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Background
According to the 2010-2015 mission statement of 
Oxfam India (OIN), the organisation will ‘fulfill its vision 
by empowering the poor and marginalized to demand 
their rights, engaging the non-poor to become active 
and supportive citizens, advocating for an effective and 
accountable state and making markets work for poor and 
marginalized people’. OIN recognizes that within the Indian 
agricultural setting, small farmers are the most vulnerable 
and face numerous challenges including: imperfect input 
market, lack of access to credit, unsustainable cultivation 
practices, poor access to cold storage and warehouses for 
product storage and poor land quality, water management 
and soil erosion. Thus, OIN works with small holder farmers 
(especially women) to enable them to earn sufficient, 
resilient and sustainable incomes. 

Within the domain of agriculture, women are being 
increasingly involved in production, division of work, use 
of assets and participation in institutions. Nonetheless, 
decision making in each of these are still heavily led by 
men. Since Indian agricultural policy primarily considers 
men as farmers, all the support provisions in terms of 
credit, subsidies, insurance, institutional participation 
and leadership are directed towards men. Because 
society, markets and many families do not recognise 

women as farmers, decision making on seeds, choice of 

crops, expenses, sales, use of income generated, as well 

as access to resources like land, remain largely in the 

hands of men. OIN conceptualised a programme EmPOWER 

- Empowerment Programme on Women’s Entitlements 

and Rights. This programme was supported by Oxfam 

Australia and was undertaken in the states of Bihar and 

Odisha to address the long-standing gender inequalities in 

agriculture.

About the Baseline Study 
In 2014, Oxfam India conducted a baseline study on the 

output indicators of the EmPOWER project’s logframe. 

Specifically, the study was meant to assess and document:

 Landholding by women farmers, their access 

to agricultural inputs, sustainable agricultural 

technologies, economic resources and opportunities 

including jobs, financial services, property and other 

productive assets. 

 Participation of women farmers in production systems 

and their access to markets.
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Goal
Promote social, political and economic empowerment of 
women by enhancing their leadership capacities through 
access to resources, knowledge/training, agriculture 
inputs and markets. 

Objectives:
 Increase women’s agency and power to participate in 

decision making forums of local governance.

 Recognise women farmer’s roles in agriculture socially 
and legally; and develop their economic leadership by 

enhancing their knowledge, access to resources and 
abilities to establish market linkages. 

 To build capacities of Natural Resource Management 
(NRM) partners for mainstreaming gender within their 
programme intervention. 

 Address issues of violence against women and issues 
related to political empowerment of women. 

Project states
 Odisha, Bihar

EmPOWER Project



Methodology

In order to capture the current levels of knowledge, 
attitudes and processes/practices adopted at the 
community level, the baseline study included both 
qualitative and quantitative components. Survey 
questionnaires (with quantitative and qualitative elements) 
were used for primary data collection at the household as 
well as institutional levels. In addition, in-depth interviews 
were conducted with block and district officials including: 
District Agriculture Officer (DAO), Block Development Officer 
(BDO), Assistant Agriculture Officer (AAO) and Patwaris. 

The study was conducted in randomly selected intervention 
villages in both Bihar and Odisha. For comparison, the study 
also covered randomly selected villages where the Non-
Governmental Organisation (NGO) partners had no presence. 
The districts covered were: Nalanda, Arwal, Patna, Bhojpur 
in Bihar and Koraput in Odisha. In each intervention village, 
a sample of 10 women, 5 men and 1 woman with disability 
were selected using systematic sampling. In control 
villages, 9 women, 5 men and 1 woman with disability were 
surveyed based on systematic sampling. Coverage of data 
collection is shown in the following table:

Table no. 1: Sample Coverage

Female Male Disabled 
women

Female 
PRIs*

DAO 
*

BDO 
*

AAO 
*

Pat- 
wari

Bihar

Intervention 180 90 18 36 4 4 4 12

Control 108 61 12 24 - 4 3 14

Odisha

Intervention 98 45 1 5** 0 1 0 0

Control 57 31 3 5** - - 0 0

Totals

443 227 34 60 4 9 7 26

* Some members of these categories were not available. 
On leave due to family reasons.

