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Relation of food systems with biodiversity and climate change. 

Food systems encompass all the activities and actors in the production, transport, manufacturing, 

retailing, consumption, and waste of food, and their impacts on nutrition, health and well-being, 

and the environment (Mbow et al. 2019). Food systems allow to manage natural resources to feed 

people and they play a central role in sustaining human life everywhere, not only to feed the 

population and fulfil the human right to food, but also as a form of livelihood to billions of people 

worldwide. Thus, depending on how we manage food systems, many different associated impacts 

can occur both in the ecosystems and the people.  

A food systems approach allows analysing the social and ecological components of the system, 

and what it is more important, the interactions among them, which have often been neglected in 

previous decades. This system’s perspective has now made evident the strong impacts that food 

systems have both on the people and the environment. FAO has highlighted the direct or indirect 

relation of food systems with all the SDGs, while the impact of food systems on the planetary 

boundaries is also striking and has been quantified (Campbell et al. 2017). Existing knowledge 

shows that food systems are not sustainable, being the main human system leading to people and 

ecosystems towards situations of extreme vulnerability, putting at risk the very sustenance of life. 

In this context, there is consensus that a major transformation of food systems is needed in order 

to ensure a decent life for all in the planet (Willett et al. 2019, UNFSS, 2021).  

Regarding the relation of food systems with biodiversity and climate change, we need to 

understand first that, in both cases, there is a double-side relationship. On one hand, food systems 

impact biodiversity and contribute to climate change; and on the other hand, food systems rely on 

biodiversity (and well-functioning of ecosystems) and are extremely vulnerable to the impacts of 

climate change. Thus food systems, climate change and biodiversity are all extremely interlinked, 

as the IPCC Special Report on Climate Change and Land (SRCCL) clearly showed (Figure 1; 

Mbow et al. 2019). Regarding biodiversity, food system play a role through the inappropriate and 

intensive management practices associated to industrial agriculture, such as overexploitation of 

natural resources (soil, water), excessive use of external inputs, or the instauration of just a few 

crop varieties and animal species (FAO, 2019). Globally, food systems rely on 200 out of 6000 

cultivable species, 66% comes from only nine species and 50% of four (rice, potatoes, corn, 

wheat). Same trend is observed in animal production, based only on 40 species globally of which 

only a few provide most of the meat, milk and eggs we consume (FAO, 2019), and for meat, only 

3 species provide more than 90% of it (poultry, pig and beef). Yet, the food system is extremely 

vulnerable to biodiversity loss, affecting to the very capacity to produce food. When diversity 

decreases, also the resilience and adaptive capacity of the system is reduced. Biodiversity losses 

also reduce the ecosystem services provided by biodiversity, including regulation or internal 

productive cycles, as it is observed in the case of the reduction in pollinators’ population (IPBES, 

2019). Globally, 35% of vegetable crops depend on pollination (Klein et al. 2007). The real 

consequences of biodiversity loss on food systems is still unclear and the proposal is to reduce it 

to zero (Willett et al. 2019). 

Regarding climate change, we know that the production and consumption of food contributes 

between 21-37% of all greenhouse gas emissions (Mbow et al. 2019). But food systems are also 



extremely vulnerable to climate change, and this implies that our food security is in danger. All 

food security dimensions (availability, access, use and stability) are impacted by climate change. 

Changing trends in temperature and precipitation, as well as extreme events, have reduced global 

yields by 5%. Droughts and flooding in particular regions, affecting major commodity crops can 

lead to sharp increases in the price of those crops, or to transport interruptions. Changes in 

atmospheric CO2 also lead to changes in the protein and micronutrient compositions of crops, 

reducing their quality. Water stress and associated lower water quality also reduce food use as it 

does the increasing persistence of micotoxins associated to warming (Mbow et al. 2019). 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the food system and its relations with climate, ecosystem and socio-economic 

systems (Source: Mbow et al. 2019). 

 

In sum, there is a global agreement that we need to transform our food system to build sustainable 

food systems. SAPEA (2019) stated that a sustainable food system1 “provides and promotes safe, 

nutritious and healthy food of low environmental impact for all current and future citizens in a 

manner that itself also protects and restores the natural environment and its ecosystem services, 

is robust and resilient, economically dynamic, just and fair, and socially acceptable and inclusive. 

