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INTRODUCTION

This publication is a collection of articles written by economists, sociologists, and gender specialists 
and practitioners from twelve post-Soviet countries in Eastern Europe, South Caucasus and Central 
Asia. It is unique in its effort to review and analyze the issues that are at the intersection of gender 
equality, social protection and rural development in the region. Overall, there is a lack of research, 
documented knowledge and public discourse on this subject and a multi-disciplinary approach is 
necessary for ensuring an in-depth and rigorous understanding of these intersecting issues in the 
context of the region. In supporting this publication, the FAO Regional Office for Europe and Central 
Asia intends to draw attention to these issues as critical for the socio-economic development of the 
region, and raise greater awareness among all stakeholders and promote more research in this area.  

One of the main reasons why this subject remains on the periphery of research and discourse is 
the widespread public opinion that issues relating to gender have already been addressed and 
are, therefore, not priorities for rural development and social protection. Indeed, in the post-Soviet 
countries, women, including those located in rural areas, continue to enjoy relatively high levels 
of literacy and education and high economic activity rates. Furthermore, all countries, in an effort 
to sustain the achievements of the previous regime, have recognized the formal supremacy of 
international legal norms and UN standards, including in the area of gender equality and women’s 
rights. They have also been developing and implementing national policies towards achieving 
gender equality. 

However, if we look beyond the average numbers, and disaggregate available statistics by sex and by 
location wherever possible, we can see that in critical areas (for example, formal employment; access 
to social services such as childcare facilities and pensions; and participation in local governance, 
among others), rural women often emerge as the most disadvantaged group. There are also key 
issues, for example, access to productive resources (such as land, credits, agricultural equipment 
and extension services) that are of crucial importance to rural livelihoods but are not commonly 
viewed from a gender perspective. 

Across the region, women form a majority in the rural population, and a significant proportion of 
the labour force engaged in agriculture. However, the overarching trend in terms of rural women’s 
employment is their engagement in informal, low-skilled and low-paid jobs. Women’s access to 
assets and productive resources is also significantly lower than that of rural men’s. Rural women’s 
participation in public life has reduced dramatically over the last decades, and generous social 
welfare is no longer a social norm. 
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Women represent an important, yet largely neglected, resource for economic development, and 
their contribution to the economy is mostly invisible and unrecognized. There is a significant need to 
identify and highlight women’s contributions, and learn more about the links between gender and 
rural development in the context of this region. 

In order to generate a deeper understanding of these issues, an Experts Meeting was convened in 
Minsk, on 25-26 February 2016. This meeting was based on the guidance and recommendations 
received from FAO regional governing bodies, the Regional Conference for Europe (ERC), and the 
European Commission on Agriculture (ECA) and its Executive Committee. Its aim was to strengthen 
national and regional capacities in Europe and Central Asia to address gender, social inclusion and 
rural development issues.1 In line with these recommendations, the FAO Regional Office for Europe 
and Central Asia has been working with experts and researchers from state agencies, academia 
and civil society based in the countries of the region. FAO Regional Office for Europe and Central 
Asia has provided them with a neutral and independent platform for the exchange of knowledge 
and experience on gender, social protection and agriculture and rural development issues within 
the region. This work is underpinned by FAO Policy on Gender Equality which calls for “increased 
attention to reducing the gender gap across all areas of its work”.2 

At the Minsk meeting, experts identified the need for more effective knowledge transfer and experience 
exchange between the countries of the region, stressing their potential to serve as a driving force for 
the formulation of evidence-based policies that are responsive to the needs of disadvantaged groups. 

The experts who participated in the Minsk meeting have formed a regional network which brings 
together significant experience and expertise, alongside extensive knowledge of the issues relating to 
the region. The short articles in this collection offer summaries of the authors’ presentations on gender 
equality and rural development perspectives in their respective countries. Although there is variation 
in the authors’ views and opinions, this dialogue helps us to create an enhanced understanding of 
the main social and rural development issues within the region. The message coming from all experts 
is that without specific attention to the creation of decent jobs and social infrastructure in rural 
areas, and gender-sensitive and gender-responsive policies, further improvement of the status of 
rural women, their families and rural communities will be a distant dream. This publication highlights 
the need for more research on gender equality issues in the areas of FAO’s mandate (including, for 
example, fishery and forestry), and the ways in which social protection can contribute to improving 
the livelihoods of rural communities in the region. 

FAO Regional Office for Europe and Central Asia hopes that the first meeting in Minsk will consolidate 
the regional expert community and enable it to become more actively involved in building the 
evidence base of knowledge on gender equality, social protection and rural development. A stronger 
evidence base can lead to more effective dialogue with governments, the private sector and civil 
society on the implications of gender-neutral policies; and improved policy research and advisory 
services to governments in formulating policies responsive to the needs of disadvantaged groups. 

David Sedik, Senior Agricultural Policy Officer 
Dono Abdurazakova, Gender and Social Protection Specialist

FAO Regional Office for Europe and Central Asia

1  European Commission on Agriculture. 2014. The Working party on women and the family in rural development (WPW): An alternative way forward. Regional 
Conference for Europe. 38th Session. Bucharest, Romania, 01 and 02 April 2014. FAO. (available at http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Europe/docu-
ments/Events_2014/ECA2014/ECA_38_14_5_en.pdf).
2  FAO. 2013. FAO Policy on Gender Equality: Attaining food security goals in agriculture and rural development. Rome. (available at http://www.fao.org/
docrep/017/i3205e/i3205e.pdf).

http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Europe/documents/Events_2014/ECA2014/ECA_38_14_5_en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Europe/documents/Events_2014/ECA2014/ECA_38_14_5_en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i3205e/i3205e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i3205e/i3205e.pdf
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and social security, human development and public social services 
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WOmEN AND SUSTAINABLE RURAL DEvELOpmENT

There are more women than men within the Armenian population and in 2015, women represented 
52.2 percent of the total population.1 However, Armenia ranked in the bottom five countries in the 
world in the Health and Survival subindex (2014)2 because of its low female-to-male sex ratio at 
birth score (100/114). This has prompted intense debate among experts about the issue of selective 
abortion in the country.3 The distribution of women by age is as follows: women below working 
age (0-15 years) account for 46.6 percent of this sub group of the population; working-age women 
(16-62 years) for 52.5 percent; and women above working age (63+ years) for 59.8 percent (2015).4 
Conclusion: while women are an important resource in Armenia’s economic development, 
they are also the main beneficiaries of the social protection system (in particular, the pension 
system).

The Armenian population is predominantly urban: 73.5 percent of all residents live in urban areas 
and 36.5 percent in rural areas (2015). In urban areas, women account for 53.3 percent of the 
population. Both working-age urban women and urban women above working age outnumber 
men in these groups, accounting for 54.6 percent and 59.2 percent respectively. In rural areas, 
women account for 50.3 percent of the population. Furthermore, there are more working-age 
women and women above working age in rural areas than men: 50.2 percent and 60.2 percent 
respectively. Conclusion: there are relatively fewer female workers and relatively more women 
of retirement age in rural areas when compared with urban areas.

In recent years, one of the main changes in Armenian demography has been the rapid decline 
of fertility in rural areas. Traditionally, rural fertility rates were high when compared with 
urban areas. In the period 2011 to 2015, rural fertility rates fell to below those of urban areas.5 
Experts say that these trends are mainly related to unfavourable social conditions in rural areas, 
rather than a result of the economic situation. All indicators of material poverty are lower among 
rural households than urban households, especially when compared with households in small 
towns: for example, in 2014, 2 percent of the rural population was extremely poor, while in urban 
areas it was 2.4 percent and in small towns 2.9 percent. The same situation is observed in relation 
to the very poor (10.4 percent, 11.2 percent and 13.6 percent respectively); and poor (29.9 percent, 
30.0 percent and 35.1 percent).6 The lower levels of rural poverty are a significant feature of the 
social situation in Armenia. In most other countries across the world, the rural population is 
poorer than the population in urban areas.

1  National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, 2015a.
2  World Economic Forum, 2014. 
3  Guilmoto, 2013.
4  National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, 2015b. 
5  The last time this situation was observed in Armenia was in the post-war period (1945-47). In 2011, fertility rates (number of births per 1 000 population) 
in rural and urban areas of Armenia were 14.2 and 14.4 respectively; in 2012 – 13.8 and 14.2; in 2013 - 13.6 and 14.0; and in 2014 - 13.8 and 14.6. Source: 
National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, 2015b. 
6  Trends in the poverty ratio for urban/rural areas have not changed since 1996. Source: National Statistical Service of RA and the World Bank, 2015.
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One explanation for this phenomenon can be found in the land reform of 1992. After the declaration 
of independence, collective and state farms and small household plots were privatized.7 In turn, this 
produced three other consequences. The first is the structure of GDP in Armenia: agriculture 
(including forestry and fisheries) represents 18.5 percent of GDP (2014), which is higher than 
industry (16.2 percent) and construction (9.2 percent). Moreover, more than one-third of industrial 
products are produced by the food sector (36.4 percent), which is characterized by a high number 
of agricultural cooperatives, farms and small businesses located in rural areas.8 The second factor 
is the relatively high level of economic activity within the rural population, which is almost 
10 percentage points higher than that of the urban population, 69.2 percent and 59.6 percent 
respectively. The gap is the highest in the age groups 65-69 years - 35.4 percentage points; and 
70-75 years - 43.5 percentage points. The third factor which has a positive effect on the level of 
rural poverty is tax relief provided to agricultural workers: those employed in agriculture are 
fully exempt from income tax, and the sale of agricultural products is exempt from VAT. This 
explains the high employment rate in agriculture: 34.8 percent of all employed persons in Armenia 
work in agriculture (which is the largest sector of employment after the services sector). Moreover, 
statistical data shows that employment in agriculture is a more attractive option for women 
than men: 40 percent of all employed women and 30 percent of all employed men in Armenia 
work in agriculture. At the same time, women make up 55.7 percent of all those employed in 
agriculture (2014).9

While the Armenian government recognizes the importance of the agricultural sector for 
the country in general, it places particular emphasis on the sector’s role in the livelihoods of 
communities bordering with neighbouring countries. Consequently, as of 01 January 2015, the Law 

“On Tax Exemption for Activities Carried out in Rural Border Communities”, adopted by the National 
Assembly in 2014, states that residents of 30 rural communities and one urban community, as 
well as entrepreneurs who have business in these communities, are exempt from the turnover 
tax, income tax and from payment of state duties for licenses. More than 50  000 mostly 
rural residents of these communities (or every 20th rural resident of the country) have become 
beneficiaries of this policy.

The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs developed a special programme of social protection for 
vulnerable rural population groups, which was launched in early 2014.10 This programme targets 
residents in two types of rural areas: a) villages which have been affected by natural disasters (for 
example, hail, floods, mudslides, drought and loss of livestock due to epidemics); and b) mountain 
villages and border villages. The beneficiaries of the programme must be land users, and they 
can be both owners and tenants of land. The main condition for participation in the programme is 
registration in the local employment service as a job seeker. If other family members (aged 16-63 
years) want to participate in the programme, they must also be registered as job seekers. If a family 
requires employees for rural work, it must sign a labour agreement with them, in accordance 
with the format developed by the Ministry. The duration of each mini-programme for families is 
set at 180 calendar days. The payment is: a) 4 000 AMD per day for the main land user and the 
same amount for each member of the family; b) 3  000 AMD per day for an employee; and c) 
5  000 AMD per hour for an employee who is using farm machinery (for example, a tractor or 
combine harvester). All of the amounts listed include taxes and social payments. The cost of one 
mini-programme cannot exceed 350 000 AMD. According to information provided by the Ministry, 
6 285 people participated in the programme in 2015 and 37.1  percent of these participants were 
women. The total programme budget amounted to almost 840 million AMD.

While the aforementioned programme is designed for vulnerable groups of the rural population, 
the programme discussed below is aimed at one of the most competitive groups in the Armenian 
female population – both urban and rural. The title of the programme is: “Development of Female 
Entrepreneurship in Armenia”. The first phase of the programme was delivered between 2013 and 
2015. It is implemented by the Small and Medium Entrepreneurship Development National Center 
(SME DNC) of the Ministry of Economy. The programme is financed by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB); and the main partners are the German company PEM Consult and the Universal Credit 
Company of Armenia. The total amount of credit resources is 20 million dollars and beneficiaries 
must meet the following conditions:

7  The process of land privatization in Armenia is described in detail in Lermann & Mirzakhanian, 2001. 
8  National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, 2015c. 
9  National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, 2015d. 
10  The Decision of the RA Government, N534, 17 April 2014. 
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}} The business must be “female”, which is defined by the following criteria:
}z 60 percent of senior management must be represented by women, or;
}z more than 50 percent of property must be owned by women, or;
}z more than 50 percent of staff must be represented by women.

}} The business must be small or medium, which is defined by the following criteria:
}z a micro business with fewer than 10 employees and less than 100 million AMD annual turnover;
}z a small business with fewer than 50 employees and less than 500 million AMD annual turnover;
}z an average business with fewer than 250 employees and less than 1 500 million AMD annual turnover.11

}} Loans are provided by selected commercial banks, in which the financial resources of ADB are allocated;

}} The annual interest rate is 10 percent for starting businesses and up to 14 percent for existing businesses;

}} The duration of the loan period is up to five years;

}} The SME DNC provides loan guarantees, which are annually reserved in the state budget of the RA in 
a separate line item, “Provision of guarantees by the Small and Medium Entrepreneurship Development 
National Center (SME DNC) for obtaining commercial loans”;

}} The amount of the state guarantee for a loan does not exceed 7 million AMD12 for starting entrepreneurs 
and 15 million AMD for existing businesses.

The Ministry of Economy estimates that in 2015 there were 5  363 women beneficiaries of the 
aforementioned programme; 164 of these beneficiaries were female starting entrepreneurs in the 
10 provinces (marzer) of Armenia. In total, 23 programmes were implemented in 2015, including 
four programmes in Yerevan, three of which were intended for Syrian refugees. Fifty-nine female 
entrepreneurs received preferential loans amounting to 260 million AMD from commercial banks 
under SME DNC guarantee letters. By 01 December 2015, commercial banks had issued almost 
600 credits under state guarantees representing a total amount of 1.85 billion AMD.

In 2010, with the support of Oxfam International, the programme for rural families was launched 
to support agricultural cooperatives with the preferential involvement of female labour. This 
programme has been implemented in the two provinces of Tavush and Vayots Dzor (where the 
rural population is 57.7 percent and 64.9 percent respectively of the total provincial populations). 
In the period between 2010 and 2015, 25 cooperatives were established, including eight with 
100 percent female participation (including directors). Overall, the total number of cooperative 
members reached 300 and 54 percent of these were female.

Although Armenia has a wealth of female resources, the country does not currently fully utilize this 
potential. Moreover, as women aged between 18 and 30 years become more economically active, 
birth rates fall sharply, especially in relation to third and subsequent children, which in turn affects 
the demographic situation in the country. One of the main problems faced by the country is the 

“loss” of the village as the main “provider of human resources” . A number of measures introduced 
by the government of Armenia have slightly improved the birth rate13, but the problem of population 
decline is still relevant. 

