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ICARRD Special Thematic Session
Enhancing women’s leadership and transforming organizations

for sustainable rural development 
Session organized by Women Organising for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resource Management (WOCAN) in collaboration with ActionAid International.
Wednesday 8 March from 19h15 to 20h45, Meeting Room A
Topics discussed: 

> Promotion of rural women’s leadership

> Alliances to advocate for their women’s right to food security, health and livelihoods

> Best practices on gender mainstreaming in developing countries 

> WOCAN and other global networks of women work to advocate for stronger leadership roles for women in agriculture and natural resource management

Panellists:

Kanchan Lama, WOCAN, Nepal 

Rosalud de la Rosa, WOCAN member & ICARRD Secretariat
Eve Crowley, WOCAN member & FAO 

Everjoice Win, Action Aid International (South Africa) 
Magdalena Kropiwnicka, Action Aid International (Italy)
Report on the Session
Over fifty women and men ICARRD participants who have been in the forefront of putting the gender agenda at ICARRD attended the session. As an organizer of the event, WOCAN was introduced by the moderator (Ms de la Rosa) as a platform for over 300 women professionals and activists in the agriculture and NRM sectors from over 80 countries who are committed to work towards institutional change and transformation for gender equality through collective action. The session was started by introducing the theme on the importance of promoting women leadership to advocate on sustainable development and policy adoption.  

The moderator then asked WOCAN Nepal representative (Ms. Kanchan Lama) to share her inspiring case in developing rural women's leadership in Nepal. Kanchan’s innovative approach was implemented by Hills Leasehold Forestry and Forage Development Project of Department of Forest with IFAD and FAO. The government has achieved a remarkable feat by combining social mobilization activities through rural women in community based forest management. As a result, the lessons of the project on gender mainstreaming have been replicated by the national programme in forestry development.  The most significant impact of this approach can be mentioned as the establishment of association of rural women social mobilizers in Natural Resource Management. She suggested that there is a need to create opportunities and space for women through special efforts. Moreover, in order to strengthen women's leadership there must be systems that support networking, mentoring and building solidarity among women. 

ActionAid International representative (Ms. Everjoice Win) pointed out the need to rethink about women's leadership from feminist point of view, and to prevent marginalization of women's issues in the name of gender balancing. In many instances, it is even women that would say, "No I am not feminist but support gender balance". She posed the challenge on how can one talk about women's leadership and her specific issues and rights without having the perspective based on feminist ideologies. As an example, she also cited how we can ensure that women who are in leadership positions (or even gender specialist in international institutions) are part of the feminist struggles. 

Representative from FAO (Ms. Eve Crowley) shared her perspective on the challenges of how to bring the views of illiterate rural women who may not necessarily understand the feminist struggles. She also shared information about FAO's SARD initiatives where women have demonstrated significant record of leadership in sustainable development. 

Another representative from ActionAid International (Ms. Magdalena Kropiwnicka) suggested that women's leadership has to deal with changing context. Today's women must be equipped with new information, new technologies, modern skills, e.g., computer literacy, media means, information technology, so that they can equally compete with the rest of the world on an equal pace. The definition of women's leadership thus needs to be looked at from a dynamic angle and there should be adequate space and opportunities for such development. She opened up the floor for comments on her views so that participants can provide their feedback on this view. 

The key feature of the many comments received from the participants evolved around identifying the needs of rural women to take part in decision-making processes, the different forms of leadership’s skills required by women and the need to re-politicize the struggles of women within institutions. One participant remarked that the new perspective for women's leadership needs to re-build on two workable approaches: those that are based on “equality concepts” and “gender and development approach.” 

Ms. Nitya Rao from India expressed her views in support of women's leadership development and suggested special efforts in investment on this aspect. 

During the discussion, the outcomes of two major parallel events on women during ICARRD were shared. The first one was the international seminar on policies for women and agrarian reform and rural development which were organized by the Brazilian government and civil society, and the other one was the gender task force recommendations from the CSO Forum. Many shared their experiences in coping with the new challenges, such as the emergence fundamentalism and new forms of violence. 

The discussions among the participants culminated into a joint effort and positions for ICARRD and specifically the session emphasized the need to stay away from the patriarchal style of leadership which is predominant in the current models of agrarian structures.   

In concluding the session, three major points were agreed to be included in the women’s position at ICARRD:

1. to promote different forms of women’s leadership that can help move forward the agenda of empowering rural women and increasing land, water and other natural and productive resources for women in different forms (eg. mentoring, facilitating skills, critical consciousness) versus the patriarchal style of leadership.

2. to promote women’s participation that are building-process and based on new agricultural models such as family farming and indigenous systems models (since women’s participation based on the current models of agro-business does not work), and
3. to re-politicize the struggles of women in the debate of women and men within institutions.

Participants were invited by WOCAN representative to continue to link up and to sign up as members of WOCAN (through their website www.wocan.org). 
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