It does so without compromising the availability of nutritious and healthy food for people living 

outside the boundaries of the system (community, country, region), nor impairing their natural 

environment”. Despite such a transformation may looks like an impossible task, we must not 

forget that this would not be the first fast and deep transformation of food systems. In the last 

decades, both the Green Revolution and the globalization of food lead to major transformations 

in only a few decades. Thus, the transformation is possible. Luckily, a lot of the knowledge 

required to re-build our “broken food system”, mostly indigenous and local and traditional 

knowledge (ILTK), still exist. A vast body of this knowledge is on women’s hands, bodies and 

brains, which gives them a central role in the re-building process. Yet, to fully unfold this 

potential, it is necessary to address the major impacts that both climate change and food systems 

have on women and address the structural discriminations suffered in patriarchal societies, all of 

them factors disabling a real transformation.  

 

 
1 The definition provided in the document was for the EU, and I have broadened here to any region of the world. 



Women, food systems, biodiversity and climate change 

The linkages among food systems, biodiversity and climate change have strong interactions with 

gender and thus, to address food insecurity, biodiversity depletion and climate change adaptation 

and mitigation, we need to understand these relations. Women play a central role in food systems 

worldwide, both in their role as peasants and guardians of seeds and knowledge, and in their role 

as carers (Rivera-Ferre and Álvarez 2017). Despite there is no consensus in quantifying how much 

food is produced by women globally (Doss et al. 2018), and current indicators consider only what 

is measurable and visible, that is, agriculture that is focused to the market2 leaving aside what 

happens within the household and subsistence agriculture, we can state that women feed the world. 

In their role as peasant producers of food, (women often grow most of the crops and small animals 

for domestic consumption) but also because they are the ones who hold the knowledge for storing, 

conserving, processing and preparing food; gathering non-timber forest products, medicinal 

plants and other natural resources and fuelwood; managing domestic water supply; and providing 

most of the labour for post-harvest activities. All these roles have been assigned to them through 

the sexual division of labour of patriarchal societies. Particularly relevant is women’s knowledge 

about seeds, so that in some places they are called the guardians of seeds, with this role directly 

linked to (agro)biodiversity conservation. However, the expansion of industrial and market-

focused agriculture producing large-scale monocultures has displaced women work making it 

invisible, since most of this work is linked to reproductive activities within the household, that is, 

the so-called domestic sphere, and reserved to the food security in the household and the 

community. Despite their central role, women are often the ones who suffer most the crises 

associated to the food system. Data show that during the COVID pandemics the number of hungry 

people increased, but women and girls were disproportionate impacted partly due to gender 

inequality and discrimination (SOFI 2021).  

Women and other subordinated groups play a key role in biodiversity conservation as they need 

to ensure the long-term availability of resources they use for them and their families’ subsistence, 

as well as other associated cultural and spiritual values (Álvarez and Lovera 2016). The preamble 

of the CBD “recognises the vital role of women in the conservation and sustainable use of 

biological diversity and affirming the need for the full participation of women at all levels of 

policy-making and implementation for biological diversity conservation”. Indigenous peoples and 

local communities worldwide have demonstrated that their conservation practices are at least as 

effective or even more effective than top-down biodiversity conservation approaches, and here 

men and women hold different types of knowledge, all needed. Indigenous Peoples and Local 

Community Conserved Areas and Territories and other forms of rights-based, socially just 

community conservation also contribute significantly to climate change mitigation and resilience 

(Álvarez and Lovera 2017). 

Climate change is also gendered so men, women and other genders experience impacts differently 

and have different adaptation capacities because their contextual vulnerability is different. Where 

men are expected to be brave and engage in life-saving actions, this can increase their likelihood 

of mortality; in other contexts social norms exclude women from learning to swim, climbing trees, 

or expect them to stay in the house even during floods (Nelleman et al. 2011; Rivera-Ferre 2021). 