A second serious challenge is the very low participation of women in local self-government. In 
Armenia, there are currently 866 rural governments with 6 006 communal employees, and 48.6 
percent of these employees are women. Despite the high numbers of women employed in local 
authorities, very few of them hold management positions or are represented in elected posts. 
Today, only 17 women (2 percent) head rural communities, and only 515 women (9.9 percent) are 
elected to rural councils.14 In terms of the political empowerment of women, Armenia occupies the 
123rd position among 142 countries, which also has a negative impact on the country’s position in 
the Global Gender Index (103).15

11  The Ministry of Economy estimates that in 2014, 98 percent of all registered enterprises fit that definition. “Female” SMEs amounted to 8 871 or 11-12 
percent of all small businesses. The SME sector in Armenia employs 290 000 people and its contribution to GDP is estimated to be approximately 44 percent. 
12  Before 2015, it was 5 million AMD and since 2016, it has been 7 million AMD.
13  In order to improve the birth rate, the following key measures were taken by the government. Firstly, in 2011, state childbirth certificates were introduced. 
These were provided to all pregnant women and gave them the right to give birth in any chosen medical institution, including private establishments, free of 
charge. Secondly, in 2012, children under seven years were included in the state programme of free inpatient treatment, regardless of their social status and 
type of disease. Thirdly, in 2014, the state parent capital programme was launched. If families received 50 000 AMD for the births of their first and second 
children, they will now receive 500 000 AMD (in cash) for the birth of the third child, in addition to an extra 500 000 AMD transferred to a bank account as 
parent capital. For the fourth and subsequent children, parent capital is 1 million AMD. As of January 2016, non-working mothers also receive maternity leave 
of 140 days (70 days of prenatal and 70 days of postnatal leave). The amount is based on the minimum wage, set annually by the RA National Assembly (this 
is currently 55 000 AMD). 
14  GIZ, EU & UNDP, 2015. 
15  World Economic Forum, 2014. 
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Furthermore, public opinion suggests that the most urgent problem in Armenia today is the 
availability of medical services, especially those using high-tech equipment and modern 
methods of treatment. As a solution to this problem, the government and other stakeholders have 
been discussing the introduction of universal compulsory medical insurance. This possibility 
raises many challenges, including: the introduction of a unified database in the health system; the 
development and electronic preservation of treatment protocols; the training of personnel; the 
provision of technical equipment in medical institutions, polyclinics and clinics; and personal data 
protection.

Another urgent problem for sustainable agricultural development is the rural population’s limited 
access to the state pension system. Rural residents do not pay income tax on self-employment. 
Of all employed persons in rural areas, 83 percent are self-employed (defined by official statistics 
as people belonging to the informal sector because of a lack of information about their income).
Across the country, the rural population accounts for 68 percent of all people engaged in informal 
employment. Moreover, the agricultural sector absorbs about 72 percent of all informal jobs, and 
women make up 55 percent of them. This means that about 250 000 rural women employed in 
the informal sector (non-taxable) will encounter pension eligibility problems in retirement.

Another significant challenge for rural development is the migration of the male labour force 
for seasonal work, mainly to Russia and other CIS countries. The Migration Service of Armenia 
estimates that there are between 100 000 and 120 000 labour migrants annually. Migration is a 
sensitive topic in the Armenian public sphere and a primary focus for researchers and politicians. 
Numerous household surveys and omnibus surveys of citizens suggest that the absence of men 
in many villages is disastrous for the villages’ development, both socially (for example, incomplete 
families, fatherlessness and a sharp reduction in the numbers of socio-cultural events) and 
economically (for example, weak economic incentives and a lack of workers for the community).

Finally, another critical problem in Armenia is the prevalence of small (even micro) villages which 
have little potential for survival. Out of 866 rural communities in Armenia, 272 or 31 percent 
have a permanent population of less than 500 people. Intensive migration of the male population 
from these villages means that in some places, only 10 to 15 families remain, consisting mainly 
of women, children and the elderly. One strategic policy designed to resolve this problem is the 
administrative and territorial consolidation of communities. In 2015, for the first time, 23 rural 
and 2 urban communities in three provinces were merged into three new major administrative 
units. The establishment of another 12 enlarged communities is planned. Using a joint budget, the 
new units will have more abilities to address social issues such as the maintenance of schools and 
kindergartens, the renovation of rural roads and the promotion of local business.
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GENDER ISSUES IN AGRICULTURE IN AZERBAIJAN

The Republic of Azerbaijan is an independent secular state in the South Caucasus. It is located on 
the border of Europe and Asia, at the crossroads of trade routes connecting the West and the East. 
The territory of Azerbaijan is 86 600 km2.1 In 2015, the population of Azerbaijan was 9 593 000 people, 
and women represented 50.2 percent of the total population. The rural population accounts for 46.8 
percent of the total population (which has decreased by 30 percent over the last 100 years). Women 
represent 50.9 percent of the total rural population. There are 1 007 women per 1 000 men in rural 
areas. There are 1.8 times fewer men of retirement age (above 63 years) than women of the same 
age. The fertility rate in rural areas is higher than in urban areas (2.4 and 2.0 respectively). Maternal 
mortality is also higher in rural areas (15.8 and 13.4).2

The average salary of employees in agriculture is one of the lowest in the country, and amounts to 
153.4 AZN in state institutions and 319.5 AZN in the private sector (the average wage in the whole 
economy is 649.7 AZN and 2 337.9 AZN in the oil industry).3

Agricultural statistics are included in some aggregated statistical data, and are supplemented with 
data obtained in specific surveys. In official statistics, the section entitled “Agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries”4 contains four gender-specific indicators, and the section entitled “Welfare and social 
security”5 contains 12 gender-specific indicators. A proportion of the sex-disaggregated data is made 
available by the State Statistical Committee, in a shared database in the section on “Gender”.6

The last decade of the twentieth century has been crucial for Azerbaijan. It was marked by the 
achievement of independence and radical transformations in political, economic and social life. Since 
the early 1990s, the country has been engaged in a military conflict, has suffered material damage 
worth billions of dollars, and has lost 20 percent of its territory (mainly agricultural). The inhabitants 
of the occupied territories, who have become internally displaced, in addition to ethnic refugees from 
a neighbouring country (about 1 million people), rushed to different regions of the country, creating 
and encountering serious problems, primarily associated with access to food.

1  Information on the Azerbaijan Republic is available at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azerbaijan. 
2  State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan & UNFPA, 2015, Tables: 1.2, 1.4, 1.10 and 1.14.
3  Ibid. Table: 4.7.
4  Ibid. Tables: 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4.
5  Ibid. Tables: 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4.
6  State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan.

AZERBAIJAN

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azerbaijan. 
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Nevertheless, in recent years, Azerbaijan has made a significant breakthrough in terms of 
its economic development, by increasing production capacity, mainly in the oil sector, and by 
formulating investment policies and activities to support the harmonization of its social structure. 
The global economic crisis, caused by falling oil prices, has intensified the country’s search for 
ways of developing the non-oil sector. Government policy has been based on an understanding 
that the progress of the economy (in all areas which are not associated with the extraction and 
processing of oil and gas) is a tool for human development. First of all, it concerns agriculture, 
where the development of human potential is impossible without a thorough understanding of the 
gender composition of the society and the social status of women and men. 

What is the situation in relation to a gender approach in agriculture in Azerbaijan today?

The government strategy is identified in the State programme on reliable food supply for the 
population in the Republic of Azerbaijan for 2008-2015, with a main focus on food security through 
self-sufficiency. However, the saturation of the market with food products does not guarantee food 
security for the most vulnerable groups, including women. Significant growth in the economy in 
the period 2006 to 2010 stimulated the creation of more than 100 000 new jobs (equivalent to an 
employment growth rate of two percent), however, the overall employment rate in agriculture has 
not increased by much. Although the share of this sector in the economy fell, it continues to be high, 
and the number of working women and men within the sector amounts to approximately two-fifths 
of the total number of employed people in the country. More than 83 percent of those employed in 
agriculture are self-employed. Sex-disaggregated data for this indicator are not available. 

Currently, official statistics disaggregate the data of economic activity of the population by place of 
primary employment and private entrepreneurship in various sectors, and also take into account 
indicators in relation to the economically inactive population. This enables the creation of a picture 
of the gender situation in various fields. While there is gender asymmetry in some sectors of the 
economy, for example, a large majority of men in construction and energy, and a large majority of 
women in education and health care, there is a relative gender balance within agriculture. There is 
also a relatively equal ratio of men and women engaged in private enterprise in agriculture (with a 
slight majority of men). However, it is interesting to note that while there is a minor gender difference 
in private entrepreneurship, there is a larger gender difference in relation to the main place of work. 
This is demonstrated in Chart 1.

Chart 1: The distribution of men and women entrepreneurs in various sectors of the economy (%)

A special rural households survey conducted in 2012 by the State Statistical Committee, shows the 
following gender distribution in production, harvesting and product sales.
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Table 2: Gender issues revealed by the rural household survey7

Respondents Total % % 

Women Men

Survey participants 100 47.6 52.4

 

Engaged in production 100 48.0 52.0

Engaged in harvesting 100 49.4 50.6

Engaged in sales 100 30.1 69.9

Involved from outside 100 36.7 63.3

Analysis of the data in Table 2 shows that although there is a relatively equal distribution of men 
and women involved in the production and harvesting of products, there are almost twice as many 
men engaged in the sale of agricultural products. This can be explained by the existence of gender 
stereotypes, where men are associated with the process of making money. This is also demonstrated 
in indicators related to obtaining credit (see Table 3). The data on the use of agricultural machinery 
and fertilizers in the same table indirectly point to the predominance of men in the group of people 
who use more machinery and fertilizers, which results in increased productivity and, of course, in 
higher revenues.

Table 3: Special survey of rural households8

Number of households Total % %

Women Men

Received credits 100 25.8 74.2

Used agricultural machinery 100 21.3 78.7

Used fertilizers 100 24.9 75.1

The same rural household survey revealed that the sector with the most gender asymmetry was 
fisheries. In this sector, only two indicators were considered: Lake and Pond fishery and the Fishing 
quota. In relation to the first indicator, the number of men within the sector is 8.3 times greater than 
the number of women (175 men versus 21 women), and in relation to the second indicator, the number 
of men is 240 times greater than the number of women. According to the available information9, 
worldwide fisheries and aquaculture are traditionally male sectors, even though women are involved 
in some of the processes within these sectors. Unfortunately, there are insufficiently detailed data 
on this issue. However, the predominance of men in this sector cannot solely be explained by the 
fact that fishing (this relates to marine fisheries in Azerbaijan) is heavy and dangerous work: it also 
explained by the high levels of income, in particular from the sale of valuable products such as 
sturgeon and caviar.

The current social protection system in Azerbaijan involves social insurance and social assistance. 
Social insurance benefits (for example, old-age, unemployment and illness) are financed by social 
insurance contributions made by members of the employed population. Monthly social transfers such 
as children’s allowance, benefits of targeted social assistance and disability benefits are financed 
from the state budget. The main aim of the social assistance programmes is to support a minimum 
level of consumption in low-income groups. With reforms underway, there has been progress in the 
registration and implementation of social insurance payments.10

7  State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan & UNFPA, 2015, Table: 6.2.
8  State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan & UNFPA, 2015, Tables: 1.2, 1.4, 1.10 and 1.14. 
9  FAO, 2012.
10  State Social Protection Fund of Azerbaijan, 2014.
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However, there are no disaggregated data in relation to expenditure on social protection in urban/
rural areas as a proportion of the total state budget (central, local) and its dynamics.11 There is no 
difference between the rural and urban populations in relation to the old-age pension. According 
to the 2009 law on pensions, women with five or more children retire earlier, and each subsequent 
child reduces the age of retirement by one year. The law is also applicable in cases where a father 
raises children in the event of the death of a mother. However, there are no gender statistics on these 
indicators.

Table 4: Gender distribution in the economically inactive population12

Population Women Men Gender ratio (%)

Women Men

High school full-time students 28.2 42.8 42.4 57.6

Old-age pensioners 32.6 34.3 51.5 48.5

Disability pensioners 7.0 14.8 34.7 65.3

Rentiers deriving income from property 1.3 7 17.4 82.6

Housewives, childcare 30.8 1.1 96.9 3.1

Total (%) 100 100 52.8 47.2

The main gender issue in Azerbaijan is the limited access of women living in rural areas to productive 
and technical resources, and to the markets for sale of their agricultural products. This ultimately 
limits their incomes and creates economic dependence. Gender stereotypes form the basis of these 
problems. Gender issues in agriculture in Azerbaijan also include the poor gender responsiveness of 
legislation in various spheres of agriculture and the fragmentation of statistical databases.

Specific measures to improve the situation may include:

}} Conducting a large-scale, comprehensive study of the gender situation in rural areas, including gender 
analyses of national legislation in all fields of agriculture and in-depth interviews with rural women and 
men;

}} Ensuring the further improvement of gender statistics in agriculture; 

}} Developing principles of cooperation and improving interaction between NGOs and state structures in 
relation to the assistance of rural women;

}} Undertaking media campaigns to overcome gender stereotypes;

}} Developing training programmes on private entrepreneurship and advanced training programmes for 
female small farmers. 

Since women of retirement age, who have at least secondary or incomplete secondary education, 
predominate in the structure of the economically inactive population, it is advised that targeted 
programmes are developed on how they can harness their professional and life potential.

An example of best practice for the engagement of rural women is the project on reviving old silk 
scarves. Following the collapse of the system of command economy in Azerbaijan, one of the most 
developed fields of sericulture declined. The research centre “Inkishaf” restored the technique of 
silk production using a very popular silk product, the women’s traditional headscarf or “kelagayi”. 
The project has ensured employment and increased income for more than 100 rural households, 
including all household members (both women and men). In the space of one year, this folk craft 
was restored using artisanal production techniques, ensuring the preservation of all technological 
requirements, and in compliance with the structural and aesthetic features of the product. On 26 
November 2014, kelagayi was included in the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity13, which affirmed the appropriateness of the project and created jobs for rural 
women in Ismayilli, Sheki, Gabala, Guba, Shamakhi and other regions of Azerbaijan.

11  Data on budgeting in the municipalities is missing.
12  State Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan Republic.
13  The traditional Azerbaijani art of making and wearing the women’s silk headscarf “kelagayi” and its symbolism was included in the Representative List of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2014. Information is available at www.unesco.org.

http://www.unesco.org
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GENDER ASpECTS OF EmpLOYmENT AND SOCIAL 
pROTECTION IN THE CONTEXT OF DEvELOpmENT OF 

RURAL AREAS IN THE REpUBLIC OF BELARUS 

Economic, social and demographic contradictions in the processes of rural development and 
agricultural production represent some of the most important issues for the improvement of Belarus’ 
socio-economic situation and strengthening the country’s security. The response to these issues is 
shaped by their socio-political importance and national significance, particularly since Belarus is an 
active participant in international regional integration within the Eurasian Economic Community and 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), and a contributor to world food security.

The problems relating to rural development are articulated and addressed within the State Programme 
for Village Revival and Development (2005-2010)1, and the State Programme for Sustainable Rural 
Development (2011-2015)2. Recently, a draft State Programme for Development of Agrarian Business 
in the Republic of Belarus for 2016-2020 has been developed. The main goal of these programmes 
is to increase (i) the productivity and efficiency of agricultural production, (ii) the competitiveness of 
agricultural products and food in the global agrifood market and (iii) the saturation of the domestic 
market with domestic agricultural products in the volume and quality required for sufficient nutrition 
of the population. 

The Republic of Belarus’ gender policy is based on generally accepted international norms enshrined in 
UN Conventions and other international instruments. These aim to address all forms and manifestations 
of sex discrimination and to create conditions in which everyone has the right, regardless of sex, to 
full realization of personal potential.3 To date, legal, organizational and administrative measures have 
been taken to ensure the full development of women in order to improve their social status and to 
respect the rights of women on an equal basis with men. Traditionally, emphasis was placed on the 
sectoral and occupational structures of women’s employment, conditions of work and remuneration, 
opportunities for increased knowledge and career growth, and reducing unemployment. 

Gender statistics in the Republic of Belarus include a broad range of indicators in relation to population, 
family, health care, education, employment, economy, social activities and other topics. The field of 
gender statistics is continuously being improved, thereby expanding the possibilities for comparative 
analysis of the situation of women and men; and several issues of the statistical handbook “Women 
and Men in the Republic of Belarus” have been published.4

1  Ministry of Agriculture and Food in the Republic of Belarus. 
2  Ministry of Agriculture and Food in the Republic of Belarus. 
3  Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus (a).
4  National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus, 2013. 

