, 
the number of children living with both parents dropped 
from 61% to 58%, while those living with only their mother 
increased from 27% to 30%, and those living with only their 
father remained sta  ble at 3% (Profamilia 2005:37).

* Jaramillo is Professor at the Department of Sociology and Director of the School of Gender Studies, National University of Colombia; IGTN Focal Point for Colombia 
with the collaboration and support of sociologist Vivian Nayibe Castro; pasteja@yahoo.com. 

 Ferm is Program Director at the International Labor Rights Fund, US/Ecuador; nora.ferm@ilrf.org

COLOMBIA

Roses 48 %
Carnations, Mini Carnations 24 % 
Chrysanthemums 4 %
Other 24 %
Acreage: 6,544 hectares, located in the Bogotá Savanna (85%) and 
Rionegro, Antioquia (12%).

98% of production is exported.
Value of exports
2004-05, in millions of US$:

North America $596.61 85%

European Union $62.18 9%

Other countries $44.64 6%

Direct jobs: 94,271
Indirect jobs: 80,130
Women: 66% 
(Asocolfl ores 2006)

4  Regional Autonomous Corporation. Agency in charge of environmental management in the central area of the Bogotá and Cundinamarca region of Colombia.

ing enormous pressure on water resources, with growing 
competition for water use and increasing pollution from 
all kinds of discharges (POLO 2004:6)

In this context, the fl ower industry in the Bogotá Sa-
vanna and other regions of Colombia has had a negative 

impact both on environmental conditions and on food 
production, as a result of crop displacement and soil con-
tamination in neighboring fi elds. Therefore, it has a major 
effect on the quality of life of the population and on food 
security conditions. 
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VI. Water and Natural 
Resources

Studies conducted regarding the ef-
fects of fl oriculture on the environment 
and water resources point to “the scarce 
government control over fumigations, wa-
ter and soil use, environmental and labor 
conditions, compliance with environmental 
and occupational health legislation [which] have granted 
advantages to production at the expense of the natural en-
vironment and the population.” (POLO 2004:10)

The water used in these crops is drawn primarily from 
underground sources, by means of deep wells, thus causing 
a reduction in groundwater reserves. In this sense, the fol-
lowing is pointed out: 

CAR4 statistics reveal that from 2001 to 2002 reserves 
in the Guadalupe aquifer dropped 17 meters, as com-
pared to the reduction of only 3 meters of previous 
years. Other aquifers, such as Chicó and Balsillas, 
suffered a reduction of 12 and 10 meters respectively, 
as compared to the 8 and 3 meters they had dropped in 
previous years. Reserves plunged dramatically because 
the water drawn from them exceeds the water that is 
recovered through infi ltration (El tiempo 2002, cited by 
POLO 2004: 34)

Water in fl oriculture is used in several processes: for 
irrigation, to prepare agrochemicals. and for cleaning, and 
for domestic needs, so that it is diffi cult to discriminate 
exactly how much water is used for each requirement. 
However, in formulating an environmental management 
program for the fl oriculture industry, POLO indicates 
that it is calculated that 9,125 hectares of fl owers demand 
a volume of 4,380 liters/second, with a required fl ow of 
4.38 cubic meters and an estimated annual volume of 136.2 
million cubic meters. Eighty-four percent of the farms are 
supplied by groundwater and 13.3% by surface water. It is 
calculated that a total annual volume of 307.8 million cubic 
meters is necessary to cover agricultural acreage (pastures 
and crops) (CAR 1994, cited by POLO 2004:32).

In addition to using water, fl ower growing activities 
generate various kinds of wastewater, which contribute to 
contaminate surface water resources. Therefore, this same 
study indicates that overall the Bogotá Savanna is exert-
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Overview of the rice industry 

As in most countries in Asia, rice is the main food staple 
in the Philippines. Hence, discussions on policies related 
to food security inevitably revolve around rice self-suffi -
ciency.1 This is highly understandable in view of the fact 
that rice accounts for 19% of total household spending on 
food in 2000.2 Moreover, rice contributes as much 65% and 
45% of the population’s caloric and protein intake respec-
tively.3

Paddy production is an important source of livelihood 
and economic activity in rural areas. It accounts for 17% 
of the country’s agricultural output from 2001-2005, and 
directly employs at least 4 million rice farmers.4 Of the 
6 million women engaged in agriculture, 37.36%, or more 
than one third, are into rice farming.5 The rest of the wom-
en population in agriculture is in the following sectors: 
corn (26.81%), livestock (11.79%), coconut (6.75%), banana 
(1.95%), sugar (1.97%), other crops and services (13.22%) 
and in hunting and forestry (0.15%).6 