Migration of young men to cities, partly related to climate change, has led to the feminisation of 

agriculture in many parts of the world, and while both men and women experience increases in 

productive roles, most often it is only women experiencing increased reproductive roles (Vincent 

et al. 2014) with the highest workload coming from care and domestic activities “associated” to 

them. Women’s lack of access to resources and assets, e.g., land, financial, transport, hinder their 

 
2 Those statistics show that globally, women comprise over 37 percent of the world’s rural agricultural workforce, a 

ratio that rises to 48 percent for low-income countries (estimates based on International Labour Organization 
models for 2020, cited in FAO 2021).  



adaptive capacity (Tsikata 2016). In severe cases where extreme events or conflicts lead to 

humanitarian crisis, gender inequality is aggravated, increasing vulnerability and gender-based 

violence (GBV).  

In sum, gender is a key axis of social inequality that intersects with other systems of power and 

marginalization to cause unequal experiences of food crisis, climate change vulnerability and 

adaptive capacity. Analysing gender is central to build sustainable food systems in the context of 

climate change and biodiversity losses. We could broadly speak of a gender justice dimension to 

climate and food as a normative concept that highlights the unequal distribution of power in the 

food systems and of climate change experience (including impacts, adaptation and mitigation 

actions) and seeks to develop solutions to maximise fairness in distribution of critical resources 

(modified from Reckien et al. 2018). Beyond distribution, gender justice in climate and food 

requires the recognition of the knowledge and activities of those groups made invisible by the 

industrial food system, and the participation in environmental and agricultural decisions, 

particularly by those in limited positions of power due to their ethnicity, socioeconomic status/ 

class (peasantry), race, indigeneity, disability, sexual orientation, age, or place of residence. 

 

Gendered impacts of climate change on food security 

The impacts of climate change on the food system are evident, and these have clear gendered 

implications. Differentiated impacts, vulnerability, risk perception, behaviours and coping 

strategies for climate change related to food security derive from cultural (gendered) norms, 

unequal access to, and control over, key productive resources and assets, unequal participation in 

decision-making processes at household, community, national and international levels, as well as 

unbalanced and unrecognized responsibilities between men and women in terms of unpaid care 

and domestic work. Thus, women and poor people are more affected by climate change because 

their contextual vulnerability is higher and they often have a higher reliance on subsistence 

agriculture which will be severely impacted by climate change (Aipira et al. 2017) and at the same 

time is often invisible for policies.  

Gender affects all four pillars of food security in the context of climate change (Mbow et al. 2019). 

Regarding food availability, the effects of a changing climate are deeply felt in the water, 

agriculture and livestock sectors, where women’s involvement is substantial (Sachs et al. 2020) 

in a context where they tend to have less access to productive resources, including land. Water 

scarcity can particularly affect women because they would need to spend more time and energy 

to collect water and are more exposed to GBV (Sommer et al. 2015; Aipira et al. 2017). Climate 

change has differentiated gendered impacts on livestock-holders livelihoods, health and nutrition 

(McKune et al. 2015; Ongoro and Ogara 2012) and children’s health and growth in pastoralist 

societies may be reduced due to reduced milk consumption (Fratkin et al. 2004). In terms of food 

access, women intra-household inequity limits their ability to purchase food; in the context of 

decrease in yields, prices are likely to rise, with women least able to afford adequate nutrition 

(Kristjanson et al. 2017). Limitations also include lack of women's mobility and lack of decision-

making within the household. In terms of food utilisation, men and women have different 

nutritional needs (e.g., during pregnancy or breast-feeding), which is also linked to age. Water 

scarcity may force women to use unsafe water in the household, increasing risk of water-borne 

diseases (Parikh 2009). Urban floods and droughts may result in water contamination increasing 

the incidence of diarrhoeal illness in poor children (Bartlett 2008). In terms of stability, women 

and children are more likely to be disproportionately affected by price spikes (Arndt et al. 2016; 

Hossain and Green 2011; Darnton-Hill and Cogill 2010; Kumar and Quisumbing 2013). 