BELARUS
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Women represent 53.5 percent of the total population of the Republic of Belarus. In rural areas, 
women account for 52.3 percent of the rural population. This can be explained by the longer duration 
of women’s lives compared with men’s (in urban areas the life expectancy ratio is 79.2 and 69.1 years; 
in rural areas it is 76.1 and 64.1 years). 

Analysis of the dynamics of employment in rural areas in various sectors of the economy shows 
that in 2014, the agricultural sector was the largest employer in rural areas (41.5 percent), followed 
by education (11.2 percent) and industry (13 percent). This suggests that agriculture continues to 
be the main sector of employment in rural areas. The main producers of agricultural products are 
agricultural enterprises (76.2 percent), agricultural holdings (1.7 percent) and household farms (22.1 
percent).5 It is worth noting that agricultural employment is uniform and is primarily determined by 
the concentration of the rural population in large- and medium-sized agricultural enterprises. Men 
are better represented in agricultural employment than women (57.8 percent in 2014). Some gender 
stereotypes prevail in society, and there are various professions, positions and fields of work that 
are still perceived as male or female. This leads to gender inequalities in the distribution of male and 
female workers in agriculture. 

Comparative analysis of the level of education of agricultural workers shows that the level of education 
is higher for women than it is for men. More than 30 percent of women working in agriculture have 
participated in higher and secondary vocational education (across the whole economy this figure is 
approximately 60 percent), compared with only 23.2 percent of men (42.2 percent in the economy 
as a whole). 

There are 10 900 women in the Republic of Belarus who hold management positions in agricultural 
enterprises, or 45.6 percent of the total number of managers in agriculture, compared with 13 000 
or 54.4 percent of men. Wages in agriculture, hunting and forestry are currently approximately 76.1 
percent of the national average level and 72.2 percent of the wage level in industry: this is one of the 
lowest indicators in the whole economy. In 2013, the average salary for women in agriculture was 
89.6 percent of the average wage for men in the same sector. Moreover, in recent years there has 
been a continuing trend towards gender differentiation in the labour wages of men and women.

According to the law6, the loss of a job is an insured event and an employee has the right to 
receive payments of state social insurance. However, unemployment benefits are very low and 
are implemented with strict conditions. This leads to a sharp decline in the living standards of the 
unemployed. In addition, the allowance does not meet the minimum needs of the unemployed, and 
in turn, this does not offer an incentive to seek support from the employment service.

In 2014, the number of unemployed people in rural areas represented 19.5 percent of all unemployed 
people in the country. Women accounted for 37.5 percent of all registered unemployed people. The 
average duration of unemployment among women is 3.3 months (among men it is 2.6 months). 
Although the level of registered male unemployment exceeds the level of women’s, women need 
more time to find a job. There is a higher number of long-term unemployed women than there is men. 

The analysis shows that the most disadvantaged groups in the labour market are: women with 
children; graduates without work experience; women approaching retirement age; disabled women; 
and women in professions (in the existing competitive conditions, men are preferred in professional 
roles). Moreover, after becoming unemployed, some women leave the labour market or find jobs with 
a lower social status. 

One of the main priorities for state policy is the creation of conditions which facilitate the qualitative 
development of human potential and provide a healthy and decent life for all members of the 
population. The State Programme on Social Protection and Employment Assistance for 2016-2020 
was developed to implement this priority.7

5  National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus, 2015. 
6  The law of the Republic of Belarus, dated 15 June 2006, N 125.
7  The decree of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus, dated 30 January 2016, N 73.
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Within the country, coordinated and harmonized approaches to food security, access to food and 
education on nutrition have been developed and implemented. These are demonstrated by the 

“Concept of National Food Security of the Republic of Belarus”8 and the “Concept of State Policy 
in the Field of Healthy Nutrition of Population of the Republic of Belarus until 2020”.9 These take 
into account territorial differentiation and seek to prevent adverse changes in the food market. It 
is important to note that in a market economy, disposable income is a key factor in determining 
whether or not households consume food in the volume and variety that meet the standards of food 
security.

In Belarus, the minimum subsistence level is the criterion by which a household is classified as low-
income.10 The subsistence minimum rate is based on the minimum set of material goods and services 
necessary to ensure human life and health, as well as mandatory payments and contributions. The 
analysis shows that between 2000 and 2014 there was a significant decrease in the shares of the 
low-income urban and rural populations. Within the total low-income population, approximately 
43 percent were residents of rural areas. In addition, between 2000 and 2014, women formed the 
predominant group within the low-income population (approximately 55 percent). 

In the Republic of Belarus, social security and social assistance measures include: minimum social 
guarantees (minimum wage, pensions, scholarships, grants); and state targeted social assistance 
provided to particular categories of citizens (families) to maintain their income at the minimum 
guaranteed level and to support them in solving their problems. Pensions include old-age pensions 
and pensions on a preferential basis. Alongside this, the state social standard in the field of social 
services has been introduced.11 In addition, it should be noted that Decree No. 3 was adopted: “On 
the prevention of social parasitism”.12

Thus, research on the gendered aspects of employment and social protection in the context of 
development in rural areas in the Republic of Belarus allows us to establish the following conclusions.

Rural areas in the Republic of Belarus have considerable resources. However, for several years, the 
number of rural settlements has been decreasing because of migration by the rural population, 
especially young people, to urban areas. In order to eliminate negative trends in rural development, 
programmes of support for rural areas are being implemented. Agriculture is the major employer 
of the rural population, and employment prospects in rural areas depend largely on the dynamics 
of, and level of economic efficiency in, agricultural production. In addition, the agricultural sector is 
seen as the field of moral and spiritual values and the centre of culture, and represents a unique type 
of lifestyle in the nation. Women play an important role in rural households: their activity is directly 
connected with the home, family, traditions, reproduction, bringing up children and ensuring the 
continuity of peasant generations. 

Implementation of the gender policy in the Republic of Belarus is based on the legal, organizational 
and administrative standards of gender equality. The implementation of the principle of equality 
is ensured by providing women with equal opportunities for obtaining education and professional 
training, implementation of the right to work and remuneration for it, socio-political and cultural 
activities and special measures in the fields of labour protection and women’s health care. There are 
numerous opportunities for the self-realization of women, and their participation in socio-economic 
activity can take a variety of forms. Important steps are being taken to improve the labour conditions 
of rural women, and to reduce the number of positions and professions with unhealthy working 
conditions. At the legislative level, there are no discriminatory practices in relation to women. 

Timely measures of an economic and social nature have been developed in the Republic of Belarus 
in order to avert the negative consequences of the crisis: employment, social protection and food 
security strategies are in place to prevent social shocks, and to ensure a quick and effective response 
to existing and new problems in society.

8  The decree of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus, dated 10 March 2004, N 252.
9  Republican Unitary Enterprise ”The Scientific and Practical Center for Foodstuffs”, 2015. 
10  The Law of the Republic of Belarus dated 6 January 1999, N 239-Z.
11  Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus (b).
12  The Decree of the President of the Republic of Belarus, No. 3, dated 2 April 2015.



16

G
EN

D
ER EQ

UA
LITY, SO

C
IA

L PRO
TEC

TIO
N

 A
N

D
 RURA

L D
EV

ELO
PM

EN
T IN

 EA
STER EURO

PE A
N

D
 C

EN
TRA

L A
SIA

 - IN
SIG

H
TS FRO

M
 TH

E REG
IO

N

References

The Decree of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus, dated 10 March 2004, N 252, “On 
the concept of national food security of the Republic of Belarus”.  (available at http://pravo.levonevsky.
org/bazaby11/republic34/text337.htm).

The Decree of the President of the Republic of Belarus, No. 3, dated 2 April 2015, “On the prevention 
of social parasitism”. (available at http://president.gov.by/ru/official_documents_ru/view/dekret-3-ot-2-
aprelja-2015-g-11135/).13

The Law of the Republic of Belarus dated 6 January 1999, N 239-Z, “On the subsistence minimum in the 
Republic of Belarus”. (available at http://www.levonevski.net/pravo/razdel2/num1/2d14.html).

Ministry of Agriculture and Food in the Republic of Belarus.The State Programme for Village Revival 
and Development for 2005-2010. (available at http://mshp.minsk.by/programms/fb78a49247bfa46c.html).

Ministry of Agriculture and Food in the Republic of Belarus. The State Programme for Village Revival 
and Development for 2011-2015. (available at http://mshp.minsk.by/prog/gosprog_ustrazvitsela2011_2015.pdf).

Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus. a. Gender politics. Minsk, 
Belarus. (available at http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/gendernaya-politika).

Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus. b. The Law of the Republic of 
Belarus, 15 June 2006, N 125-Z, “On Employment of Population of the Republic of Belarus”.  (available at 
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/zacon).

Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus. c. The resolution of the Council 
of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus dated 30 January 2016, N 73, “On approval of the state program on 
social protection and employment assistance for 2016-2020”. (available at http://www.mintrud.gov.by/
system/extensions/spaw/uploads/files/Gosudarstvennaja-programma-na-2016-2020-1.pdf).

Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus. d. State social support. Minsk, 
Belarus. (available at http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/gsp).  

National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus. 2013. Women and Men in the Republic of 
Belarus. Statistical Yearbook. Minsk, Belarus. (available at http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-
statistika/publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_94/).

National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus. 2015. Agriculture in the Republic of Belarus.
Statistical Yearbook.  Minsk, Belarus. (available at http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-statistika/
publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_219/).  

Republican Unitary Enterprise ”The Scientific and Practical Center for Foodstuffs”. 2015. The 
concept of the State policy in the field of healthy nutrition of the population of the Republic of Belarus up 
to 2020. Minsk, Belarus. (available at http://www.new.belproduct.com/assets/files/conception.pdf).

13  Date of access here and below – 16-22 February 2016.

http://pravo.levonevsky.org/bazaby11/republic34/text337.htm
http://pravo.levonevsky.org/bazaby11/republic34/text337.htm
http://president.gov.by/ru/official_documents_ru/view/dekret-3-ot-2-aprelja-2015-g-11135/
http://president.gov.by/ru/official_documents_ru/view/dekret-3-ot-2-aprelja-2015-g-11135/
http://www.levonevski.net/pravo/razdel2/num1/2d14.html
http://mshp.minsk.by/programms/fb78a49247bfa46c.html
http://mshp.minsk.by/prog/gosprog_ustrazvitsela2011_2015.pdf
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/gendernaya-politika
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/zacon
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/system/extensions/spaw/uploads/files/Gosudarstvennaja-programma-na-2016-2020-1.pdf
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/system/extensions/spaw/uploads/files/Gosudarstvennaja-programma-na-2016-2020-1.pdf
http://www.mintrud.gov.by/ru/gsp
http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-statistika/publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_94/
http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-statistika/publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_94/
http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-statistika/publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_219/
http://www.belstat.gov.by/en/ofitsialnaya-statistika/publications/statistical-publications-data-books-bulletins/public_compilation/index_219/
http://www.new.belproduct.com/assets/files/conception.pdf


Charita Jashi is a Professor in the Business and Economic Faculty 
at Tbilisi State University (TSU). She is the founder of the Gender 
Study Institute at TSU and Head of the Caucasus Development Group. 
She is currently engaged in the elaboration of national policy and 
strategic documents for gender mainstreaming in Georgia, under the 
frameworks of EDPRP and the SDGs. She also works as a programme 
manager and expert with UNDP, UNECE, OSCE/ODHIR, OSGF, 
World Bank, EBRD and Oxfam. Charita specialises in the macro and 
micro linkages of gender and economics, social marketing, poverty 
reduction, social protection and gender budgeting. She is the author of 
85 scientific and policy papers, 3 manuals and 4 monographs.

 
CHALLENGES AND pERSpECTIvES OF GENDER 
EQUALITY IN THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR OF 

GEORGIA  

Georgia is a low middle income, traditional, agricultural country, which has undergone a series 
of successful political and economic reforms. New and forthcoming business regulations, due to 
be introduced because of Georgia’s European Integration-related reform agenda, do not set any 
legislative limits on women’s engagement in economic activities. However, women can find it difficult 
to develop their economic potential, find and maintain employment and run or start a business. The 
problem becomes more pronounced in rural areas. Research and surveys carried out with different 
rural women’s groups have demonstrated unfavourable conditions for women in local labour markets. 
Women are also less likely than men to be landowners. Women typically own smaller plots of land 
compared with men and are more likely to be contributing family workers. Women tend to engage 
in agricultural production for family consumption, which negatively affects their earning capacity, 
whereas men tend to engage in the production of cash crops. Due to the double burden of work, 
insufficient social infrastructure and a lack of professional education, women’s socio-economic 
status has currently significantly declined.1

Georgia has good climatic and natural conditions conducive to the development of agriculture. 
However, within the past decades, Georgian agriculture and food production has been lagging 
far behind other sectors of the economy. Georgia used to be an important supplier of agricultural 
products within the Soviet Union. Agricultural exports exceeded imports by 70 percent.2 However, the 
share of agriculture in total GDP has significantly declined from 12.8 percent in 2006 to 9.3 percent 
in 2013, although it increased slightly in 2014. Agricultural production accounts for 45 percent of rural 
household income, and subsistence agriculture accounts for 73 percent of rural employment.3

According to the new Census of Georgia, the total population is 3 729 500 people. In rural areas 
there are 1 589  100 people, and 52 percent of the rural population are women.4 Georgia’s strong 
economic growth in the period 2004 to 2012 has not been accompanied by a significant reduction 
in rural poverty, partly because the growth was centred on financial services, information technology, 
mining and construction. The majority of people employed in these sectors are men. Women are 
mostly involved in less profitable sectors of the economy, for example, agriculture and social services 
industries.  

1  Khitarishvili, 2015; Jashi, 2004. 
2  EU & FAO, 2012. 
3  World Bank, 2015. 
4  National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2015a. 
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Since 2003, and in spite of the new transfers of land into private ownership, the condition of 
agriculture has not improved significantly and real production has diminished. Georgia is dependent 
on the importing of agricultural products, and as a result, the index of food self-sufficiency in the 
country remains very low (about 90 percent of the necessary wheat is imported).5 Many factors have 
contributed to the reduction of agricultural productivity in the country including: the fragmentation 
of land; a lack of knowledge about management and marketing skills; the absence of modern 
machinery; poor connectivity to markets; low investment; and high interest rates from banks. The 
new government has prioritized the development of the agricultural sector.6  2013 was a favourable 
year for agricultural production: good natural conditions, alongside strengthened support from the 
state, resulted in agricultural output growth of 12.9 percent year on year. During the period 2007 to 
2013, the average annual growth rate of agricultural output was 5.9 percent.7

There are approximately 640  302 households in rural Georgia. These are generally owned and 
managed by men. According to official statistics, men are the heads of 69 percent of farms and 
women represent 31 percent of farm owners. Households headed by men have higher incomes. The 
average salary of women in the agricultural sector is 27 percent lower than the average salary of men.8 
Women and men also tend to engage in different activities within agriculture, with most women 
engaged in lower paid work. Women are responsible for the majority of day-to-day agricultural 
activities including field work (for example, the bulk of the work collecting the harvest), milking cows, 
the processing of food, housekeeping and budget management / small sales.9 Moreover, women 
are more isolated than men from ongoing economic reforms, because they are distanced from 
information flows, financial resources, adequate property and equality in the labour market.