Rice farming can also be found in all regions of the 
country. In fact, almost forty percent 40% of the country’s 
total agricultural lands are planted to rice. The key rice pro-
ducing regions are Central Luzon, (Autonomous Region of 
Mindanao) ARRM and Cagayan Valley7

A fact sheet: 
Women in the Philippine 
rice industry
Jessica Reyes-Cantos and Riza Bernabe*

Rice trade policy 

The Philippines maintains a quantitative restriction (QR) 
on rice importation. The rice QR is the only import re-
striction measure under the Magna Carta of Small Farm-
ers (Republic Act 7607 of 1992) that was not converted into 
tariffs, after the latter was amended by the Agricultural 
Tariffi cation Act (Republic Act 8178 of 1996). The coun-
try was able to secure an exemption from liberalization for 
the rice industry under Annex 5 of the Agreement on Ag-
riculture (AoA). This exemption allowed the country to 
maintain import restrictions on the commodity even as it 
tariffi ed all other agricultural products in keeping with its 
liberalization commitment under the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 

During the past years, there have been pressures to 
liberalize the rice industry. The expiration of the exemp-
tion from tariffi cation under Annex 5 by 2004 raised ques-
tions on whether or not the Philippines should continue 
to maintain quantitative restrictions on rice importation. 
Also, international fi nancing institutions like the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) through its Grains Sector De-
velopment Program have made rice tariffi cation a condi-
tionality for the release of loans.

However, rice farmers groups and NGOs launched a 
campaign that successfully thwarted initiatives to liberal-
ize the rice sector. Rice farmers actively and effectively 

* Cantos is A.B. and M.A. in economics, University of the Philippines. Lead Convenor of Rice Watch and Action Network and vice president of Action for Economic 
Reforms; jeckcantos@gmail.com. 

 Bernabe has a BA in Economics from the University of the Philipinnes and is a candidate for an MA in Public Management from the Ateneo de Manila University. She 
worked at the Philippine Peasant Institute for 12 years; riza_bernabe@yahoo.com. Both are IGTN-Asia contributors.

1 Food security exists when all people, at all times, have access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life.  When used in the context of developing countries however, food security is often associated with food self-suffi ciency as these countries often do 
not have the capacity to earn foreign exchange to buy the food they need.

 Food sovereignty, which was initially coined by Via Campesina in 1996, refers to the”right of peoples to defi ne their own food and agriculture,” in contrast to having 
food largely subject to international market forces.

2 Data from the Bureau of Agriculture and Statistics, based on the Family Income and Expenditure Survey (FIES) 2000
3  Data based on 2006 study by Bernabe and Montemayor on Special Products and Special Safeguard Mechanisms for Philippine Agricultural Products, sponsored by 

the International Center for Trade and Sustainable Development
4  Based on data from the Bureau of Agricultural Statisitics, 2000-2005
5  Rural Women Statistics, Farm News and Views, Philippine Peasant Institute, 4th Quarter of 2002, based on date from the Bureau of Agricultural Statistics, Develop-

ment Indicators, 2002
6  Ibid.
7  Selected Statistics, Bureau of Agricultural Statistics, 2005

Rice Milling 
 

The paddy traders and the viajeros then sell the paddy to 
the rice millers. Some millers are also engaged in purchas-
ing paddy and in selling milled rice to wholesalers. The 
industry is monopolized by a few large scale millers. In 
fact, the UNDP-NEDA rice study points out that miller-
traders register the highest profi t in the value chain. 

Similar to the situations with the assembly and trad-
ing of rice, gender disaggregated data related to rice milling 
are not available.

Distribution in Retail and Wholesale markets
Wholesalers buy rice from the millers and then sell 

this to retailers. Some wholesalers also undertake retailing 
function. Retailers sell rice directly to consumers.

Infl ux of imported rice
Although, there is a quantitative restriction on impor-

tation, the government’s NFA imports the staple when-
ever there is a forecasted production shortage. In recent 
years, the private sector has been allowed to undertake im-
portation, although at set volumes, also in keeping with 
the country’s rice QR policy. For the past fi ve years, the 
country imports from a range of 800,000 metrics tons to 1.1 
million metrics tons of the basic staple.12 

Farmers groups have raised issues regarding the vol-
ume and timing of importation. In particular, they assert 
that government is inclined to import more than the fore-
casted shortage. They also cite many cases when govern-
ment imports coincide with the harvest season. Both these 
situations have the effect of dampening prices for domesti-
cally produced rice, and lower income for small men and 
women rice farmers in the rice value chain. 