** Female panchayat members were less in Odisha
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Main Findings of Study
I Profile of Respondents

 Overall the target population is poor (majority of 
respondents from control and intervention villages 
are Below Poverty Level (BPL)1 with low levels of 
education. However, there is a large disparity between 
men and women in terms of education. Over 96% of all 
respondents surveyed were Hindu, but a handful of 
minorities (Muslims and Christians) were also included. 
The majority of the respondents (55-60%) live in joint 
family households, while around 30% live in nuclear 
family households. The rest live in extended family 
households. 

ii land holding 

 Land possession by household

 Land holding by respondents was mixed with some 
having no land at all, and others having several acres. 
The following table shows land possession according 
to women respondents.

Land 
Possession

Percentage of 
Households 
as per Women 
Respondents-
Intervention 
(N=297)

Percentage of 
Households 
as per Women 
Respondents-
Control 
(N=180)

No land 21% 25%

Up to 2.5 
acres

58% 55%

2.5-5 acres 8% 6%

>5 acres 13% 14%

 However, it was found that the vast majority of 
households did not have their land registered in the 
name of the woman. In fact, 94% of all women surveyed 
in intervention villages said that they had no land 
registered in their name. The percentage in control 
villages was 96%. 

 In the few cases where women respondents in 
intervention villages held land in their name (11 out of 
297), the sources of this land holding are varied. Some 
inherited the land (6 out of 297), a few purchased it 
(2 out of 297), one received it through Government 
distribution and the other two received it through other 
means (dowry, or given by husband). Responses were 
similar in control villages. 

1  Below the Poverty Line (BPL) is the benchmark used by the planning 
commission of India to estimate poverty levels. The BPL proportion for 
all India is about 22% (25.7% in rural areas and 13.7% in urban areas).
Source: http://planningcommission.nic.in/news/pre_pov2307.pdf

Views about rights of women to hold land

 When respondents were surveyed about the rights 
of women to hold land, over half of men and women 
affirmed that women should have equal rights. In fact, 
many women expressed the view that women should 
be the sole land holder. In addition, during interviews 
with district and block level officials, all agreed that 
women should have the right to hold land and that it 
would make them more financially and socially secure. 

Application for allotment of land

 A small proportion of women had ever applied for land 
allotment. The percentage in intervention villages 
was around 11% (32 out of 297), whereas in control 
villages the percentage was only 4 (7 out of 173). Many 
of the women who had applied did so with some form 
of support. The most common sources of support 
were NGOs, Government bodies, Panchayat members 
and family members. However, as mentioned in the 
previous section, only one respondent in the entire 
study reported ever receiving land through Government 
distribution. 

iii Women’s Participation in Decision Making 
about Agriculture

 Around 65% of women in intervention villages and 54% 
in control villages said they participate in decisions 
related to agriculture. Of those who affirmed this 
statement, the most common means of participation 
(in decreasing order of prevalence) were selection 
of crops, selection of seeds and varieties and 
procurement of inputs. On their side, men’s responses 
were largely similar to women’s in this regard.

iv Women as Farmers

 View of woman as a farmer

 Both male and female household level respondents as 
well as DAO agreed that women should be considered 
as farmers. Around 80% of women in intervention 
villages and 71% in control villages were of this opinion. 
Interestingly this view was even more common among 
men (88% intervention villages and 85% in control 
villages). 

Access to inputs

 Over half of the panchayat members interviewed 
said that their panchayats had taken initiatives to 
increase women farmers’ access to land, agricultural 
inputs, agricultural trainings and credit. Similarly, all 
DAOs informed that women farmers get benefits from 
Government schemes such as Rashtriya Krishi Vikas 
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Yojana (RKVY) and National Food Security Mission 
(NFSM); Mechanization- pulses and rice; and mushroom 
cultivation and organic farming. However, despite the 
options available, a very small proportion of women 
surveyed had actually accessed these schemes and 
benefits.  