Georgia’s agricultural crisis has led to a decrease in village population size. The migration rate is higher 
in rural areas due to the difficulties of finding a job. It is worth noting that a large proportion of the rural 
employed population are self-employed farmers. This is the reason why unemployment is lower in 
rural than in urban areas (the difference reaches approximately 20 percent). The unemployment rate 
for women is 10.4 percent and 14 percent for men.10 Farms led by women are four times smaller than 
those led by men, and accordingly, the income of the former is lower than that of the latter. In reality, 
women lead agribusinesses more effectively and this is supported by official data which shows that, 
on average, the income per employee in farms run by women is 1.5 GEL higher than in farms run by 
men.11 The small farming sector in Georgia faces many challenges including: a poor economic base; 
low productivity; and a lack of access to the inputs, knowledge and capacities that farmers need to 
build profitable farming businesses. Additionally, rural women in Georgia are not actively involved 
in decision-making processes. In every region in Georgia, there is a lack of participation by women 
in the local community, despite women having a decisive role in the household and in subsistence 
farming. Women remain significantly under-represented in local assemblies, accounting for only 10 
percent of seats in the local Councils of Georgian Regions.12 Women also have very little involvement 
in areas of the value chain that are outside of the household.

Most of the population in rural areas is dependent on social protection. The social protection system 
is not sufficiently developed to support various social groups out of poverty by creating guaranteed 
and stable living conditions for them. The authorities have mainly implemented passive social policy, 
which is limited to maintaining the standard of living of the unemployed and poor. The state pension 
introduced by the government is disbursed when citizens reach retirement age (65 years of age for 
men; 60 years of age for women), have a disability or experience the loss of the breadwinner. From a 
gender perspective, it would be expedient to develop pension schemes which incorporate the time 
spent by women on raising children in the total number of years worked, and through reform of the 
social security system, ensure participation in private pension schemes. Unfortunately, this aspect 
has not been discussed at government level. 

The amount received in a pension is significantly lower than the subsistence level. All types of 
pensions are regarded as benefits (allowance of the state budget), and there is minimal difference 
between the social pension (for example, disability and survivors) and old-age pension. In addition, 

5  National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2015b.
6  The European Initiative - Liberal Academy Tbilisi, 2012.
7  Bluashvili & Sukhanskaya, 2015. 
8 FAO, 2015. 
9  CARE &GeoWel, 2013. 
10  National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2015a. 
11  EU & FAO, 2012. 
12  National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2015a. 
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it does not take into account a person’s pension contribution across her / his working life or the 
duration, quality and type of the activities. New amendments to the Labour Code of Georgia in 
2013 have slightly improved employed women’s situation in relation to taking maternity leave in 
pregnancy, childbirth or child adoption. Furthermore, the universal healthcare programme includes 
more beneficiaries and covers a wider proportion of the population. At present, about 3  100 000 
people are involved in the Universal Healthcare Programme and 530 000 have private or corporate 
health insurance policies. The state health insurance packages for maternal and child health are very 
important for rural women. The rural population is highly dependent on subsistence agriculture and 
public transfers from the State Budget. Many experts hold the view that the costs of this type of social 
protection are a heavy burden for the budget.13 Despite different attitudes within the population, the 
Universal Healthcare Programme represents a fairly effective form of aid, both in urban and rural 
areas.

Since 2012, the government has embarked on extensive reforms to encourage the growth of the 
agricultural industry and raise the living standards of the rural population. A Rural and Agricultural 
Fund has been established to provide the necessary support for infrastructure development and 
modernization in the agricultural sector. 600 000 families have received direct agricultural assistance. 
The majority of the population of Georgia is confident that the Association Agreement and the Deep 
and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) with the EU will bring about positive effects in the 
agriculture and food sectors. According to the Rural Development Strategy 2015-2020, the government 
aims to create an environment that will increase competitiveness in the food sector, promote the 
stable growth of high quality agricultural production and ensure food safety and security.14 The state 
programme “Produced in Georgia” facilitates small entrepreneurship initiatives in rural areas. In 
addition, “Host in Georgia” constitutes a second sub-programme for promoting the development 
of tourism in Georgia. These programmes offer unique opportunities for representatives of small 
business to make their own businesses more successful and viable. It is reasonable to assume that 
women will take an active part in these programmes, particularly if local authorities strongly support 
rural women through long term loans and access to new technology.  

The currently approved law “Development of Mountainous Regions” aims to encourage people to 
live and work in the country’s mountainous regions. Incentives include: 20 percent higher pensions 
and social benefits; and an additional salary for veterinarians, agricultural professionals, teachers 
and doctors working in the mountains. This could potentially motivate more women and men to 
work in these regions.15 One of the most important challenges for increasing women’s role in the 
agricultural value chain is the facilitation of a shift from the supply of production inputs to the retail 
of products. Within this, the promotion of domestic production is necessary via active marketing 
campaigns and developing market information systems.16 The state plans to implement capacity 
building programmes for women to support this goal. 

In relation to food safety, the state plans to fully align food safety and phyto sanitary regulations to 
the EU acquis. It intends to implement capacity building programmes for existing laboratories, as 
well as the creation of new laboratories. Women have good experience for gaining employment 
in laboratories, but many will need to update their knowledge and learn more about modern 
technologies. 

With support from the government and donor agencies, hundreds of women’s cooperatives were 
established in rural areas. Some progress has been made in terms of the economic empowerment 
of women in rural areas, but this has had little impact at structural or societal levels. It is important 
to support rural women’s involvement in the export process to increase their access to finance and 
markets. Women’s economic empowerment is, therefore, fundamental to increasing social capital 
and economic development in the country. The recommendations for the main stakeholders include:  

}} Ensuring that policies and programmes designed to revitalize the rural economy, including its agricultural 
production, processing and marketing functions, take into account the role of women and women’s groups;

}} Increasing women’s role in the agricultural value chain, to provide them with the ability to control chain 
management; 

13  Transparency International Georgia, 2015. 
14  Strategy for Agricultural Development in Georgia 2015-2020. 
15  The Law of Georgia on the Development of High Mountainous Regions (2015). 
16  CARE & GeoWel, 2013.
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}} Increasing agro-tourism in rural localities and promoting them as new and alternative workplaces for 
women, which will have a socio-economic and cultural impact; 

}} Developing social infrastructure, including the improvement of pre-school facilities to the latest standards, 
the provision of financial incentives for personnel and additional arrangements to significantly improve 
women’s employment opportunities;

}} Enhancing women’s capacity in marketing, the commercialization of knowledge and access to new 
technologies;  

}} Supporting gender advocates to influence policies and strategies for the economic empowerment of 
women in rural areas;

}} Encouraging social dialogue between local authorities, business and civil society to increase transparency 
and accountability in gender budgeting.
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RURAL DEvELOpmENT, SOCIAL pROTECTION AND 
GENDER EQUALITY IN KAZAKHSTAN

Kazakhstan is the ninth largest country in the world in terms of territory. In 2015, the total area of 
sown agricultural crops was 21  022.9 hectares, two-thirds of which were located in the Akmola, 
Kostanai and North Kazakhstan regions.

On 01 January 2016, the population was 17.67 million people, and the rural population represented 
43 percent of the total population. In 2014, 3.771 million women lived in rural areas, out of a total 
population of 9 million women. On 01 January 2015, the structure of the rural female population was 
as follows: women below working age (under 15 years) represented 29.7 percent of the rural female 
population; women of working age (16-57 years) represented 56.7 percent; and women above 
working age represented 13.5 percent.2

During the years of independence, there have been significant changes in the structure of GDP (see 
Figure 1). In the 1990s, price liberalization, deregulation and privatization had a significant impact 
on agriculture and led to the deterioration of villages. The liquidation of collective and state farms 
was not accompanied by the 
creation of new businesses in 
their place. The privatization 
of state property in rural areas, 
without taking into account 
specific rural conditions, 
was the main cause of the 
reduction in agricultural 
production, crops, livestock 
and poultry. The privatization 
of agricultural lands after the 
adoption of the new Land 
Code in 2004, reinforced 
the 1990s trend of allocating 
land to a narrow circle of 
people. This has contributed 
to a radical restructuring of 
the economy. In 1990, the 
contribution of agriculture to 
GDP was 34 percent3; by 2014, 
this had fallen to 4.2 percent.

1  Information available at http://www.akorda.kz/ru/executive_offi  ce/presidential_councils/soviet-bezopasnosti.
2  Committee on Statistics, 2015a, p.14.
3  Calculated by the author and based on data from the Committee on Statistics of the Ministry of National Economy of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan (available at http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeNationalAccountIntegrated?_afrLoop=31231887629477175#%40%3F_afr-
Loop%3D31231887629477175%26_adf.ctrl-state%3D4fp67vol7_127).
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Figure 1. The structure of GDP in 1990 and 2014 (%)
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High rates of economic growth in Kazakhstan in the 2000s were caused by high oil and mineral 
resource prices in global markets. The export of hydrocarbons amounted to almost 70 percent of the 
country’s exports, which represented more than half of consolidated budget revenues and almost a 
quarter of GDP.4 However, dependence on oil makes the economy vulnerable to fluctuations in oil 
prices on the international market, and results in volatile economic growth.

In 2005, the World Bank placed Kazakhstan within the group of middle-income countries. Per capita 
GDP increased from 1 200 USD in 2000 to 13 612 USD in 2013, although this decreased to 10 435 
USD in 2015 as a result of devaluation. Inequality in income distribution, measured by the GINI Index, 
declined from 0.36 in 2001 to 0.28 in 2014. 

Because of its large territory, Kazakhstan is characterized by the uneven development of its regions. 
This is related to the structure of local economies and the contribution of particular sectors to Gross 
Regional Product (GRP, Figure 2). The largest contributor to the GRP of the regions is Almaty with 
a share of more than 20 percent. When combined, Atyrau region and Astana contribute little more 
than 20 percent. The regions that specialize in agriculture contribute less than five percent to GRP, 
and similarly have lower budget revenues.

Figure 2. The share of regions in GRP and the share of agriculture in GRP of the region in 2014

 
 

Source: Committee on Statistics of the ministry of National Economy of the Republic of Kazakhstan.

The areas with the highest levels of poverty are: South Kazakhstan Region (6.1 percent), North 
Kazakhstan Region (4.2 percent) and Kyzylorda Region (3.2 percent). The latter is an oil-producing 
region. The majority of people with low incomes live in rural areas and in small towns. Since 2005, 
when Kazakhstan was recognized as a middle-income country, poverty has not been prioritized in 
public policy, and no specific programmes have been adopted for poverty alleviation. In 2015, about 
three percent of the population had incomes below the subsistence minimum (compared with 46.7 
percent in 2001). The main causes of poverty are the large size of households (families with children), 
the low educational level of the head of the household and limited employment opportunities for 
household members.

Imbalances in the levels of regional economic development have led to increased internal migration 
and the resettlement of the economically active population, from disadvantaged regions to regions 
with better economic profiles. Each region has disparities in income and development opportunities 
between urban and rural areas. Moreover, secondary school graduates have very little chance 
of finding a job in their home village. A lack of work and poor social infrastructure in rural areas 
contribute to the exodus to cities, especially by young people.5

Although the 2009 census shows a small statistical increase in the rural population size (three percent 
in twenty years), this does not reflect the real population decline that is taking place due to intensive 
migration from villages to towns. On the one hand, this can be explained by the fact that urban 
settlements have been re-categorized as rural settlements in official statistics. On the other hand, the 

4 UHY SAPA Consulting, 2014.  
5  Makhmutova, 2013. 
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difficulty of registration in the cities contributes to the preservation of rural population numbers.6 The 
analysis of statistical data shows that the rural population will age due to the out-migration of youth. 

The Republic of Kazakhstan ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), as well as a number of International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions 
relating to the equal treatment of, and equal opportunities for, working women and men and workers 
with family responsibilities, and the Maternity Protection Convention. In 2005, the government 
approved the “Strategy for gender equality in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2006-2016”, aimed at 
creating conditions for the implementation of equal rights and equal opportunities for women and men 
and their equal participation in all spheres of society.

The Gender Inequality Index (GII), calculated using UNDP methodology, has decreased from 0.459 in 
2008 to 0.373 in 20147, due to a reduction in maternal mortality and an increase in the birth rate.

Economic stabilization and annual growth throughout the 2000s has led to a growth of demand in the 
labour market and to improved employment levels. In 2014, there were 9 million economically active 
people, of whom 4.4 million were women.8  The level of economic activity is approximately 71 percent, 
but this rate is lower for women (65.4 percent).9 However, the picture becomes less optimistic if one 
takes into account the numbers of self-employed people.10 In 2014, there were 2.4 million self-employed 
people (27 percent of all employed people), including 1.3 million men and 1.1 million women. There is 
a lower level of rural unemployment because the majority of rural residents, or 1.6 million people, are 
considered to be self-employed. Fifty five percent of self-employed women live in Almaty, Zhambyl and 
the East and South Kazakhstan, where the share of the rural population is larger in comparison with 
other regions. 

The rate of unemployment was not recorded until 1994. The unemployment rate increased from zero 
in the period 1991 to 1993 to 13.5 percent by 1999. It then decreased to 5.1 percent in 2015. However, 
women are less in demand than men in the labour market. According to data from 2015, women 
represented 55 percent of unemployed persons. The unemployment rate was five percent in 2014, but 
female unemployment was higher at 5.8 percent; in the age group 30-34 years, the unemployment rate 
reached 8.4 percent; in the age group 25-29 years it was 6.6 percent; and in the age group 55-59 years 
it was 6.5 percent.

Women’s wages are almost a third less than those of 
men (67 percent), because women work in traditionally 
female sectors such as health care, education and the 
service sector (70.1 percent). In industry, 17.9 percent 
of all employed people are women, and in agriculture 
12.0 percent are women. In 2014 in the oil-producing 
regions of Atyrau and Mangystau, women’s wages 
were only 48.6 and 43.8 percent (respectively) of 
men’s wages, because it is mostly men that are 
employed in the oil sector in jobs associated with 
heavy physical work. Consequently, women in Atyrau 
and Mangystau make the lowest contribution to GRP 
out of the regions (see Figure 3).

There are many government programmes that 
support village development, including, the “Strategy 
of Territorial Development of Kazakhstan till 2015” 
and the “State Programme of Development of Rural 
Territories of Republic Kazakhstan for 2004-2010”. 
However, according to the Accounts Committee, the 
implementation of these programmes is characterized 
by low efficiency.11

6  Ibid. 
7  Data from the Committee on Statistics.
8  Committee on Statistics, 2015b. 
9  Committee on Statistics, 2015a.
10  Self-employment is an activity in which the size of remuneration depends on income received from the production and sales of goods and services (where 
personal consumption is classified as part of the income).
11  Extract from Resolution No. 19-P dated 29 April 2011, “On the results of monitoring the effectiveness of implementation of the State Programme of Rural 
Territories Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2004-2010”; the Bulletin of the Accounts Committee for Control over Execution of the Republican 
Budget. No. 28. 2011.

Figure 3. The share of regions in GRP and women’s 
contribution to the GRP of regions in 2014

Source: Committee on Statistics of the ministry of National Economy 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan.
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Given the shortage of specialists, several programmes have been implemented to help young people 
return to the villages after graduation from high school. For example, the Ministry of Agriculture 
developed the project “With diploma – to the village”. Between 2012 and 2014, the national budget 
provided 21.6 billion KZT for this project, with the aim of attracting more than 16  000 young 
specialists.12 An Action Plan of Nationwide Initiative, “Auylzhastary”, offered support for rural young 
people between 2009 and 2011.13 Since 2010, the “Rural Mortgage” programme has provided loans 
at an interest rate of 0.01 percent to 4 747 young people to enable them to buy houses, and the total 
value of the loans has exceeded 6 billion KZT.14

Among 12 993 agricultural producers registered in the country, 12.2 percent are headed by women. 
Out of 7 991 acting agricultural producers, 11.9 percent are headed by women. Out of 185 533 acting 
farms, 18.6 percent are headed by women.15

There are 1.6 million people employed in agricultural production: 736 300 are women and 35 percent 
of this group are located in Almaty and in the South Kazakhstan region.16

Targeted social assistance (TSA) is paid to individuals and families with an average monthly income 
per family member that is below the poverty line. The provision of TSA in rural areas takes into account 
availability of private plots and ownership of real estate, livestock and poultry as potential revenue, 
which therefore limits rural dwellers’ access to social protection.17 In 2014, the average amount of TSA 
was 1 970.7 KZT per month (a minimum of 1 109 KZT in Pavlodar region and a maximum of 3 008 KZT 
in Almaty) and there were 56 108 recipients.