 



Gendered impacts of climate change and food policies- Avoiding Maladaptation 

Given women’s central role in feeding their families, decreasing women’s capacity to adapt to 

the impacts of climate change also decreases that of the household and the community. If a gender 

analysis is not introduced, well-intentioned policies can reinforce gender stereotypes and increase 

women or other oppressed social groups discriminations leading to maladaptation. For example, 

in masculinised agricultural settings of Australia and Canada, climate adaptation can increase 

women’s work on- and off-farm, but without increasing recognition for women’s undervalued 

contributions (Hurlbet et al. 2019). Conservation agriculture or sustainable land management, 

recognised as sustainable adaptation options with synergies with mitigation, may increase the 

mean working hours of women (Halbrendt et al. 2014; Wekesah et al. 2019). Adaptation 

interventions focused on cash-crops as a way to increase economic return have reduced women 

participation in household decision-making in those places where the crops associated to women 

are those for domestic consumption. In forest conservation and restoration, too restricted rules of 

REDD+ that do not include traditional uses from local communities can hamper women and girls 

traditional activities in National Parks and get them even punished (Benjaminsen and Kaarhus 

2018). Furthermore, women work in reforestation projects may end up subsidising carbon projects 

because the incorporation of women into social programs create unwaged and unpaid activities 

via “women’s work that at the same time increase women burden of work” (Gay-Antaki 2016). 

Post-farm strategies that rely on increasing market orientation of smallholder production may 

intensify men's control over benefits from production in East Africa (Tavenner et al. 2019).  

To address differences in adaptive capacity, the differential access to the social and environmental 

resources and assets required for adaptation need to be addressed, in other words, gender 

inequality in rights-based resource access, including land, education, health, and other basic rights 

need to be considered. Further drivers of gender inequality result from social exclusion from 

decision-making processes (in formal and informal institutions) and labour markets (Hurlbet et 

al. 2019). The “non-economic” status of women’s activities implies that they are not included in 

wider discussions of priorities or interventions for climate change, even despite they are managing 

the farms. Their perspectives are not included; their needs are not met; and thus, interventions, 

information (including weather and climate forecasts), technologies, and tools promoted are 

potentially not relevant, and even can broaden discrimination (Alston 2009; Edvardsson 

Björnberg and Hansson 2013; Huynh and Resurreccion 2014, cited in Mbow et al. 2019). 

The project SEQUAL (https://mon.uvic.cat/sequal/), in its preliminary results of the analysis of 

climate change policies in some European countries, reveals a lack of gender perspectives in 

climate policy, symptomatic of a more general absence of people in climate policy documents 

(Eggebø et al. submitted). Climate change is constructed as a market, technology and/or security 

issue. Thus, the problem of climate change and suggested responses to it are constructed in such 

a way that gender is irrelevant. By implicitly limiting the concept of adaptation to a “rational” 

policy process, people are presented as ‘recipients of adaptation’, in state of active agents in 

shaping their destinies.  

 

Women empowerment in agri-food systems, biodiversity conservation and climate change 

To overcome food systems limits and barriers to climate change adaptation and mitigation 

suffered by women and other genders, it is necessary to address the structural discrimination 

within food systems, biodiversity management and climate change governance. Rights-based 

approaches have already been highlighted as the most inclusive and efficient way to address them. 

Rights-based approaches can empower local communities to manage common natural resources 

for climate change and sustainability. Implementing rights-based approaches requires facilitating 

https://mon.uvic.cat/sequal/


women participation and empowering. Indeed, empowering women in regard to decision-making, 

resources, and bargaining power can bring synergies among household food security, adaptation 

and mitigation options (Alston 2014). Women’s empowerment includes a variety of options, from 

economic to social and institutional arrangements, and may include targeting men in integrated 

agriculture programs to change gender norms, which have shown to have positive outcomes in 

malnutrition (Bezner-Kerr et al. 2016).  