The Philippines imports rice from Thailand, Vietnam, 
China and the United States. Importations from the USA 
are mostly done through its food aid (PL 480) program. 
NGOs and farmers groups have criticized PL 480 importa-
tion on the grounds, that as a concessional loan, it provides 
government incentives to import beyond the volume of the 
shortage. Further, they view it as a form of legalized dump-
ing by the USA through the use of the food aid mechanism. 

Apart from legal importation, the local rice market is 
also reeling from the impact of rice smuggling. The infl ux of 
smuggled rice in the market also exerts a downward pressure 
on retail and farm-gate prices. In September 2006, the Fair 
Trade Alliance, a multi-sectorial group of farmers, workers, 
local business and NGOs seeking better terms of trade for 
Filipinos, reported that 1200 container vans, holding some 
500,000 bags of rice from China, Vietnam and Thailand came 
in from the port of Cebu, which is in the southern part of the 
Philippines.13 Unfortunately there is no data on the overall 
extent and magnitude of rice smuggling in the country. 

Concluding Notes 

It is clear from the foregoing that Filipino women farmers 
play a major role in the rice sector. Hence, policies on the 
rice industry, including those prescribed by international 
and regional trade agreements that tend to favor corpo-
rate interests have implications to the women’s productive 
roles and incomes. The fact that the rice sector is crucial to 
the Philippines food security and rural development fur-
ther highlights the important role rural women play in the 
agricultural sector and in the whole economy. It also un-
derscores the need to ensure that policies for the rice indus-
try must equally consider the rights, welfare, agenda and 
interests of women farmers. 

11 The National Food Authority is the government agency tasked to help stabilize rice prices in the retail market, and the price of paddy at the farm gate level. The goal 
of its stabilization efforts is to help ensure the availability of affordable rice for consumers ,while supporting fair prices for rice farmers’ produce.

12 Selected Statistics, Bureau of Agricultural Statistics 2000-2004
13 Fair Trade Alliance hits rampant rice smuggling, September 2006, Fair Trade Alliance Website

rice
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participated in legislative and executive deliberations to 
oppose the tarrifi cation of rice importation. In the end, 
they were able to infl uence Philippine government nego-
tiators to seek an extension of its Annex 5 exemption in the 
WTO. Equally important, they were also able to pressure 
the government to forego the ADB loan and maintain the 
QR on rice importation. 

Unfortunately, regional trade agreements such as the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) Free 
Trade Area – Common Effective Preferential Treatment 
(AFTA-CEPT) and the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area 
have laid down the groundwork for the liberalization of 
rice markets in the region. Though rice is generally treated 
as a highly sensitive product among ASEAN members, the 
trade agreements nevertheless provided for some opening 
up of the country’s domestic rice market to other rice ex-
porting countries in the region. Under the AFTA-CEPT, 
the Philippines eventually removed rice import restrictions 
and adopted a 50% tariff on imports from ASEAN mem-
bers in 2003. This runs counter to its offi cial position in the 
WTO where the extension of rice QR was renegotiated. 

Women in the Rice Value Chain 

Filipino women play a very important role in the rice industry. 
They are active players and contributors especially in some 
phases of the rice value chain. There are fi ve main segments 
in this chain. These are (1) accessing of inputs to production, 
(2) the actual rice production (3) marketing, assembling and 
trading of paddy yield (4) milling and (5) distribution through 
wholesale and retail markets. However, gender disaggregated 
data are available only for the fi rst two phases.

Input access and generation

Capital Procurement and Credit 
Women play a very important role in accessing in-

puts to rice production. A survey of women engaged in 
rice farming conducted by the Philippine Peasant Institute 
(PPI) showed that almost 70% of the women are directly 
involved in capital procurement.8 The survey also showed 
that in the rice sector, 94% of the women have borrowed 
money, mainly from informal moneylenders, small conve-
nience or sari-sari stores, cooperatives, relatives and other 
sources to fi nance rice farming and to augment household 
expenses. Women borrow money more than men because 
they are the ones directly managing household and produc-
tion expenses, and are thus under greater pressure to bridge 
resource gaps. However, the survey also showed that com-
pared to men, only a small proportion of women (5%) ac-
cessed credit through formal fi nancing institutions. 