In 2014, there were 1.9 million pensioners. The average pension was 36 068 KZT (201 USD), with 
a minimum pension of 20 782 KZT, plus a basic state pension of 9 983 KZT, which is received by 
all pensioners.18 The total number of women pensioners is 2.5 times higher than the total number 
of men pensioners, but there are significantly less women among the recipients of average size 
pensions: 1 366 female pensioners receive an average pension of 33 648 KZT, and 552 000 male 
pensioners receive 42 057 KZT.19

The increase in the retirement age for women, due to be implemented from 01 January 2018, has not 
been supported by the appropriate calculations. In the villages there is virtually no work for women 
or men, and a pension is sometimes the only monetary source of income for the household. Women 
work in low-paid sectors – education and health care – and an additional five years of work will not 
increase their pension savings.20 Women approaching retirement age have to fight to hold onto their 
jobs until they reach 63 years of age, which simultaneously prevents young people from entering 
the labour market. In addition, women over 45 years are not the preferred candidates for jobs. As 
noted earlier, female unemployment is on the rise in the age group over 45. Recognizing the failure 
of its actions, the government adopted a Comprehensive Plan to promote the employment of people 
aged 50 years and older (50 + initiative).21 However, a lack of specific indicators to monitor the 
implementation of this plan raises the possibility that the initiative is little more than a good intention.

In 2015, the economy of Kazakhstan faced two major problems: falling oil prices (the main export 
commodity in the international market), and a decreased trading turnover due to the country’s 
membership in the Eurasian Economic Union.

Reducing dependence on oil presents a good opportunity for the development of agriculture. The most 
effective way of preventing another economic downturn is to diversify the economy in order to support 
small and medium-sized businesses. However, the development of entrepreneurship is currently 

12  Makhmutova, 2013. 
13  Approved by the Decree of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan, No. 76-P dated 25 May 2009.
14  Over 4 700 young specialists in the Republic of Kazakhstan have received loans at a 0.01 percent interest rate. Interview with MedetTokpai, Director of 
Credit Department of JSC Fund for Agricultural Sector Financial Support. (available at http://www.kursiv.kz/novosti/v-kazakhstane/1195222196-svyshe-4-tys-
700-molodyx-specialistov-v-rk-poluchili- kredity-pod-001.html).
15  According to the Committee on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan.
16  Information on gender equality in the economy is available at http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeGenderInd3?_afr-
Loop=31245622945285490#%40%3F_afrLoop%3D31245622945285490%26_adf.ctrl-state%3Dgh7smp6ss_67.
17  The poverty line is set quarterly in KZT, in the regions and cities of Astana and Almaty.
18  The weighted average exchange rate in 2014 was 179.19 KZT per 1 US dollar (available at www.nationalbank.kz).
19  Information on gender equality in the economy is available at http://stat.gov.kz/faces/wcnav_externalId/homeGenderInd3?_afr-
Loop=31245622945285490#%40%3F_afrLoop%3D31245622945285490%26_adf.ctrl-state%3Dgh7smp6ss_67.
20  In 1998, Kazakhstan introduced an accumulative pension system.
21  The decree of the Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, dated 14 May 2013, No. 478.

http://www.kursiv.kz/novosti/v-kazakhstane/1195222196-svyshe-4-tys-700-molodyx-specialistov-v-rk-poluchili-%20kredity-pod-001.html
http://www.kursiv.kz/novosti/v-kazakhstane/1195222196-svyshe-4-tys-700-molodyx-specialistov-v-rk-poluchili-%20kredity-pod-001.html
http://www.nationalbank.kz
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limited by a lack of starting and working capital. Therefore, supporting women’s entrepreneurship 
in small and medium-sized businesses in rural areas will contribute to the sustainability of regional 
economies.

Currently, food security is not guaranteed and approximately 60 percent of food is imported. One of 
the main problems in rural areas is the marketing of agricultural products. The government and local 
authorities need to create advantageous conditions for the development of business in relation to the 
purchase and processing of agricultural products.

The fertility rate is higher in rural areas than it is in urban areas. The average age of rural women is 
31.7 years, and the average age of rural men is 29.5 years.22 However, over time the ageing of the 
rural population will become a problem, particularly because many young people leave the villages 
when they reach 15 years of age and complete 9th grade of secondary school. Although the idea 
of young specialists returning to the village after graduating from higher education institutes is an 
appealing one, without further development of village infrastructure, villages will be unable to retain 
their workforces over a long period of time. The development of infrastructure requires the provision 
of: access to water, uninterrupted power supply, gas, roads, Internet, sports facilities and leisure 
activities. Without these, villages will not be able to maintain their young populations. Moreover, 
elderly village residents require vital access to social services and health care. Even if it is possible 
to establish modern infrastructure in rural areas through the state budget, ongoing maintenance is 
then required. Therefore, the radical improvement of rural women’s and men’s lives is improbable 
without the creation of jobs, the development of agricultural production and processing industries in 
the villages, and the development of appropriate infrastructure.
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GENDER AND RURAL DEvELOpmENT ISSUES IN 

KYRGYZSTAN

Kyrgyzstan is a country in the heart of Central Asia; more than 90 percent of the country is 
mountainous terrain. There are 0.25 ha of arable land per person, of which 0.18 ha require irrigation.3 
The total area of arable land, including irrigated land, is decreasing, despite measures taken by the 
government. Pasture land accounts for about 10 million hectares and pastures are managed by local 
pasture committees.4

The permanent population of the Kyrgyz Republic in 2016 was six  million people. Two-thirds (66 
percent) of the permanent population lives in rural areas. Thirty-three percent of the total population 
are children and adolescents. Women are better represented in the older age population, because 
their life expectancy is higher than men’s.5

In 2015, GDP per capita in Kyrgyzstan was 2 400 United States dollars (USD).6 The average salary 
is about 200 USD per month. In 2015, the minimum subsistence level amounted to 5  212.95 
KGS (approximately 70 USD).7 In 2014, 37 percent of the population lived below the poverty line; 
approximately 70 percent of this group resided in rural areas.8

Kyrgyzstan has a Gender Inequality Index (GII) value of 0.353. This means that the country has 
experienced a loss of potential human development equivalent to 35 percent, owing to disparities 
between female and male achievements, empowerment and economic status. However, Kyrgyzstan 
has more positive outcomes in particular dimensions (notably women’s political participation and 
education levels), compared with the average for the European and Central Asian regions combined.

Advanced gender legislation in the Kyrgyz Republic is based on the constitutional provision of 
equality of rights and opportunities for women and men and non-discrimination on the grounds of 
sex. It involves the rule of international law in national legislation and the Law of the Kyrgyz Republic, 

“On State Guarantees of Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities for Men and Women” (2008).9 At the 
legislative level, women have the same rights as men in relation to land ownership and ownership of 
other agricultural resources. 

1 The Global Fund to accelerate the end of AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria.
2  Acknowledgements: The author expresses her gratitude to Mrs Alma Usbekova, Communication officer, Central Asian Hub of Mountain Partnership, for her 
assistance in the identification of information sources and support in communication with experts.
3  Ministry of Agriculture of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2012, p. 7.
4  Kerven et al., 2011, p. 41.
5  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015a, pp. 6–7.
6  Data available at Wikipedia, no date.
7  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2016.
8  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015c, p. 1.
9  Law of the Kyrgyz Republic, “On State Guarantees of Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities for Men and Women”, of 04 August 2008, No. 184, Bishkek.
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De facto, however, the distribution of power by gender is quite asymmetrical. For example, women 
are less well represented as members of local Councils (see Figure 1). In general, it can also be 
argued that the traditional role of women is more pronounced in rural areas than it is in the city.

Women in rural communities also have little involvement in the development and implementation of 
programmes that affect them, and are not always able to openly voice their needs in order to work 
cohesively and strategically. Greater levels of support are needed in these areas.

Figure 1. Proportion of women in local government offices (2011, 2012)10

Women and men in Kyrgyzstan have equal rights to work. The proportion of women within the 
economically active population is high, but the gap between male and female participation is significant 
(56 percent of women compared with 79.5 percent of men).11 In 2014, the share of men employed in 
agriculture was larger than the share of women (55.5 percent and 45.5 percent respectively)12, but 
the share of employed women has been increasing.13 External labour migration makes a substantial 
contribution to the country’s economy, yet simultaneously, it can result in a number of adverse social 
consequences. However, there is no robust quantitative data, disaggregated by sex, for rural areas.

At the same time, rural women often lack the opportunity to engage in productive paid work because 
their reproductive and domestic responsibilities restrict access to the necessary education and limit 
their time. On average, women spend 4.2 hours per day on household chores, which accounts for 17.4 
percent of their time, compared with 5.7 percent of men’s time.14

Access to kindergartens frees up time for mothers and reduces the amount of time that they spend 
on unpaid work. Despite the successes achieved in recent years in Kyrgyzstan in the promotion 
of pre-school education, only 29 percent of children have access to kindergartens15; in rural areas 
the coverage is disproportionately smaller and is less than five percent (based on data available for 
2010).16 These factors mean that rural women are extremely dependent on their husbands who are 
employed in paid labour.

The privatization of land has provided the rural population with an opportunity to generate income. 
This is essential to poverty reduction. However, the share of women owning land, vehicles and 
agricultural machinery, is substantially lower than the share of men. Men and women have different 
levels of access to economic resources; and women have fewer opportunities to do business and  

10  Figure 1 has been created by the author using data from FAO, 2016, pp. 54–55.
11  Ibid, p.10.
12  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015a, p. 61.
13  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2014, p.12.
14  FAO, 2016, p. 32. 
15  Benhard, 2016.
16  Tursunov, 2012.
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to manage their family’s budget. According to research conducted at the local level, 64 percent of 
men and only five percent of women in Kyrgyzstan own land (see Figure 2).17 In relation to other 
important agricultural inputs, vehicles are owned by 36 percent of men and one percent of women; 
and agricultural machinery is owned by 20 percent of men and 1.6 percent of women.18 In 2015, 
women headed less than one-fifth (19.4 percent) of all peasant farms in the country.19

Figure 2. Agricultural inputs and land ownership in rural households (%)20

In agriculture, unlike other sectors of Kyrgyzstan’s economy, women’s wages are almost equal to 
those of men, and in some years even exceeded them. For example, in 2014, the average monthly 
nominal wage of women was 6 193 KGS (approximately 90 USD), while the average wage of men 
was 6 074 KGS.21 This may be due to overall low wage levels, but further analysis of the reasons for 
this phenomenon is needed. 

Because of unequal employment in paid activities, husbands make a larger contribution to the 
family budget than wives (see Figure 3).22 Accordingly, men more frequently make the decisions on 
distribution of income (see Figure 4).23

Figure 3. Contributi on to the family budget by family members in rural households (%)24

17  These data refl ect the results of local studies, and may not be representative of the whole country.
18  GEF & UNDP, 2011, p. 17.
19  74 531 peasant farms were headed by women, and 309 787 by men (National Statistical Committee, 2015d, p. 66). 
20  GEF & UNDP, 2011, p. 17.
21  FAO, 2016, p. 59.
22  GEF & UNDP, 2011, p.18.
23  Ibid, p.19.
24  Ibid, p. 18.
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Figure 4. Decisions on the distributi on of income in rural households (%)25

In the Kyrgyz Republic, the right to housing is a constitutional right, equally applicable to women and 
men, and in a post-Soviet context, it is traditionally perceived as a basic social good. In practice, in 
rural areas, 66 percent of family houses are owned by men and only six percent by wives (see Figure 
5).26 This places women in a particularly vulnerable position.

Figure 5. Rural housing ownership (%)27

The main social resources in Kyrgyzstan are heating, electricity, water, sanitary infrastructure and 
information. Access to these resources is considered so important that it formed one of the main 
topics in a CEDAW Alternative report (2014).28 Women are aff ected more acutely by the lack of 
access to water than men, due to their physiological characteristics, and because of the need to carry 
out household chores, for example, cooking, cleaning, laundry and bathing children. The majority of 
rural households in Kyrgyzstan (81.8 percent) have access to improved drinking water sources.29 In 
general, however, access to these resources remains limited, which leads to an additional increase in 
the time that women spend on unpaid domestic labour, and in the transmission of diseases, primarily 
intestinal. Inadequate access to information is primarily associated with the inaccessibility of the 
Internet in rural areas. The i mpact of this on the status of women requires further study. 

Although Kyrgyzstan is a poor country and can only provide its citizens with minimal social support, 
the structure of the social protection system has been preserved from the Soviet era and is still 
functional. An independent study shows that 45.3 percent of respondents in rural areas are covered 
by social protection, primarily in the form of pensions and children’s benefits.30

25  Ibid, p. 19.
26  Ibid, p.15. 
27  Ibid. 
28  Council of NGOs, 2014, pp. 39–41.
29  FAO, 2016, p.22.
30  GEF & UNDP, 2011, p.33.
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Maternity payments have a clear focus on the alleviation of gender differences. The average size of 
benefits in relation to maternity leave for working women is 7 660 KGS (about 100 USD) for women 
engaged in entrepreneurial activities; for members of peasant farms and women having the official 
status of unemployed it is 3 500 KGS (about 50 USD).31

Women in Kyrgyzstan retire at 55 years of age, which is five years earlier than men. The proportion 
of pensioners in the total population of Kyrgyzstan for the last five years is around 11 percent. The 
share of women receiving a pension is 65 percent, and the share of men is 35 percent. However, 
the average size of calculated pension is higher for men than for women (4 553 and 4 222 KGS, 
respectively).32 The gender dimension of pension provision in rural areas remains unclear, but most 
probably reflects the situation in the country as a whole.

Nutrition and food security

The country has fulfilled and even exceeded its obligations to reduce poverty in the framework of the 
Millennium Development Goals, and, although the number of undernourished is declining at a slower 
pace33, an overall improvement is evident. At the same time, a number of indicators on poor nutrition and 
the prevalence of diseases and conditions associated with poor nutrition, reveal clear gender differences. 
For example, women are more likely to be overweight (34.6 percent of women and 30.2 percent of 
men) and obese (11.1 percent of women and 8 percent of men).34 Rural women are also more likely to be 
overweight than urban women (38 and 32 percent, respectively).35

Some field observations demonstrate the prevalent rural practice of sending goods produced within the 
household (particularly milk) to market. This means that the necessary products are often absent at the 
family table.36 In the available data, the economy at household level and cultural patterns of nutrition are 
only superficially described and not sufficiently explored. Moreover, a paucity of statistics incorporating 
the respective indicators along the axes of “gender” and “city–village”, means that an overall picture of 
the nutritional status of women in rural areas is unavailable. FAO can play a critical role in addressing this 
information gap.

In conclusion, the following recommendations can be provided: 

}} Kyrgyzstan needs more robust data reflecting the comparative advantages and gaps in promoting 
good living conditions and the development of women and men. Governmental and non-governmental 
stakeholders, with the support of international organizations, could engage more systematically in the 
development of a national system of gender indicators for rural areas, harmonized with existing national 
and international systems, such as the Sustainable Development Goals. These need to be adopted and 
utilized by the National Statistical Committee.