Participation in agricultural training programs 
by Government departments in last three years 

 Although panchayat members interviewed said that 
initiatives had been undertaken to provide training to 
women, the overall participation in such trainings was 
relatively low. Of the few women respondents who had 
land (only 15 total), eight had participated in training 
programmes conducted by Government department. 

v Membership in Women Farmers 
Collectives

 Overall, around 30% (37% in intervention villages and 
16% in control villages) of women were members 
of farmers’ collectives at the time of the survey. It 
is important to note that the vast majority of these 
women were in Bihar, with only 3 from Odisha.

 Of the respondents who reported membership in a 
women farmer’s collective, around half in intervention 
villages but only 10% in control villages told of land 
leasing for collective farming. None of these women 
were from the state of Odisha. Most of the land leased 
was less than one acre. 

Vi Women in Panchayats

 Only around 30% of women respondents were aware 
of the reservation for women in Gram Panchayats. 
When asked about gender related discussion within 
panchayat meetings, only 35% of female panchayat 
members interviewed said that gender discrimination, 
violence against women and women farmers’ rights were 
discussed. Only 14% in control villages said the same. 

Vii Improved Production Systems and 
Adoption of New Technologies

 Around 36% of women in intervention villages and 
22% in control villages reported adoption of new 
technologies. Of those who answered yes, the most 
common technologies adopted (in descending 
order) were System of Rice Intensification (SRI)2, line 
sowing, new seed varieties and micro irrigation. The 
most common sources of information about new 
technologies in intervention villages were block office 

2 SRI is a climate-smart, agroecological methodology for increasing 
productivity of rice by changing the management of plants, soil, water 
and nutrients. http://sri.cals.cornell.edu/aboutsri/methods/index.
html 

(54%) and NGO (42%). However in control villages, the 
most common sources were block office (68%) and 
other farmers (21%). Over 80% of the respondents who 
had adopted new technologies reported increases in 
production in the last three years. 

 Training for increased production- was reported 
by 42% of women in intervention areas compared 
to 20% in control villages. The majority of these 
respondents received training through local NGOs, but 
other less common examples were village extension 
workers, Assistant Agriculture Officer (AAO) and Block 
Technology Team (BTT). From the data collected, it was 
clear that NGOs were more active within intervention 
villages while government officials played larger roles 
in control villages.  

Viii Participation in Local Markets to Sell 
Produce

 Selling produce in local markets is an important 
economic activity for many families in the target 
population. Women’s involvement was measured 
through the survey and the main findings are as 
follows:

 Less than half of women go to markets to sell 
produce—Intervention 44% : Control 28%

 Most who go to the market do not feel comfortable 
there—Intervention 73% : Control 83%

 Most women go collectively or with other women 
to markets—Intervention 62% : Control 66%

 Most women said that decisions about money 
earned in markets are made jointly—Intervention 
69% : Control 77%

ix Financial Awareness, Access and 
Support

Bank account in the name of wife alone

 Overall prevalence of bank accounts exclusively in the 
wife’s name was relatively low. Only 18% of women in 
interventions claimed to have such an account, while 
the prevalence in control villages was only 11%. 

Awareness of programmes/schemes 

 Similarly low levels of knowledge were observed 
about programmes or schemes that provide loans for 
women entrepreneurs or farmers. Only 22% of women 
respondents in intervention villages were aware of 
such opportunities, and the percentage in control 
villages was only 13%. Of those who were aware of such 
schemes, only 5 had ever taken a loan through them.
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Decision making about asset creation

 Within households, the majority of decisions are made jointly. However, between wives and husbands there is a clear 
imbalance in terms of ability to make decisions alone. This is represented in the following table:

Decision maker for asset creation in the family according to female respondents Intervention % Control %

Purchase or sale of land

Husband alone 34 23

Wife alone 1 3

Purchase of Big animals

Husband alone 35 22

Wife alone 1 3

Purchase of small animals

Husband alone 35 22

Wife alone 1 3

Purchase of big agriculture equipment such as tractor, power tiller etc.

Husband alone 35 24

Wife alone 1 3

Purchase of small agri –equipment such as sprayers etc.