The issue of credit is very important as it is tied up 
to other segments in the value chain. In the Philippines, 
many moneylenders are also traders. Farmers pledge their 

future harvest to moneylenders as payment for their loans. 
This limits their capability to choose better prices for their 
produce during the harvest season, and minimizes their 
gains from rice production. 

Land ownership
Women farmers engaged in rice production are small-

owner cultivators, tenants or farm-workers. Small owner-
cultivators own their land by virtue of emancipation pat-
ents issued through land reform. However, most of the 
land titles of land owning households are in the name of 
male spouses, despite the fact that women play an impor-
tant role in the production segment of the rice value chain. 
Based on data from the Department of Agrarian Reform, 
female agrarian reform benefi ciaries (ARBs) account for 
22% of the total number of benefi ciaries in 2002. However, 
women’s involvement in agrarian related projects is great-
er compared to men, although they are not as active at the 
organizational level, especially in leadership positions such 
as in the Board of Directors (BOD). [See Table 1]

TABLE 1: STATUS OF GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT 
FOR DAR BENEFICIARIES, 2002

GAD Indicators Female Male

No. of ARBs 169,119 580,156

Organizational level

Membership 
Board of Directors 
Committee

120,527
 5,589
12,535

217,645
13,862
17,240

Project Participation  5,406 5,166

Local Governance Participation

Barangay
Municipality
Provincial

 4,409
  529
  912

11,715
 1,581
  375

Source: Rural Women Statistics, FNV 2002 

Irrigation
In 2000, only 2.7 million hectares of the total 4 million 

hectares of land devoted to rice were irrigated. The bal-
ance (1.3 million hectares) remained rain-fed. Sixty percent 
(60%) of the irrigated areas are in Luzon, 26% are in Min-
danao and 16% are in the Visayas. Available information 
on irrigation does not include gender-disaggregated data on 
the benefi ciaries of irrigation services and facilities.

Government support
Most benefi ciaries of government support are men 

farmers. On average, women farmers account for less than 
one-third of the total benefi ciaries of government programs. 
The only exemption is in the case of credit delivery un-
der the Agricultural Credit Policy Council where women 
account for almost half of the total number-benefi ciaries. 
[See Table 2] 

TABLE 2: BENEFICIARIES OF THE DEPARTMENT OF 
AGRICULTURE’S PROGRAMS IN THE RICE SECTOR BY SEX

Service Providers
Rice

Female Male

Regional Field Units 420,942 1,110,405

Agriculture Training Institute  19,179  36,265

Agricultural Credit Policy Council  2,020  2,839

Bureau of Post Harvest and Research  1,240  3,273

Philippine Rice Research Institute  44,085  125,729

Total 487,466 1,278,511

Source: Rural Women Statistics, FNV 2002

Rice production
The results of the PPI survey further show that women 

are engaged in almost all areas of rice production. Women 
participation is particularly high in activities such as plant-
ing, weeding, input and fertilizer application, drying and 
sacking among others [See Table 3]

TABLE 3: WOMEN PARTICIPATION IN RICE FARMING

Activity 
Women 

participation (%)

Capital procurement 69.23

Land clearing 31.54

Input application 56.92

Plowing by tractor  2.31

Fertilizer application 44.62

Planting 60.00

Weeding 49.23

Harvesting 50.00

Threshing 16.92

Winnowing 32.31

Transporting to house 17.00

Drying 46.15

Sacking 37.69

Storing 21.54

Transporting to market 24.62

Marketing 26.92

Hiring workers 56.15

Food preparation 80.00

Bringing the food to the fi eld 83.08

Storing the seeds 58.46

Others  1.54

Source: Peasant Philippine Institute Survey 2002

Apart from actively participating in actual rice pro-
duction, women are primarily responsible for activities 
such as food preparation, and bringing this to the rice fi eld 
during mealtime. They are also highly involved in tasks 
such as the hiring of workers and the storing of seeds for 
future planting.

The PPI study pointed out that the women’s scope 
of infl uence, contrary to common belief, extends beyond 
household maintenance to cover decisions relating to bud-
get allocation for farm input expenses and productive ac-
tivities.