}} Rural women and men in Kyrgyzstan should not merely be the subjects of research and interventions: 
they should participate in all decision-making processes that affect them. Communities, local authorities, 
civil society and the government could significantly increase the participation of women and men in 
determining their own future at all levels, from family and local self-government to the highest levels of 
governance. 

}} Studies on nutrition and food security in rural areas do not yet provide a clear picture of the situation, and 
therefore do not help us to understand what actions are needed and which stakeholders are required to 
improve it. FAO could take the lead in supporting this research and in encouraging local researchers to 
contribute to an improved understanding of the needs of women and men in rural areas.

}} Recent trends in, for example, external migration, the changes in external and domestic markets and the new 
structure of the field of information – and their impact on women and men in Kyrgyzstan – are observable, 
but poorly understood. The research community, with the support of international organizations, could 
carefully study these trends, in order to assess their impact on gender differences in rural areas. Knowledge 
about basic facts, estimates and forecasts in relation to gender differences in rural areas in Kyrgyzstan is 
restricted to a small network of experts from government and non-governmental organizations. It would 
benefit the whole society if the mass media (in particular, the mass media available in rural areas) expands 
its coverage of gender issues, using real-life examples and language that is comprehensible to members 
of the rural population. 

31  Programme of development of social protection of population in the Kyrgyz Republic for 2015–2017, p.15.
32  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015d, p. 83.
33  FAO, 2016, p.22.
34   National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015d, p. 80; see also, National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, Ministry of Health & 
MEASURE DHS, 2013, pp. 206–207.
35  National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, Ministry of Health & MEASURE DHS, 2013, pp. 206–207.
36  World Food Program, 2012, p. 6.
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 BASIC GENDER CHARACTERISTICS AND SOCIAL 
pROTECTION OF THE RURAL pOpULATION IN mOLDOvA

In 2015, the population of the Republic of Moldova was 3  555  000 people; 51.9 percent of the 
population were women and 48.1 percent were men. The share of the rural population accounted 
for 57.6 percent of the total population. Women represented 51.1 percent of the rural population, and 
rural men 48.9 percent.1

Men are better represented in the age group 0–15 years and in the working-age population (52 
percent of men, compared with 48 percent of women).2 In the groups above working-age, there are 
twice as many women as there are men (69.0 percent). Similar trends are observable in rural areas 
where the proportions of women and men are 68.6 percent and 31.4 percent respectively. 

Women in Moldova live 7.9 years longer than men, and the average life expectancy at birth is 75.4 
years for women and 67.5 for men. This gap can be explained by the high level of premature mortality 
among men, especially of working-age men. The mortality rate depends on place of residence and 
this underpins some of the differences found in the average life expectancies of the rural and urban 
populations. On average, the urban population lives longer than the rural population; for women the 
gap is 3.5 years and for men it is 4.5 years.3

The birth rate in Moldova is 10.9, and the mortality rate is 11.1; these figures differ significantly 
depending on place of residence. In urban areas, these rates are equal to 9.3 and 8.7, and in rural 
areas, they are equal to 12.0 and 12.9. Therefore, there is a negative natural increase in rural areas, in 
spite of a higher birth rate.4

A progressive ageing process is taking place within the country. In the early 1990s, the ageing index 
exceeded the critical value of 13.0 percent, and in recent years it reached a very large value (for 
example, 16.2 percent in 2014). In rural areas, the ageing index is 16.4 percent and among women it 
is 19.4 percent.5

11.4 percent of the population in Moldova live below the official poverty line and the rural poverty rate 
is much higher than the urban rate (16.4 percent in rural areas and 5.0 percent in urban areas). The 
poverty rate among residents of small cities is 8.4 percent, and in large cities (Chisinau and Balti) it 
is 2.2 percent. However, the level of poverty in Moldova is steadily decreasing; in particular, migrant 
remittances from abroad, which account for about one-third of total income per rural household 
member, have had a major impact on poverty reduction.6

1 National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (a). 
2  Working age for women is defined as 16 to 56 years and for men, 16 to 61 years.
3  National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (b). 
4  National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (c). 
5  National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (d). 
6  According to the official methodology for measuring poverty in Moldova, a person is considered poor if the sum of monthly consumption expenditure is 
below the absolute poverty threshold. In 2014, this amounted to 1 257.0 MDL (89.5 USD) at the average exchange rate of the National Bank of Moldova.
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It is worth noting that there is a high level of migration in the country. According to the Labour 
Force Survey, in 2014, approximately 340 000 people worked abroad; of these, 64 percent were 
men and 36 percent were women.7 Rural migrants represent 72 percent of the total number of 
migrants. Migrant workers are often young: 56.6 percent are in the age group below 34 years, 
and in villages this percentage is even higher at 60.4 percent. Migration is also shaped by level of 
education: 11 percent of migrants have higher education, and among women, this percentage is 
higher (14.5 percent). 

There is also internal rural to urban migration in Moldova. While the total population has been 
declining in recent years, the urban population has been steadily growing, especially in the capital. 
The population of Chisinau represents approximately one-fifth of the total population and 45 
percent of the urban population. Internal migration to Chisinau offers more opportunities than in 
other settlements, as well as a relatively higher quality of life. 

It is well established that after graduating from high school, a significant proportion of the young 
people who go to school in the city do not return to rural areas. In the last five years, there has been 
a higher concentration of young people in cities, especially in the age group 25–29 years.8 At the 
same time, over the past five years the rural population has decreased by 32 376 people, and the 
urban population has grown by 26 315 people, which demonstrates a stable trend of demographic 
redistribution between rural and urban areas. More than 90 percent of internal migrants are 
persons of working age (20–49 years), of whom 58 percent are women and 42 percent are men. 
About two-thirds of people who changed their place of residence in 2014 were residents from rural 
areas.9

The average nominal wage in 2014 was 4 172 MDL (267 USD10) and in agriculture it was 2 774 MDL 
(178 USD). The wages of women amounted to 88 percent of men’s wages. The average old-age 
pension was 1 114.7 MDL (71 USD). The old-age pension in Moldova amounted to 83 percent of the 
subsistence minimum and in agriculture to 70.6 percent.11

In 2015, retirees represented 690 300 or 19.4 percent of the total population, of whom 669 900 
were registered with social protection institutions. The share of old-age pensioners in the total 
number of pensioners was 75.7 percent; in the non-agricultural sector this was 46 percent and in 
the agricultural sector, 29.7 percent. 29.5 percent of the total number of pensioners were older men 
and 70.5 percent were older women. 

The social insurance system in Moldova operates in accordance with the following laws: Law 489-
XIV of 08 July 1999, “On Public System of Social Insurance”; Law No. 156-XIV of 14 October 1998, 

“On State Social Insurance Pensions”; the Law, “On the Annual State Social Insurance Budget”; and 
additional legislative and normative acts on social protection.

In accordance with the law, the state system includes the following types of pensions: old-age 
pension, disability pension and the survivor pension.

Pensions for agricultural workers are provided in accordance with the terms set out by the general 
system of social security, and there are no distinct social insurance schemes for this category of 
the population. In accordance with the Law on pensions, the categories of agricultural workers 
include: (i) owners and / or tenants of agricultural land; (ii) members of agricultural or other forms 
of association in agriculture; (iii) persons carrying out agricultural activity within a household, or 
within an agricultural association.

The amount of the allocated pension is based on duration of employment, the size of insured 
income (wage), the size of contributions to state social insurance and other factors that are 
established in the legislation.

7  National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (e). 
8  National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova, 2014. 
9 Information available at http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf, p.20. 
10  The exchange rate set by the National Bank on 31 December 2014: 100 USD = 1 561.52 MDL. 
11  Information available at http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf, p. 40, pp. 57–58.

http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf
http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf
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The legal framework includes provisions to protect low-income retirees, mostly farmers and the 
self-employed. In accordance with the Law, “On State Social Insurance Pensions”, if the retirement 
pension amount (calculated in accordance with the law) is less than the minimum old-age pension, 
then the minimum pension is allocated. 

In 2003, the law12 established a procedure for the indexation of pensions, calculated as the average 
between the annual growth rate of consumer prices and the annual growth of average wages 
in the country for the previous year. The indexation rate is set annually by the government, and 
the indexation of pensions is only carried out for all types of pensions paid from the State Social 
Insurance Budget. The minimum pension is indexed annually.

The social insurance system generally covers all residents of the Republic of Moldova. For farmers, 
there are specific provisions in the legislation in relation to social security contributions and benefits.

The size of social security contributions is differentiated by category of payer: employers, employees 
and self-employed. In 2015, the rates of contribution to compulsory state social insurance were 
established by the Law, “On State Social Insurance Budget”13, and are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: State social insurance contribution rates 

Category of payer 2014 2015

The employer – payer for persons employed in agriculture

Employer 16%+ 16%+

State 6%+ 6%+

Employee 6% 6%

The employer – payer for persons employed on an individual employment contract

Employer 23% + 23% +

Employee 6% 6%

Owners of land without employees (annual voluntary insurance) 1 428 MLD 1 584 MLD

Self-employed persons (individual entrepreneurs) 5 748 MLD 6 372 MLD

Individuals who do not belong to any category (voluntary insurance) 5 748 MLD 6 372 MLD

Source: The Law,“On State Social Insurance Budget”, 2010–2015.

In accordance with the law, the social insurance contributions of an employer engaged exclusively 
in agricultural activities, for persons employed under an individual labour agreement or other 
agreements relating to the performance of works or rendering of services, are calculated at 22 percent 
of payroll and other earnings. Out of the calculated amount, 16 percent is paid by the company, and 
the remaining six percent is subsidized by the state budget.

The social insurance contributions of an employer engaged in non-agricultural activity are calculated 
at 23 percent of payroll. Furthermore, it should be noted that agricultural employers who pay a rate 
of 16 percent for social insurance contributions, benefit from a six percent grant from the state. These 
advantages also apply to corporate agricultural enterprises, which employ only 12 percent of persons 
working in agriculture. It is important to recognize that tax incentives do not always stimulate growth 
in a sector and may in fact slow down the structural transformation of the economy, exerting a 
negative influence on entrepreneurs’ decisions to work in other sectors of the economy.

Since 2009, individual land owners and tenants who work on an individual basis have not been 
included in the list of the mandatory insured. They have the option to make voluntary insurance 
payments by signing an individual state contract with the National Social Insurance Office and by 
paying 1 584 MDL per year (101 USD14), and not less than one-twelfth of this amount monthly. This 
type of insurance contribution is four times lower than the amount paid by others. 

12  Art. 13 (1) of the Law No. 156-XIV dated 14 October 1998, “On State Social Insurance Pensions”.
13  Law No. 73 of 12 April 2015.
14  The exchange rate set by the National Bank on 31 December 2014: 100 USD = 1 561.52 MDL.
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Another legal provision aimed at owners or tenants of agricultural lands, is the opportunity for 
retrospective social insurance. This involves annual social insurance contribution payments of 1 584 
MDL, which provide the person with the right to a certain amount of social security (a minimum 
retirement pension and a burial allowance).15

Although they receive more favourable conditions within the social security system, farmers, 
especially women, receive the lowest pension compared with other population groups. From 01 
April 2015, the minimum old-age pension for agricultural workers is 767.22 MDL (49 USD); for other 
recipients of the old-age pension it is 861.80 MDL (55 USD).16 In 2014, the value of the average old-
age pension for women in the agricultural sector was approximately 60 USD, which represented 94 
percent of the average male pension in this sector, and 83 percent of the average female pension in 
the non-agricultural sector. The share of women in the total number of pensioners in the agricultural 
sector (by age) was 67.7 percent, and the share of men was 32.3 percent. 

The legal framework also contains discriminatory elements that have a direct impact on the amount 
of state social insurance pension for farmers, which directly depends on the length of contribution. 
The legal provisions concerning the possibility of retroactive insurance are differentiated for owners 
and tenants of agricultural lands and other persons. The owners and tenants of agricultural land can 
be insured retroactively from 2009 and others from 1999.

Although these pensions are low, the low rate of social insurance contributions for employers, and 
for individuals working on their own land, leads to the significant redistribution of funds for pension 
payments in favour of pensioners in the agricultural sector, who account for approximately 40 
percent of the total number of old-age pensioners. Additionally, the percentage of contributions 
by agricultural employers in the total amount of deposits transferred to the state social insurance 
budget, is around four percent, while the share of financing provided for the payment of pensions 
for these categories of workers represents over 30 percent of the total resources for the payment of 
pensions.17

Factors that cause this imbalance include a significant reduction in the number of taxpayers18 and the 
introduction of the principle of voluntary insurance for farmers in 2009, at a time when approximately 
30 percent of the working population was employed in agriculture, and only 12 percent of workers 
in agriculture were employed in enterprises19, while others worked in their own households engaged 
in the production of agricultural goods for exclusive self-consumption, or were owners / tenants of 
agricultural landworking independently. Consequently, the wage replacement rate in agriculture in 
2014 amounted to 34 percent20, compared with an average wage replacement rate of 27 percent21 for 
the whole economy. This distribution of pension system funds may result in various side effects, such 
as distrust in the pension system and evasion of social insurance contribution payments. This will 
significantly affect the sustainability of the social security system.

Minimum pension policy is aimed at protecting poor, older women and men to ensure a minimum 
standard of living. At the same time, it weakens the link between contributions and size of pension 
and, consequently, devalues the contributions. In addition, the annual indexation of minimum 
pensions undermines the financial sustainability of the pension system. The absence of an incentive 
mechanism for contributions to the social insurance fund is one of the main reasons for the declining 
number of investors in agriculture.

In this context, the introduction of a payment incentive might be the solution for maintaining the 
stability of the system. It is important to strengthen the link between social contributions and benefits 
at the individual level, in accordance with the principle of “equal contributions – equal pension”. At 
the same time, in order to solve the pension problems of the agricultural sector, examples from other 

15  The social insurance contract (available at http://www.cnas.md/libview.php?l=ru&idc=185&id=670).
16  Government Decision No. 61 dated 06 March 2015 on the indexation of social insurance and some state social benefits (available at http://lex.justice.md/
viewdoc.php?action=view&view=doc&id=357300&lang=2).
17  Contributions of the agricultural sector to the state social insurance budget: 2013 – 3.7 percent; 2012 – 3.6 percent; 2011 – 3.7 percent. The share of 
funding of pensions in this sector: 2012 – 33.4 percent; 2011 – 34.8 percent (Ministry of Labour, Social Protection and Family, Annual social reports for 2011, 
2012 and 2013, available at www.mmpsf.gov.md).
18  From 200 000 in 2008 to 2 000 000 in 2012. 
19 In 2013, only 39 500 were employed in agricultural enterprises, out of a total of 337 900 people employed in agriculture as a whole. 
20  The ratio between average retirement pension and average salary. According to the European Code of Social Security (Art. 65), the recommended level for 
this indicator is 40 percent.
21  Information available at http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf.

http://www.cnas.md/libview.php?l=ru&idc=185&id=670
http://lex.justice.md/viewdoc.php?action=view&view=doc&id=357300&lang=2
http://lex.justice.md/viewdoc.php?action=view&view=doc&id=357300&lang=2
http://www.mmpsf.gov.md
http://www.mmpsf.gov.md/sites/default/files/document/attachments/rsa2014ru.pdf
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countries should be considered where agricultural workers are included in a separate system. This 
would stimulate an increase in the wage replacement rate in the economy and ensure financial 
security in old age for both women and men farmers.
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DEvELOpmENT OF RURAL AREAS IN RUSSIA: SOCIAL 
AND GENDER ISSUES

The rural population represents 26 percent of the total population of Russia and varies by region, 
from 71 percent to 5 percent.1 The largest proportion of the rural population is found in the republics 
of Southern Siberia and the Northern Caucasus, due to the later onset of urbanization in these 
areas. The highest density of rural inhabitants is in the south of Russia: 27 percent of the country’s 
rural population lives in the Southern Federal District and in the North Caucasian Federal District. 
The regions with more developed agriculture are mainly located in the southern part of the country, 
which has favourable agro-climatic conditions. The high density of the rural population in the south is 
combined with a larger size of villages that reach five to ten thousand inhabitants. The low density of 
the rural population in most other regions of the country is the result of a long process of depopulation 
and rural to urban migration. The process of depopulation in small and medium-sized villages in 
many regions of Russia has been going on for a long time, and the density of rural populations in 
large villages in the south and in suburban areas has been increasing. 