Husband alone 35 23

Wife alone 1.0 3

Purchase and sale of house

Husband alone 34 22

Wife alone 1 3

Children’s marriage age

Husband alone 30 18

Wife alone 1 3

Children’s marriage options

Husband alone 30 18

Wife alone 1 3
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x Discrimination and Challenges Faced by 
Persons with Disabilities

 A total of 34 women with disabilities were interviewed 
across the intervention and control villages of the 
study. Around one fourth reported that they had faced 
discrimination within their family or the society as a 
result of their disability. Discrimination was reported 
related to education, getting loans, accessing 
agriculture inputs and training. Of the 34 women with 
disabilities interviewed, 4 said that they faced some 
challenges during agriculture operations while the rest 
either faced no challenges or were not farmers. Only 2 
out of 34 said they received additional benefits under 
agricultural schemes such as training. 

xi Transformative Women Leadership 

 A total of 36 Elected Women Representatives (EWR) 
were interviewed in each village about their roles, 
responsibilities, memberships a block and village levels 
and the participation of women in community level 
meetings and forums. The sample included more EWRs 
from Bihar because the Odisha villages were found to 
have lesser numbers. The majority (over 70%) of EWRs 
reported having attended trainings. These trainings 
covered their entitlements, roles and responsibilities 
and were largely provided by block offices, NGOs and 
panchayats. 

 However, despite trainings, over half (66% in 
intervention villages and 59% in control villages) could 
not say what their roles and responsibilities were. Even 
more alarming, it was found that none of the EWRs 

knew of block level committees in which EWRs are 

members. 

xii Activities and Role of NGO Partners for 
Social and Legal Recognition of Women 
as Farmers

 Three NGO partners were covered in the study. They 

were Pragati Gramin Vikas Samity and Nav Bihar Samaj 

Kalayan Pratisthan Kendra in Bihar and Centre for 

Youth and social Development in Odisha. These NGOs 

work on a wide range of development issues including 

women and farmer’s rights, but also health, education, 

sanitation, food security, climate change, education 

and others. Some key outputs and outcomes towards 

social and legal recognition of women as farmers 

included:

Action Bihar Odisha

Applications for land titles by 
landless women farmers

4,185 120

Women farmers and landless 
families that got land titles in 
last one year

86 Not 
specified

Trainings for women farmers 45 
(benefiting 

1,508 
women)

20 
(benefiting 

685 
women)

Improved access to markets in 
last two years

100-300 women 
farmers
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Other key activities have included:

 Media campaigns using print and electronic media to 
raise awareness about women land rights

 Networking with other civil society organisations and 
networks

 Advocacy with Government about women as farmers, 
public investment and land rights

 Organisation and demonstrations with women groups 
to demand women’s land rights 

Recommendations
 NGOs should create lists of landless women farmers 

in their areas and provide support in a comprehensive 
manner. Particular attention should be given to 
Scheduled Castes (SCs), Other Backward Castes (OBCs) 
and Antodya families. 

 A closer analysis should be done to understand why 
few women have land in their name and why those that 
do are not able to access agricultural inputs. 

 Women farmers’ collectives can benefit landless 
women, which are numerous in the study areas. 

 Women should be informed about the reservation of 
women in panchayats and encouraged to join and 
actively participate. This need is especially great in 
Odisha where female panchayat members were found 
to be few. 

 All women farmers should be oriented about new 
technologies that can increase productivity and/or 
save labour. 

 NGOs should look closely at the lack of village storage 
facilities and work with Gram Panchayats to ensure 
their creation and sustainability. These facilities 
should be made available to all, especially marginal 
and small farmers who cannot create such facilities of 
their own. 

 Access to market for selling produce by women farmers 
needs to be improved. 

 Women should be encouraged and assisted to open 
their own bank accounts. This can be done under the 
Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) scheme of 
the Government.3

 Discrimination and barriers to access of benefits 
should be investigated and eliminated.

 Women panchayat members need to be oriented 
about their roles and responsibilities as well as the 
Government schemes from which women can avail 
benefits. They should be equipped and trained to act 
as leaders to other women in the village.

3 PMJDY is a National Mission for Financial Inclusion to ensure access 
to financial services. It was launched by the Prime Minister in August 
2014. 
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