Technology
The Philippine government promotes the use of hy-

brid rice technology to achieve the objective of increasing 
rice production. This technology was included in the coun-
try’s rice production program as early as 1998, but it was 
only in 2002 that the Philippines launched its Hybrid Rice 
Commercialization Program.9 

Farmers groups have raised issues regarding the sus-
tainability of this technology. Apart from being heavily 
dependent on chemical-based inputs, men and women rice 
farmers have pointed out that the use of hybrid rice, which 
uses F1 or terminator seeds, strengthens the hold of mul-
tinational and private corporations on seed resources. In 
the Philippines, the private companies that produce hybrid 
rice include Monsanto, Aventis Crop Science, Bayer and 
SL Agritech.10 These companies’ presence in the rice seed 
industry contributes to the marginalization of the role of 
farmers as seed growers and propagators, and endangers 
the role of women rice farmers as seed keepers. Storing 
seeds is one of the main tasks with high female participa-
tion in the rice production process. 

Assembly and Trading 

The rice supply chain study of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the National Eco-
nomic Development Authority (NEDA) in 2005 lists two 
key players involved in the assembly and trading of paddy 
from the farm - paddy traders and the viajeros (literally, 
“those who shuttle”). Paddy traders buy palay directly 
from farmers. In most cases, these traders are also money-
lenders (as stated above) who lend capital to rice farmers 
in exchange for future harvests. Hence, they are in a posi-
tion to dictate prices having negotiated the palay sale even 
before the actual harvest. Paddy traders dominate this seg-
ment of the value chain. 

Viajeros on the other hand go from one farm to an-
other during the harvest season to procure palay and then 
sell these to rice millers.  

The government’s National Food Authority (NFA) 
also procures palay from the farmers with the objective of 
asserting a palay fl oor price and consequently improving 
farm-gate prices.11 However, the NFA accounts for a small 
percentage of the activity in the assembly and trading seg-
ment, which is presently dominated mainly by the paddy 
traders and the viajeros. 

At the moment, there are no gender specifi c data relat-
ing to rice assembly and trading.

8 PPI surveyed 130 women rice farmers in the rice growing provinces of Nueva Ecija, Bulacan, Zambales, Pampanga, Bohol, Zamboanga del Norte and Sur and Lanao 
del Norte. The survey, which was conducted done in 2002 looked into the different economic and social problems faced by women farmers across different sectors 
in agriculture.

9 Redona et al, Commercializing hybrid rice technology in the Philippines, 4th International Science Congress Website, 2004
10 Data from “Fiasco on the fi eld – un update on hybrid rice in Asia”, Grain Website, 2005 and from “Why go hybrid rice, from the Pinoy Farmers Internet Website”, 
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participated in legislative and executive deliberations to 
oppose the tarrifi cation of rice importation. In the end, 
they were able to infl uence Philippine government nego-
tiators to seek an extension of its Annex 5 exemption in the 
WTO. Equally important, they were also able to pressure 
the government to forego the ADB loan and maintain the 
QR on rice importation. 

Unfortunately, regional trade agreements such as the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) Free 
Trade Area – Common Effective Preferential Treatment 
(AFTA-CEPT) and the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area 
have laid down the groundwork for the liberalization of 
rice markets in the region. Though rice is generally treated 
as a highly sensitive product among ASEAN members, the 
trade agreements nevertheless provided for some opening 
up of the country’s domestic rice market to other rice ex-
porting countries in the region. Under the AFTA-CEPT, 
the Philippines eventually removed rice import restrictions 
and adopted a 50% tariff on imports from ASEAN mem-
bers in 2003. This runs counter to its offi cial position in the 
WTO where the extension of rice QR was renegotiated. 

Women in the Rice Value Chain 

Filipino women play a very important role in the rice industry. 
They are active players and contributors especially in some 
phases of the rice value chain. There are fi ve main segments 
in this chain. These are (1) accessing of inputs to production, 
(2) the actual rice production (3) marketing, assembling and 
trading of paddy yield (4) milling and (5) distribution through 
wholesale and retail markets. However, gender disaggregated 
data are available only for the fi rst two phases.

Input access and generation

Capital Procurement and Credit 
Women play a very important role in accessing in-

puts to rice production. A survey of women engaged in 
rice farming conducted by the Philippine Peasant Institute 
(PPI) showed that almost 70% of the women are directly 
involved in capital procurement.8 The survey also showed 
that in the rice sector, 94% of the women have borrowed 
money, mainly from informal moneylenders, small conve-
nience or sari-sari stores, cooperatives, relatives and other 
sources to fi nance rice farming and to augment household 
expenses. Women borrow money more than men because 
they are the ones directly managing household and produc-
tion expenses, and are thus under greater pressure to bridge 
resource gaps. However, the survey also showed that com-
pared to men, only a small proportion of women (5%) ac-
cessed credit through formal fi nancing institutions. 