The rural population in Russia has been declining since the 1960s, due to two trends: rural to urban 
migration and the natural loss of the rural population in most regions. The greatest natural decrease 
(excess of deaths over births) was observed in the 1990s. In the 2010s, the demographic situation 
began to improve due to a growth in the birth rate. In addition, maternal mortality in rural areas 
decreased more than three times (from 52 to 16 per 100 000 births in the period 2000-2013), and 
the life expectancy of rural women increased by 3.4 years (from 71.7 to 75.1 years). The main gender 
problem is the large gap (more than 11 years) in the life expectancies of rural women and rural men, 
due to the high mortality of able-bodied men (related to unhealthy lifestyles and alcoholism). 

The rural population has also become older, especially in the central and north-western parts of 
Russia, because of low birth rates and continuous migration to cities. It is mainly elderly women that 
remain in the villages, and in some regions, the proportion of women above working age can range 
from 39 to 42 percent of all rural women. The youngest men and women live in rural areas in the 
southern republics, where there are high birth rates. There are fewer working-age women in rural 
areas than working-age men (868 women per 1 000 men). This is the result of more active migration 
from villages by young women. Other patterns are observed in the republics of the North Caucasus 
and Tuva (950 and 1 180 respectively), where traditional gender roles prevail, the economic activity of 
women is limited to household duties and men are leaving the villages. 

The level of education in the rural population aged 15 years and older is lower than the educational 
level of the urban population: for example, 13.4 percent of rural women (mostly elderly women) 
have lower primary education. The level of education of employed rural women is higher than that 
of men: 22.5 percent of rural women have attended higher education compared with 14.6 percent 

1  The sources of all statistical data in this report are the statistical handbooks “Women and men in Russia” and “Regions of Russia”, Federal State Statistics 
Service (Rosstat). 
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of rural men; and 30.5 percent of rural women have participated in secondary vocational education 
compared with 18.4 percent of rural men. However, 32 percent of rural women do not have any 
professional education, and they are the least competitive in the labour market. 

For the last ten years, the rate of employment in agriculture and forestry has declined (from 11 to 
9 percent of all people employed in the economy). The largest proportion of people employed 
in agriculture is based in the agricultural south (in the Southern and North Caucasus Federal 
districts and in the southern regions of Central, Volga and Siberian Federal districts), and in the 
underdeveloped republics, where there are sizeable rural populations. In Russia, agriculture and 
forestry are predominantly male sectors, in which women account for only 38 percent. The gender 
gap is caused by structural transformations in the agricultural sector. After the transition to a market 
economy, crop production developed more successfully (cereal and sunflower production). These 
branches are characterized by a high level of mechanization and predominantly male employment. 
Other parts of the agricultural economy, for example, labour intensive dairy farming, where there is 
a predominance of female labour, have not yet recovered from the crisis. This has resulted in the 
reduction of female employment in the agricultural sector. In addition, since the middle of the 2000s, 
the number of social institutions in rural areas where mainly women are employed has decreased. 
This has led to a reduction in the number of jobs for women in the social services sector and in 
agriculture. 

Like other countries, Russia has a higher level of unemployment among the rural population compared 
with the urban population. This is a consequence of a lack of jobs in rural labour markets. The level 
of unemployment among rural women is lower than among rural men, but gender differences are 
minor (7.9 percent for women and 8.7 percent for men in 2013). The main reasons for this include 
that: (i) women are more likely to accept a job with lower status and a lower wage; (ii) women more 
often receive the status of economically inactive when they lose work; and (iii) women are retiring 
earlier than men (at the ages of 55 and 60 years respectively). Furthermore, in most regions, the 
unemployment rate for women is lower than it is for men. 

Agriculture and forestry are the lowest paid sectors of the economy. In 2014, the average wage in 
these sectors accounted for 55 percent of the average wage in the economy as a whole. Gender 
differences in wage levels are minor. Women’s wages amount to 84 percent of men’s wages. In the 
social sphere, where wages are also below average, there are almost no gender differences. 

It is not possible to analyse the gender pay gap at regional level; the gap can only be assessed 
in relation to the whole economy. As a rule, the poorer and less developed a region is, the less 
significant the gender pay gap. However, a substantial gender pay gap is observable in the regions 
which specialize in extractive industries, especially in oil and gas production. 

There is a greater risk of poverty in the rural population because of lower wage levels and higher 
unemployment. In 2014, the wages of 20 percent of those employed in agriculture and forestry were 
below the subsistence minimum for the able-bodied population; across the whole of the Russian 
economy, only 11 percent of employees earned such low wages. According to the Household Budget 
Surveys, 40 to 41 percent of all households classified as poor are located in rural areas. 

The poverty risk index, calculated by the Federal State Statistics Service, shows that in Russia, 
families with children are at maximum risk of poverty, and the above working age population faces 
the minimum risk. In rural areas, the birth rate is higher and therefore the risk of poverty among 
families with children is also higher. A children’s allowance is paid to families with incomes below 
the subsistence minimum. In most regions, this accounts for between 10 and 20 percent of the 
subsistence minimum of the child. In the above working age rural population, where there is a higher 
number of women, the problem of poverty is not monetary but social in nature. In accordance with 
Russian legislation, pensioners in receipt of a pension below the subsistence minimum are allocated 
additional payments from the state budget. However, the main problem faced by rural pensioners is 
the low availability of services, especially health care services, which leads to the social deprivation 
of elderly women, who predominate in rural areas in some regions of Russia. In addition, the elderly 
population spends a considerable amount of money on medicines, but these costs are not adequately 
represented in the subsistence minimum for a pensioner. 
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Regional differences in poverty levels can only be assessed for the entire population and they depend 
on many factors including: the level of economic development in the region; the age structure of the 
population; the proportion of rural inhabitants; and the regional poverty line (subsistence minimum). 
The underdeveloped republics, which have a large share of the rural population and the largest 
numbers of children, have the highest poverty rates (ranging from 15 to 34 percent). Furthermore, 
many regions of Siberia and the Far East, where there are higher costs of living, also have high 
poverty rates (ranging from 15 to 17 percent). In other regions, the differences in poverty rates are 
minor.  

This analysis demonstrates that typical gender problems are not necessarily prevalent in rural Russia: 
the level of remuneration of women employed in agriculture is slightly lower than that of men; the 
unemployment rate of women is lower; the life expectancy of rural women is 11 years longer than 
that of men; and the level of education of employed rural women is higher. In addition, women in 
Russia are well represented among the heads of administrations of rural settlements, especially in 
the peripheral areas where there are acute problems with development. 

Russia has a large territory and multinational population, therefore gender problems in rural areas 
are geographically differentiated. We can distinguish between several types of regions in Russia: 

}} The central part of Russia, the North-West and part of the Volga region are characterized by (i) the 
ageing structure of the rural population and (ii) the social exclusion of rural inhabitants, predominantly 
elderly women, due to underdeveloped transport infrastructure and limited access to social services (health 
care and social protection). Urgent problems include the degradation of human capital, marginalization 
and alcoholism among men. 

}} Agrarian regions of the South (with a large proportion of the Russian population) are characterized by 
(i) a reduction in the number of women’s jobs in agriculture, (ii) mass migration of young people to cities 
and (iii) labour migration of rural men and women, including migration outside their region.

}} Underdeveloped regions (North Caucasus, South Siberia) are characterized by (i) a lack of jobs in rural 
areas, (ii) the younger age structure of the population, and (iii) the growing working age population. These 
factors lead to the mass migration of young people (mostly men) to urban areas; the predominance of self-
employment in rural areas; and the generation of incomes through private commodity economies, where 
it is mostly women who are engaged. In rural areas in these republics, patriarchal gender roles prevail and 
the social and labour mobility of women is low.

}} North, Siberia and the Far East are characterized by a reduction of human resources due to migration 
and marginalization. The agricultural sector is less developed and there are large amounts of shadow 
economic activity in the regions which have the poorest climatic conditions for agriculture (for example, 
gathering mushrooms, berries and nuts and fishing for sale). Labour mobility is limited due to the large 
distances between settlements. Moreover, the availability of social services is low because of the reduction 
in the number of social institutions in rural areas and the remoteness of the cities. Gender issues are less 
prominent than social ones (for example, the degradation of human capital). 

One can conclude that the socio-economic problems found in Russian rural areas are much more 
significant than the gender ones. Explicit gender discrimination is mainly found in the underdeveloped 
republics. In other regions, the inequality of rural women and men is much less evident, because the 
rural development challenges in Russia are caused by factors that affect all of the population, without 
gender differences.

Gender mainstreaming in rural areas is not a priority for the Russian authorities, because social 
problems are considered to be more important. In the period of economic growth, the main way to 
address them was to redistribute the energy sector revenues to increase  levels of social transfers 
and benefits to support the population. Less attention has been given to other important issues, such 
as improving institutional conditions for business, creating new jobs, stimulating economic activity 
and facilitating the mobility of women. 

Redistributive government policy has contributed to the alleviation of social problems in rural areas. In 
Russia, different forms of support have been used, and women have benefited from these measures. 
Some of the most important measures include: 
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}} Increases in pensions and additional payments from the state budget to the level of subsistence minimum 
for a pensioner, targeted at those who have low pensions (women, especially those in rural areas, form a 
large share of the pension age population). 

}} Parent capital, which can be used to improve the living conditions of a family and to pay for the education 
of a child, and an increase in other maternity benefits (these measures contribute to reducing poverty 
among families with children and are particularly important for rural areas, where fertility rates are higher). 

}} Higher wages for employees in the public sector (for example, those employed in education, health care, 
culture and social protection, where women are better represented  than men, especially in rural areas).

}} Housing subsidies for rural teachers and doctors and other benefits, which have had a positive impact on 
gender inequality.

This broad spectrum of social support measures was only possible when the state received high 
oil revenues. The fall of oil prices in 2014 led to reduced income from oil and gas production, and 
therefore to reduced opportunities to provide social support to the population, including women. 

The institutional reforms aimed at the development of the rural economy are necessary, in particular 
the creation of new jobs, including jobs for women. More effective policy in the sphere of social 
services is also needed to ensure their availability within the rural population. Some important 
measures have not yet been sufficiently implemented. These include: 

}} Encouraging the territorial mobility of the rural population and its concentration in suburban areas, 
where there is a more diversified labour market and a wider choice of jobs, in order to reduce the risk of 
unemployment.

}} Reducing institutional barriers to the development of agricultural holdings and private farms, which would 
contribute to the growth of employment and incomes in the rural population.

}} Creating conditions for rural industrialization (for example, the processing of agricultural and forest 
production), especially in the agrarian regions of the south and in the suburbs of major cities where there 
is a higher density of working-age rural inhabitants.

}} Developing mobile social services, primarily in health care and social protection, and in particular in 
peripheral areas with low population densities and a predominance of small villages or sparse rural 
settlements. These measures will enhance the accessibility of social services for the rural population.

In addition to the institutional measures which are necessary for the development of the rural economy, 
the problem of targeted social support for families with children (the most vulnerable group of the 
population in rural areas) needs to be resolved. Children’s allowances paid to families with incomes 
below the subsistence minimum are very small, and it is necessary to increase them. This measure will 
contribute to the reduction of poverty in rural areas.  
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KEY pRIORITIES TO OvERCOmE THE UNEQUAL ACCESS 
OF RURAL WOmEN TO RESOURCES IN TAJIKISTAN

In 2015, the permanent population of the Republic of Tajikistan was 8 352 000 people.  The proportion 
of men was 50.6 percent (4 224 000 people) of the total population, and the proportion of women 
was 49.4 percent (4 127 000 people). Up to 73.5 percent of the total population lives in rural areas.1 
The average age of the population is 25.7 years.2 According to the available statistical data, the 
proportion of the population below working age accounts for 34.6 percent of the total population; 
the working age population for 60.5 percent; and those above working age for 4.9 percent. The age 
structure of the rural population is similar to this.3 The agricultural sector is the main employer in the 
country: 65.5 percent of the population is engaged in agricultural employment.4 The share of people 
employed in agriculture, hunting and forestry represents 90.6 percent of the population employed in 
the real sector.5

In 2012, life expectancy at birth for members of the Tajik population was 72.8 years of age. This 
indicator was higher in the rural population at 73.6 years of age. On average, rural women live three 
years longer (75.2 years) than rural men (72.1 years).6

In 2014, the total level of poverty in Tajikistan fell to 32 percent; and the level of extreme poverty 
fell to 16.8 percent. The level of poverty is higher in rural areas than it is in urban areas. Eighty-one 
percent of the poor live in rural areas and approximately four out of five poor people live in rural 
households. In urban households, the poverty rate is 23.5 percent, whereas in rural areas it is 36.1 
percent. The incidence of extreme poverty within the rural population is 1.8 times higher than in the 
urban population (19.7 percent and 10.7 percent respectively).7

In 2014, GDP per capita was 5 498.2 TJS (1 114 USD). In the first nine months of 2015, the share of 
agriculture in GDP reached 21.4 percent, compared with industry representing a 12.5 percent share 
and services representing a 53.2 percent share.8 At least 600 000 people are annually involved in 
the process of external labour migration, and remittances account for more than 40 percent of the 
country’s GDP. 

1  Agency on Statistics, 2015a, p. 9, p. 32. 
2  Agency on Statistics, 2014a, pp. 24-25.
3  Agency on Statistics, 2015a, p. 9, p. 32, p. 35. 
4  Agency on Statistics, 2014a. 
5  Agency on Statistics, 2015b, p. 41.
6  Agency on Statistics, 2014a, p. 108.
7  Agency on Statistics, 2015c, pp. 23-34.
8  Agency on Statistics, 2014b, p. 65.
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In November 2015, the average monthly nominal wage amounted to 920.97 TJS (138.4 USD).9 In the 
real sector of economy, those employed in agriculture, hunting and forestry received the lowest 
wages of 302.31 TJS (45.4 USD).10 This means that the average salary of agricultural workers is 3.3 
times lower than the average salary of workers in the real sector. Owing to current occupational 
segregation, women’s wages are generally lower than men’s in all sectors of the economy. In 2009, 
women’s average nominal salary in agriculture and forestry represented 86.8 percent of the average 
men’s salary, and in 2013, this share was only 57.5 percent.

Tajikistan holds the 129th position in the Human Development Index (0.624), out of 188 countries. In 
2014, the value of the Gender Inequality Index was 0.357 and Tajikistan was ranked 69th out of 155 
countries in the world. 

The low level of education among rural women constitutes a pressing issue in Tajikistan. According to 
2010 census data, only 8.7 percent of rural women entered professional education (higher, incomplete 
higher or secondary vocational education), compared with 39.1 percent of urban women. In addition, 
there are 2.5 times fewer employed rural women with professional education than rural men, while 
among urban women and men there is almost no difference.11

The main priorities for overcoming inequality between rural women and men are: gender equality in 
the allocation of resources and opportunities; gender equality in decision-making in the public and 
private sectors; and freedom from violence against women and girls.

In recent years, the government of Tajikistan has used a number of legislative, institutional, 
organizational and financial mechanisms to enhance rural women’s access to tangible and intangible 
resources:

}} Access to land. Within the “State Programme on the Main Directions of State Policy to Ensure Equal 
Rights and Opportunities for Men and Women in the Republic of Tajikistan for 2001-2010”, the State 
Land Committee of RT conducted regular monitoring and evaluation of the implementation of the 
section “access of rural women to land” using gender indicators. In order to track the dynamics of the 
processes of land reform and to assess women’s access to land and other resources, gender indicators 
were incorporated into statistical reports on agriculture, and the publication “Gender Indicators in the 
Production Activities of Dekhan Farming” is published annually. 