When women have access to decision making and bargaining power, they can contribute to both 

adaptation and mitigation while ensuring household food security (Ajani et al. 2013). Evidence 

shows that when rural women have the same access as men to productive resources, services and 

economic opportunities, there is a significant increase in agricultural output, with immediate and 

long-term social and economic gains, which contribute to the reduction of poor and hungry people 

(FAO, 2021). In Western Kenya, widows, in their new role as main livelihood providers, ensured 

food and water security through investments in rainwater harvesting systems and agroforestry, 

working together in formalised groups of collective action (Gabrielsson and Ramasar 2013). In 

Nepal, women’s empowerment improved maternal and children nutrition, mitigating the negative 

effect of low production diversity (Malapit et al. 2015). Integrated nutrition and agricultural 

programs have increased women decision-making power and control over home gardens in 

Burkina Faso (van den Bold et al. 2015) with positive impacts on food security.  

Empowering women to decide on the size of their families through the provision of reproductive 

health services and education is also proposed as a demand-side measure for climate mitigation 

and adaptation (Dodson et al. 2020; Page and Larsen 2010; Stephenson et al. 2010; The Lancet 

2009; figure 2). Global support for family planning could reduce population by 15% by 2050 and 

45% by 2100 compared with the current trend (O’Sullivan 2018).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Relationship between climate change adaptation, mitigation, food security and right-based 

approaches with a focus on women empowerment (Source: Dodson et al., 2020) 

 

In sum, empowered and valued women in their societies increases their capacity to improve food 

security under climate change, make substantial contributions to their own wellbeing, to that of 

their families and communities, and, ultimately, to sustainable development (Langer et al. 2015). 

This requires also making visible women work and value it, not based on their contribution to 

commercialised agriculture, which is often dominated by men, but on their contribution to well-

being and food security in household and community (Otieno Onyalo 2019). This implies to value 

women’s knowledge and activities as essential to sustaining life, away from the conventional 

markets, changing our perceptions about subsistence agriculture, which Rivera-Ferre and Álvarez 

(2017) reframed as agriculture for life. 



 

Women knowledge to restore food systems, biodiversity conservation and climate change 

adaptation and mitigation 

In the current emergency context in which there is agreement that food systems need to be 

transformed and urgent actions are required to enhance biodiversity conservation and climate 

change adaptation and mitigation, women knowledge and experiences are central. Indeed, their 

exclusion by industrialised and market-focused food systems has allowed them to conserve a big 

part of the knowledge required to rebuilt our food systems with that triple function of achieving 

the human right to food, conserve biodiversity and adapt and mitigate climate change.  

In the last few years the recognition of the importance of women and their specific roles and 

knowledge is increasing. In the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing 

in 1995, the intellectual contribution of indigenous women was explicitly recognised. In 2001, 

the Women's World Summit Foundation annual campaign was developed under the slogan 

“protect your traditional knowledge”. In Pacific Island, for example, women can use traditional 

knowledge to preserve and store food and seeds ahead of approaching storms, floods or drought, 

which can carry their families through the recovery months. They hold critical knowledge on 

where or how to find clean water, which crops to grow in a flood or a drought season and how to 

survive through climate extremes (Aipira et al. 2017). In rural areas in Mexico, exposed to both 

floods and droughts, women’s unpaid roles are key for household nutrition management, 

providing off-farm products, nursery, knowledge about edible weeds, displaying an informal 

resources' exchange system that helps to cope with the seasonal shortages arising as a result of 

climate change (Dey et al. 2018) out of the conventional market. Evidence also indicates that 

women’s decision-making power on household spending patterns is associated with healthier 

diets and better child nutrition outcomes (Heckert et al. 2019).  

Agroecology as an strategy for empowering women, building sustainable food systems, 

enhancing biodiversity and adapting and mitigating climate change 

Agroecology, is gaining recognition for its transformative potential to build sustainable food 

systems. It is probably the most exciting action with the highest capacity to promote global food 

security, biodiversity conservation, climate change adaptation and mitigation, and gender justice. 