The issue of credit is very important as it is tied up 
to other segments in the value chain. In the Philippines, 
many moneylenders are also traders. Farmers pledge their 

future harvest to moneylenders as payment for their loans. 
This limits their capability to choose better prices for their 
produce during the harvest season, and minimizes their 
gains from rice production. 

Land ownership
Women farmers engaged in rice production are small-

owner cultivators, tenants or farm-workers. Small owner-
cultivators own their land by virtue of emancipation pat-
ents issued through land reform. However, most of the 
land titles of land owning households are in the name of 
male spouses, despite the fact that women play an impor-
tant role in the production segment of the rice value chain. 
Based on data from the Department of Agrarian Reform, 
female agrarian reform benefi ciaries (ARBs) account for 
22% of the total number of benefi ciaries in 2002. However, 
women’s involvement in agrarian related projects is great-
er compared to men, although they are not as active at the 
organizational level, especially in leadership positions such 
as in the Board of Directors (BOD). [See Table 1]

TABLE 1: STATUS OF GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT 
FOR DAR BENEFICIARIES, 2002

GAD Indicators Female Male

No. of ARBs 169,119 580,156

Organizational level

Membership 
Board of Directors 
Committee

120,527
 5,589
12,535

217,645
13,862
17,240

Project Participation  5,406 5,166

Local Governance Participation

Barangay
Municipality
Provincial

 4,409
  529
  912

11,715
 1,581
  375

Source: Rural Women Statistics, FNV 2002 

Irrigation
In 2000, only 2.7 million hectares of the total 4 million 

hectares of land devoted to rice were irrigated. The bal-
ance (1.3 million hectares) remained rain-fed. Sixty percent 
(60%) of the irrigated areas are in Luzon, 26% are in Min-
danao and 16% are in the Visayas. Available information 
on irrigation does not include gender-disaggregated data on 
the benefi ciaries of irrigation services and facilities.

Government support
Most benefi ciaries of government support are men 

farmers. On average, women farmers account for less than 
one-third of the total benefi ciaries of government programs. 
The only exemption is in the case of credit delivery un-
der the Agricultural Credit Policy Council where women 
account for almost half of the total number-benefi ciaries. 
[See Table 2] 
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Rice production
The results of the PPI survey further show that women 

are engaged in almost all areas of rice production. Women 
participation is particularly high in activities such as plant-
ing, weeding, input and fertilizer application, drying and 
sacking among others [See Table 3]
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Food preparation 80.00
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Apart from actively participating in actual rice pro-
duction, women are primarily responsible for activities 
such as food preparation, and bringing this to the rice fi eld 
during mealtime. They are also highly involved in tasks 
such as the hiring of workers and the storing of seeds for 
future planting.

The PPI study pointed out that the women’s scope 
of infl uence, contrary to common belief, extends beyond 
household maintenance to cover decisions relating to bud-
get allocation for farm input expenses and productive ac-
tivities.

Technology
The Philippine government promotes the use of hy-

brid rice technology to achieve the objective of increasing 
rice production. This technology was included in the coun-
try’s rice production program as early as 1998, but it was 
only in 2002 that the Philippines launched its Hybrid Rice 
Commercialization Program.9 

Farmers groups have raised issues regarding the sus-
tainability of this technology. Apart from being heavily 
dependent on chemical-based inputs, men and women rice 
farmers have pointed out that the use of hybrid rice, which 
uses F1 or terminator seeds, strengthens the hold of mul-
tinational and private corporations on seed resources. In 
the Philippines, the private companies that produce hybrid 
rice include Monsanto, Aventis Crop Science, Bayer and 
SL Agritech.10 These companies’ presence in the rice seed 
industry contributes to the marginalization of the role of 
farmers as seed growers and propagators, and endangers 
the role of women rice farmers as seed keepers. Storing 
seeds is one of the main tasks with high female participa-
tion in the rice production process. 

Assembly and Trading 

The rice supply chain study of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the National Eco-
nomic Development Authority (NEDA) in 2005 lists two 
key players involved in the assembly and trading of paddy 
from the farm - paddy traders and the viajeros (literally, 
“those who shuttle”). Paddy traders buy palay directly 
from farmers. In most cases, these traders are also money-
lenders (as stated above) who lend capital to rice farmers 
in exchange for future harvests. Hence, they are in a posi-
tion to dictate prices having negotiated the palay sale even 
before the actual harvest. Paddy traders dominate this seg-
ment of the value chain. 

Viajeros on the other hand go from one farm to an-
other during the harvest season to procure palay and then 
sell these to rice millers.  

The government’s National Food Authority (NFA) 
also procures palay from the farmers with the objective of 
asserting a palay fl oor price and consequently improving 
farm-gate prices.11 However, the NFA accounts for a small 
percentage of the activity in the assembly and trading seg-
ment, which is presently dominated mainly by the paddy 
traders and the viajeros. 

At the moment, there are no gender specifi c data relat-
ing to rice assembly and trading.

8 PPI surveyed 130 women rice farmers in the rice growing provinces of Nueva Ecija, Bulacan, Zambales, Pampanga, Bohol, Zamboanga del Norte and Sur and Lanao 
del Norte. The survey, which was conducted done in 2002 looked into the different economic and social problems faced by women farmers across different sectors 
in agriculture.

9 Redona et al, Commercializing hybrid rice technology in the Philippines, 4th International Science Congress Website, 2004
10 Data from “Fiasco on the fi eld – un update on hybrid rice in Asia”, Grain Website, 2005 and from “Why go hybrid rice, from the Pinoy Farmers Internet Website”, 
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Overview of the rice industry 

As in most countries in Asia, rice is the main food staple 
in the Philippines. Hence, discussions on policies related 
to food security inevitably revolve around rice self-suffi -
ciency.1 This is highly understandable in view of the fact 
that rice accounts for 19% of total household spending on 
food in 2000.2 Moreover, rice contributes as much 65% and 
45% of the population’s caloric and protein intake respec-
tively.3

Paddy production is an important source of livelihood 
and economic activity in rural areas. It accounts for 17% 
of the country’s agricultural output from 2001-2005, and 
directly employs at least 4 million rice farmers.4 Of the 
6 million women engaged in agriculture, 37.36%, or more 
than one third, are into rice farming.5 The rest of the wom-
en population in agriculture is in the following sectors: 
corn (26.81%), livestock (11.79%), coconut (6.75%), banana 
(1.95%), sugar (1.97%), other crops and services (13.22%) 
and in hunting and forestry (0.15%).6 

Rice farming can also be found in all regions of the 
country. In fact, almost forty percent 40% of the country’s 
total agricultural lands are planted to rice. The key rice pro-
ducing regions are Central Luzon, (Autonomous Region of 
Mindanao) ARRM and Cagayan Valley7

A fact sheet: 
Women in the Philippine 
rice industry
Jessica Reyes-Cantos and Riza Bernabe*

Rice trade policy 

The Philippines maintains a quantitative restriction (QR) 
on rice importation. The rice QR is the only import re-
striction measure under the Magna Carta of Small Farm-
ers (Republic Act 7607 of 1992) that was not converted into 
tariffs, after the latter was amended by the Agricultural 
Tariffi cation Act (Republic Act 8178 of 1996). The coun-
try was able to secure an exemption from liberalization for 
the rice industry under Annex 5 of the Agreement on Ag-
riculture (AoA). This exemption allowed the country to 
maintain import restrictions on the commodity even as it 
tariffi ed all other agricultural products in keeping with its 
liberalization commitment under the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 

During the past years, there have been pressures to 
liberalize the rice industry. The expiration of the exemp-
tion from tariffi cation under Annex 5 by 2004 raised ques-
tions on whether or not the Philippines should continue 
to maintain quantitative restrictions on rice importation. 
Also, international fi nancing institutions like the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) through its Grains Sector De-
velopment Program have made rice tariffi cation a condi-
tionality for the release of loans.

However, rice farmers groups and NGOs launched a 
campaign that successfully thwarted initiatives to liberal-
ize the rice sector. Rice farmers actively and effectively 

* Cantos is A.B. and M.A. in economics, University of the Philippines. Lead Convenor of Rice Watch and Action Network and vice president of Action for Economic 
Reforms; jeckcantos@gmail.com. 

 Bernabe has a BA in Economics from the University of the Philipinnes and is a candidate for an MA in Public Management from the Ateneo de Manila University. She 
worked at the Philippine Peasant Institute for 12 years; riza_bernabe@yahoo.com. Both are IGTN-Asia contributors.