In the IPCC Special Report on Climate Change and Land (SRCCL) agroecology was highlighted 

for its strong adaptation and mitigation potential while promoting food security, but its gender 

potential was not assessed. Agroecology is defined as the ecological design and management of 

farms and food systems (Gliessman 1990, 2007), through forms of collective action (Sevilla-

Guzmán and Woodgate, 1997), which explicitly considers economic, social, environmental and 

ecological aspects, based on traditional peasants’ knowledge to promote endogenous 

development, but open to innovations that help sustainability (Sevilla-Guzmán and Woodgate 

2013) and characterized by a transdisciplinary, participatory and action-oriented approach 

(Méndez et al. 2013). At farm level, agroecological practices, based on local crop varieties, local 

breeds and ILTK, include crop rotation, crops associations, intercropping, legume diversification, 

mulching, organic soil amendments (compost, manure, crop residue), animal-crops integration, 

and water saving and harvesting practices, among others, promoting both ecological and cultural 

diversity. These practices have been linked to increased food and nutrition security through 

sustainable soil management practices and increased agrobiodiversity, but also to dietary diversity 

(Bezner et al. 2019). Yet, the potential of agroecology in promoting women empowerment and 

gender equality when it is accompanied by a set of strategies with an explicit gender focus and 

training has been less discussed. Thus, I will not discuss here the potential of agroecology to 

promote food security, biodiversity conservation and climate change mitigation and adaptation, 

which has been extensively discussed in the literature, but rather will focus on how, and under 



which conditions, can agroecology contribute to promote gender justice and overcome some of 

the structural barriers described above. 

Despite still only a few studies have analysed the role of agroecology and related strategies in 

empowering women, there is quite consensus on its potential. This potential is achieved through 

women groups and networks, proper training, participatory approaches, the valorisation of ILTK, 

and a food systems and complex approach. But most of all, because in many contexts agroecology 

is promoted and put in practice through bottom-up processes leaded by women. So it is women’s 

groups from below, through collective action, the ones promoting agroecology, or what is called 

a feminist agroecology. It is through this process of building new political subjects (Siliprandi 

2010) and social capital among women that agroecology can then display all its options to 

promote gender justice together with food security, biodiversity conservation and climate change 

adaptation and mitigation. As Sylvester and Little (2020) found, “women derive multiple benefits 

from agroecology. These benefits include: sharing knowledge, creating community, income 

generation, independence (financial and having their own identity that goes beyond that of a 

man’s), cultural identity, health (human and land), biodiversity conservation, self-confidence, 

and leadership opportunities within agroecological networks”. Agroecological women networks 

tend to focus on women's interests, which include income diversification and family nutrition, 

friendship and group solidarity, improving also their position as leaders in networks promoting 

rural women's agency, agroecology and food sovereignty (Oliver, 2016). In Brazil, women 

participation in urban agriculture through agroecological networks has contributed to the 

formation of a popular feminist collective identity among participants, fostering the awareness of 

oppressive social structures, such as gender inequality and GBV, (de Caravalho and Bógus 2020). 

If implemented through participatory approaches that promote gender equity, agroecological 

practices in Malawi have shown to increase health and well-being (Bezner et al. 2019). 

Agroecological participatory education with a gender perspective is central to achieve those 

outcomes.  

Another important characteristic of gender-focused agroecology refers to its potential to confront 

sexual division of labour. Calderón et al. (2018) found that agroecological farms in Guatemala 

had more balanced gender roles. Gender-oriented agroecology training empowered women and 

men to disrupt the traditional sexual division of labour in rural communities in Brazil (Schwendler 

and Thompson 2017), supported new ‘emergent’ masculinities in Malawi in which men were 

more involved in cooking and child care (Bezner-Kerr et al. 2016), and improved child's dietary 

diversity through increasing agricultural production diversity, men's involvement in household 

chores, and women's mental health in Tanzania (Santoso et al., 20199. This type of agroecological 

training addressed to the youth has contributed to changing framings to be more inclusive of 

different populations, generations and genders, and to foster an appreciation of the 

interconnectedness of humans and nature (Goris et al. 2019). 