1 Food security exists when all people, at all times, have access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life.  When used in the context of developing countries however, food security is often associated with food self-suffi ciency as these countries often do 
not have the capacity to earn foreign exchange to buy the food they need.

 Food sovereignty, which was initially coined by Via Campesina in 1996, refers to the”right of peoples to defi ne their own food and agriculture,” in contrast to having 
food largely subject to international market forces.

2 Data from the Bureau of Agriculture and Statistics, based on the Family Income and Expenditure Survey (FIES) 2000
3  Data based on 2006 study by Bernabe and Montemayor on Special Products and Special Safeguard Mechanisms for Philippine Agricultural Products, sponsored by 

the International Center for Trade and Sustainable Development
4  Based on data from the Bureau of Agricultural Statisitics, 2000-2005
5  Rural Women Statistics, Farm News and Views, Philippine Peasant Institute, 4th Quarter of 2002, based on date from the Bureau of Agricultural Statistics, Develop-

ment Indicators, 2002
6  Ibid.
7  Selected Statistics, Bureau of Agricultural Statistics, 2005

Rice Milling 
 

The paddy traders and the viajeros then sell the paddy to 
the rice millers. Some millers are also engaged in purchas-
ing paddy and in selling milled rice to wholesalers. The 
industry is monopolized by a few large scale millers. In 
fact, the UNDP-NEDA rice study points out that miller-
traders register the highest profi t in the value chain. 

Similar to the situations with the assembly and trad-
ing of rice, gender disaggregated data related to rice milling 
are not available.

Distribution in Retail and Wholesale markets
Wholesalers buy rice from the millers and then sell 

this to retailers. Some wholesalers also undertake retailing 
function. Retailers sell rice directly to consumers.

Infl ux of imported rice
Although, there is a quantitative restriction on impor-

tation, the government’s NFA imports the staple when-
ever there is a forecasted production shortage. In recent 
years, the private sector has been allowed to undertake im-
portation, although at set volumes, also in keeping with 
the country’s rice QR policy. For the past fi ve years, the 
country imports from a range of 800,000 metrics tons to 1.1 
million metrics tons of the basic staple.12 

Farmers groups have raised issues regarding the vol-
ume and timing of importation. In particular, they assert 
that government is inclined to import more than the fore-
casted shortage. They also cite many cases when govern-
ment imports coincide with the harvest season. Both these 
situations have the effect of dampening prices for domesti-
cally produced rice, and lower income for small men and 
women rice farmers in the rice value chain. 

The Philippines imports rice from Thailand, Vietnam, 
China and the United States. Importations from the USA 
are mostly done through its food aid (PL 480) program. 
NGOs and farmers groups have criticized PL 480 importa-
tion on the grounds, that as a concessional loan, it provides 
government incentives to import beyond the volume of the 
shortage. Further, they view it as a form of legalized dump-
ing by the USA through the use of the food aid mechanism. 

Apart from legal importation, the local rice market is 
also reeling from the impact of rice smuggling. The infl ux of 
smuggled rice in the market also exerts a downward pressure 
on retail and farm-gate prices. In September 2006, the Fair 
Trade Alliance, a multi-sectorial group of farmers, workers, 
local business and NGOs seeking better terms of trade for 
Filipinos, reported that 1200 container vans, holding some 
500,000 bags of rice from China, Vietnam and Thailand came 
in from the port of Cebu, which is in the southern part of the 
Philippines.13 Unfortunately there is no data on the overall 
extent and magnitude of rice smuggling in the country. 

Concluding Notes 

It is clear from the foregoing that Filipino women farmers 
play a major role in the rice sector. Hence, policies on the 
rice industry, including those prescribed by international 
and regional trade agreements that tend to favor corpo-
rate interests have implications to the women’s productive 
roles and incomes. The fact that the rice sector is crucial to 
the Philippines food security and rural development fur-
ther highlights the important role rural women play in the 
agricultural sector and in the whole economy. It also un-
derscores the need to ensure that policies for the rice indus-
try must equally consider the rights, welfare, agenda and 
interests of women farmers. 

11 The National Food Authority is the government agency tasked to help stabilize rice prices in the retail market, and the price of paddy at the farm gate level. The goal 
of its stabilization efforts is to help ensure the availability of affordable rice for consumers ,while supporting fair prices for rice farmers’ produce.

12 Selected Statistics, Bureau of Agricultural Statistics 2000-2004
13 Fair Trade Alliance hits rampant rice smuggling, September 2006, Fair Trade Alliance Website

rice
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