It is important then to clarify that it is not agroecological practices per se what are capable of 

enhancing women role in promoting changes toward building sustainable food systems, 

biodiversity conservation and climate change adaptation and mitigation, that is, in promoting 

gender justice. It is an agroecology that is built from below through collective action and women’s 

groups. Thus, agroecology, from a feminist perspective, is constructed as a radical proposal that 

involves more than a set of techniques (Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021). Indeed, collective actions is 

central in building sustainable food systems based on agroecological principles even if actors do 

not even name their actions as agroecological. In New Zealand, indigenous women groups 

promoting local food systems to address global food issues through community gardens and 

farms, based on their own knowledge and cultural values (both key principles of agroecology) are 

counteracting food poverty through access to local food while bringing more attention to valorise 

the essential role that indigenous women play in addressing food security issues in the 



communities (Stein et al., 2018). In Kenya and Uganda, Andersson and Gabrielsson (2012) found 

that emergence of local social institutions for collective action, in which particularly women 

farmers organize themselves, “is one potential pathway to livelihood and sustainability 

improvements also in a setting of private land ownership. Trust building, awareness raising and 

actions to improve livelihood security through risk sharing and pooling of labour and other 

limited assets have given people more time and resources available for diversification, 

preventative activities, experimentation and resource conservation. It thereby strengthen 

farmers’ capacity to cope with and adapt to change, as well as contributes to the agency at the 

local level”. 

From a food systems perspective, agroecology also has the capacity to build alternative economic 

options different to those based on conventional markets, that in many contexts, can better suit 

women needs. Agroecology creates new markets around the social and solidarity economy, as 

well as different forms of exchange, such as that found in participatory guarantee systems and 

community supported agriculture (CSA). In USA, where farming is one of the most unequal 

professions today, only farms engaging in CSA experience a marked decline in the gender income 

gap (Fremstad and Paul 2020). In Australia, female producers, through sustainable agriculture, 

smaller plots of land and direct marketing are seeking alternatives to hegemonic agriculture due 

to its gendered financial and social constraints, as an alternative to the competitive productivist 

agricultural approach and a shift in the masculinist construction of farming (Newsome 2020). 

This is not to forget that the current economic system is built through the invisibilization and 

exploitation of the work occurred in the domestic sphere, that is, the reproductive work, and this 

includes many of the agricultural activities linked to food security, biodiversity conservation and 

climate change adaptation and mitigation. Finally, agroecological food systems promote dietary 

diversity and better diets, all needed to build sustainable food systems. 

Still, barriers to the development and implementation of agroecology, exist. For instance, 

universities and extension services are still mostly focused on the green revolution and business 

as usual approaches to address food systems challenges, including climate smart agriculture or 

sustainable intensification. Those options can bring important changes to food systems towards 

sustainability, but their approach is conventional, top-down and gender-blind, which in the end 

limit their transformative potential and do not contribute to gender justice. Sylvester and Little 

(2020) also found multiple barriers to women’s participation in agroecological networks, all of 

them structural, including: access to leadership positions, government support, access to capital, 

technology, land access, high costs of agriculture, a lack of understanding of Indigenous culture, 

triple burdens, and machismo and microaggressions. Here it is where parallel efforts need to be 

implemented if we want to really display all the potential of agroecology in promoting gender 

justice while building sustainable food systems, biodiversity conservation and climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. Women alone cannot (and must not) do all the work. 

 

Recommendations to empower women, build sustainable food systems, enhance biodiversity 

conservation and climate change adaptation and mitigation 

Rights-based approached to food security and gender equality (right to food, right to a safe and 

clean environment, right to education, sexual and reproductive rights, etc.) 

Access to resources (land, water, seeds), assets (training, services, transport, finance, markets) 

and institutions (local to global, formal and informal). 

Participation and leadership in decision-making (from the household to the policy-making) 



Measures towards recognition and redistribution of domestic work, including experiential training 

addressed to men, to avoid triple burden of work to women. 

Elimination of GBV for human nutrition and food security in the context of climate change. 

Facilitating spaces where women can meet to share knowledge, emotions, etc. and build collective 

action processes. 

Valuing and recognising the central role of women’s indigenous, local and traditional knowledge 

in the construction of sustainable food systems, biodiversity conservation, climate change M&A.  

Support agroecology as an alternative that builds upon people’s knowledge to build sustainable 

food systems, and not simply as a set of practices. 

Structural changes in universities and extension services towards agroecology. 
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