The results of the activity of NGOs in lobbying for gender mainstreaming in the Land Code of RT 
are also noteworthy. For the first time, land legislation contains provisions concerning: the equal 
access of men and women to land; the equality of participants in land relations; granting the right 
to receive small plots close to the house for categories such as heads of single-parent families and 
single adults who are unmarried and do not live with relatives; and regulations on the application of 
rules concerning the joint property of spouses and their equal rights to expropriate and use the land.

}} Access to financial resources. Since 2006, Presidential grants aimed at improving the competitiveness 
of women entrepreneurs and access to financial resources have been introduced to support women 
entrepreneurs, including the heads of agricultural holdings and rural women. Between 2016 and 2020, 
there are plans for a further 80 Presidential grants per annum for these purposes. The total amount of 
the grants is 2 000 000 TJS (340 000 USD). 

In recent years, a practice focusing on the social mobilization of local communities, with the 
involvement of women, has become increasingly common. Self-help groups are organized to 
promote the empowerment of rural women by obtaining financial resources through loans from the 
solidarity funds, and through the creation of credit unions on the basis of self-help groups.

}} Access to professional education. In 1997, the Presidential quota system was introduced to reduce 
the unequal access of rural girls and boys to higher education.12 According to the Ministry of Education 
and Science of the Republic of Tajikistan, 2 408 students were assisted by the quota in the 2015/2016 
academic year: 1 178 were female students and 1 230 were male students.

9  Agency on Statistics, 2016, p. 149, p. 236.
10  Ibid, p. 221.
11  Agency on Statistics, 2012, p. 47.
12  A quota system is used to encourage school graduates from remote rural areas to enrol in higher education (HE). Applicants are admitted to an HE 
institution on the basis of interviews, rather than on the results of entrance examinations. Initially, the quota system was established for girls, but was later 
extended to boys. 
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Despite a significant number of state policies and programmes on gender mainstreaming, gender 
inequality persists, and has even increased in some areas, particularly in relation to access to various 
resources. On average, women have a smaller plot of land, and experience unequal access to (i) 
agricultural decision-making processes, (ii) the distribution of financial benefits from the harvest and 
(iii) obtaining loans. In 2014, there were almost seven times fewer female managers of agricultural 
enterprises compared with male managers, and women represented a 13 percent share in the 
management of agricultural enterprises. 

In Tajikistan, there is an explicit gender imbalance in the staffing of the agricultural departments, land 
management and other specialized structures. Women should not only have equal access to land 
and other resources, but real control over them. This would enable women to have a real impact on 
decision-making in relation to acute problems.

Rural women are also mainly engaged in unpaid work, including household duties and work in, for 
example, family businesses and agricultural holdings. Overcoming the obstacles to gender equality 
in employment and the mobility of rural women in the labour market requires women’s increased 
access to education, their acquisition of professional skills and knowledge, and the development 
of infrastructure in the sphere of pre-school education and in the fields of, for example, household 
services and transport communications.

Furthermore, the issue of social protection is significant for the rural population. The existing 
mechanisms for ensuring the pension rights of rural workers, most of whom are women, are not 
sufficiently developed. In 2013, the value of a woman’s pension represented 80.4 percent of the 
average pension of a man.13

One of the main barriers to overcoming gender inequality is the impact of prevailing gender 
stereotypes, associated with the division of roles between men and women. Changing social and 
cultural norms in rural communities is a difficult challenge, and one which requires time, and targeted 
and coordinated action by the state and civil society. 

Government policies and actions need to aim towards achieving equal outcomes for both women 
and men, rather than focusing solely on the equal treatment of women and men, and rural and 
urban women. Overlooking the different capabilities of women and men in general, and those of 
rural and urban women in particular, in the enjoyment of granted rights enshrined in certain laws, 
policies, programmes or measures, results in the indirect discrimination of women in general, and 
rural women in particular.

In order to broaden the information base for effective gender analysis on the status of rural households 
and women, and given the substantial differences not only between the sexes but also between 
urban and rural women, publications with the results of the statistical surveys and census data must 
incorporate a full range of indicators, including those disaggregated by sex, but also by sex and by 
geographical location (rural and urban). 

Moreover, it would be beneficial for the Agency on Statistics under the President of Tajikistan, in 
partnership with the gender experts’ community, to undertake a gender analysis of the results of 
the agricultural census (implemented in 2013), and use the data to adjust gender indicators for the 
effective monitoring and evaluation of the agrarian reform.

The development of new programmes and action plans needs to take into account significant 
differences between (i) women and men, and (ii) agricultural holdings and households headed 
by women, in terms of socio-demographic characteristics and the characteristics of households 
and holdings by, for example, type, size, composition and potential. Special attention to the most 
vulnerable groups of rural women is required, including: women with young children; women with 
children or with family members with disabilities; “abandoned wives” of labour migrants; and women 
with low levels of education. Within these groups, women living in remote villages are at particular 
risk.

13  Agency on Statistics, 2010, p. 84; see also 2014b, p. 122.
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In the context of a changing legislative base, in the parts relating to the alienation of land use rights 
and formation of land markets, it is very important to make satisfactory changes to the regulatory 
framework. In this regard, it would be useful to conduct a broad information campaign with the 
wide involvement of women, in order to explain the new provisions of the Land Code of Tajikistan, 
including the provisions made for applications for the registration of joint property in marriage, to 
ensure both individuals have the right to expropriate and use the land.

It is also recommended that the Presidential quota for rural girls and young women is increased, 
particularly in specialties such as law, economics and finance, agriculture and management, in order 
to overcome occupational segregation by sex. This should also include the greater involvement of 
women in the adults’ training groups in education centres, and specific training for these groups 
focusing on the professions which are in demand in the labour market (rather than based on the 
principle of “male” and “female” professions). 

Finally, in order to increase women’s access to financial resources, credit products for the most 
vulnerable groups of rural women need to be more actively introduced, with interest rates ranging 
from 12 to 18 percent and without the need for collateral.
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GENDER AppROACHES IN TURKmENISTAN

Turkmenistan is one of the five countries in Central Asia, and is the second largest country in the 
region (491 210 km2).1 It is divided into five provinces (welayatlar), and the capital Ashgabat also has 
the status of a province (welayat). The provinces are subdivided into 65 districts (etraplar) and 20 
cities. Eighty percent of the country is covered by land classified as desert.

The total population of Turkmenistan (as of 10 February, 2016) was 5  419  037 people. The male 
population represents 49.2 percent (2 667 307 people) of the total population and the female 
population represents 50.8 percent (2 751 730 people).2

Turkmenistan became a sovereign state in 1991, along with the other former Soviet republics. In the 
ensuing years of independence, Turkmenistan’s economy was transformed into one of the fastest 
growing economies in the world, maintaining an average economic growth rate of 11 percent annually 
since 2007 (in accordance with the off icial data).3 Steady economic growth, sustained over a long 
period of time, has contributed to an increase in income levels: by the end of 2012, the level of GDP 
per capita was higher than 6 000 US dollars, which corresponds to the level found in upper-middle 
income countries.4

A large part of state revenue comes from natural gas exports. The second largest source of foreign 
exchange earnings is the agricultural sector, which accounts for 13–14 percent of GDP. Irrigated farming 
(production of cotton, wheat, melons, fruits and vegetables) and livestock breeding (sheep, horse, 
poultry and camel breeding) provide employment to almost half of the population (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Employment and GDP structure, by sector

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, 2016. 

1  National Statistical Committee of Turkmenistan, no date.
2  Estimates of the Department of Economic and Social Aff airs, UN Population Division (available at http://countrymeters.info/ru/Turkmenistan).
3  The World Bank, no date.
4  Ibid.
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At the UN General Assembly in 1995, Turkmenistan acquired the status of a neutral state. The country 
agreed to the international rights and obligations associated with neutral status and refused to 
participate in military blocs. As a result, Turkmenistan received international guarantees of security. 
At present, Turkmenistan’s “protective” function of neutrality is less significant than its international 
peacekeeping function.

Turkmenistan has set new goals, which are articulated in the National Socio-Economic Development 
Programme of Turkmenistan for 2011–2030. The main purposes of this programme are to significantly 
increase the standard of living for the population and ensure that Turkmenistan becomes one of the 
economically developed countries with a high ranking in the Human Development Index.

Domestic government policy is aimed at the balanced development of the regions of Turkmenistan, 
and takes into account the regional characteristics and individual potential of each province (welayat). 
The overarching aim of this policy is to improve the welfare and the quality of life of the population. 
An important goal of the national programmes is the formulation of common standards of social and 
living conditions for people living in both large cities and small towns and villages.

The agro-industrial complex of Turkmenistan focuses on further growth of agricultural production 
through the introduction of advanced water-saving technology, 100 percent domestic processing 
of agricultural products, and the substitution of imported food products with domestic products in 
order to achieve food independence. In 2014, over 1 200 000 tonnes of high quality wheat and over 
1  100  000 tonnes of cotton were produced. Livestock and poultry production has also increased 
across all of the regions. 

The National Socio-Economic Development Programme for 2011–2030 and the National Rural 
Development Programme are both aimed at comprehensive economic growth, alongside the 
preservation of economic independence. More than 25 000 hectares of land have been allocated for 
the building of model towns and villages in every province across the country. The rural investment 
projects focus on: building houses and roads; the construction of plants; the development of modern 
infrastructure; building new schools (equipped with multimedia technologies), kindergartens, cultural 
centres, health centres and commercial and communication facilities; and the creation of new jobs. 
Citizens of Turkmenistan receive extensive support in obtaining preferential loans for building houses 
in new villages.

In the first ten months of 2014, 6.2 billion TMT were invested in the, “National Programme of the 
President of Turkmenistan on the transformation of social and everyday services for the population 
of villages, settlements, etrap towns and etrap centers during the period till 2020”. This exceeds the 
2013 level of investment by 21.7 percent. In 2014, more than 400 facilities were operationalized, at a 
total cost of over nine billion United States dollars. The total cost of numerous ongoing construction 
projects in Turkmenistan is approximately 48 billion USD.

Having successfully integrated into the global political, economic and legal spheres, Turkmenistan 
performs a substantial amount of targeted work in the field of human rights, deepening international 
cooperation on a wide range of areas, the most important of which is gender equality.

In accordance with the Constitution of Turkmenistan and international legal norms and standards, 
the principle of equality between women and men and non-discrimination on the basis of sex is 
recognized as one of the main priorities for state policy.5

Turkmenistan strictly follows the international obligations arising from the United Nations’ human 
rights treaties. In 1996, the country joined the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), and in 2009 it ratified the Optional Protocol. Turkmenistan 
also joined the Beijing Platform for Action adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women (in 
1995). The national programmes of socio-economic development of Turkmenistan are based on the 
UN Millennium Declaration, in which gender equality is highlighted as one of the main objectives, in 
particular in relation to the health care of women and children, education, the promotion of equality 
between women and men and the empowerment of women. 

5 Turkmenistan: The Golden age, 2015a. 
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In 2015, a new Law, “On State Guarantees of Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities for Women and 
Men”, was adopted, and a National Action Plan for Gender Equality in Turkmenistan for 2015–2020 
was formulated.

The indicator for gender equality in politics and the economy is the index of empowerment of 
women. This index reflects the degree of participation by women in decision-making processes. 
There are no formal quotas for the election of women in Turkmenistan. Women take an active role 
in the full election process and their involvement is reflected in the following data. There are 33 
women delegates in the Mejlis (parliament) of Turkmenistan (elections of 15 December 2013), or 
26.4 percent of the total number of deputies6, which is higher than the world average (22.8 percent). 
The Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson of the Mejlis and the Chair of one of the eight parliamentary 
Committees are women.7 Among elected representatives of local governments, women account for 
16.67 percent at the regional level; 20.21 percent at the municipal and district levels; and 18.68 percent 
at the rural level.8

In 2013, women represented more than 44 percent of people employed in the economy.9 Women 
are represented in government at various levels, and in foreign policy. For example, the Permanent 
Representative of Turkmenistan in the UN and the Ambassador of Turkmenistan in China are both 
women.10

In 2014, more than 40 percent of employees in large and medium-sized enterprises in Turkmenistan 
were women. 38.7 percent of the total number of employed women work in education, 14.8 percent 
in health care and social services and 10.7 percent in the manufacturing industry.11 Business and 
entrepreneurship have become a new focus for women’s activities. 

Turkmenistan has established an extensive system of social protection for every citizen and every 
family, especially large families. For example, all citizens, regardless of their level of material well-
being, enjoy free (within a certain limit) gas, electricity and drinking water, and families receive 
children’s allowances. 

On 17 July 1998, the Mejlis of Turkmenistan adopted the Law, “On State Benefits”, which stipulates the 
following types of social benefits: maternity allowance; allowance for children; (temporary) disability 
allowance; and allowance upon the loss of the breadwinner. A separate system of guarantees is 
established for mothers. Maternity allowance is assigned to women, amounting to 100 percent of 
salary during a maternity leave period of 112 calendar days, regardless of the length of employment 
and place of work, and including seasonal and temporary employment.12

Low-income families receive an allowance for children under the age of three.13

Women at the age of 57 years and men aged 62 years are entitled to a pension. Those who do not 
receive pensions, receive social benefits.14 Under the law, “On Pensions” (1998), pension provision 
incorporates a period of study in higher, secondary special and vocational institutions, and a non-
working period of caring for a young child until three years of age (a total of no more than six years) 
as work experience. Women who have given birth to and raised three children up to the age of eight 
are entitled to retire one year earlier than the age prescribed by the Law; women with four children, 
two years earlier; and women with five or more children or a disabled child, three years earlier.15

Targeted measures to stimulate women’s employment are made available through a system of tax 
incentives. Working women with three or more children pay 30 percent less in tax. Mothers with five 
or more children are exempt from tax altogether. 

6  Overview analysis, 2014, p.7.
7  Ibid.
8  Ibid.
9  TDH, 2015. 
10  Ibid.
11  Turkmenistan: The Golden age, 2015b. 
12  Periodic report (a).
13  Ibid.
14  Ibid.
15  Ibid.
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The country also has a comprehensive system of social protection for motherhood and childhood, 
which provides women with mandatory prenatal, natal and postnatal care, as well as children, 
especially in the first five years of their lives. The health status of mothers and children up to one year 
of age is monitored at health centres. There are 208 women’s clinics and children’s health centres, 
providing services in the field of reproductive health. The effectiveness of prenatal health care is 
evident: 92 percent of pregnancies result in successful births.16

In Turkmenistan, every third family has five or more children.17 According to existing national traditions, 
women raise children and maintain the household. Pregnant women working in agriculture have a 
shorter working day of six hours, with preservation of the average wage. According to the current 
rules, this proportion of economically active women is considered to be unemployed in statistical 
reporting. Large families are encouraged by the system of benefits and privileges. Annually, mothers 
who have given birth to eight or more children, are awarded with the honorary title, “Ene mähri” 
(“Mother’s Tenderness”). In addition, the Leader of the Nation provides large families with the keys 
to houses of enhanced comfort. The order “Zenan kalby” (“Female Soul”) is awarded to women for 
their creative accomplishments in industry, science, education and health care.

In the process of the development of the National Action Plan, the recommendations made by 
the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women were taken into 
consideration. These recommendations were made in October 2012 at the fifty-third session of 
the Committee. The “National Action Plan for Gender Equality in Turkmenistan for 2015–2020” is 
a comprehensive document which outlines the objectives and implementation strategies, and also 
stipulates the structures responsible for the development and implementation of these objectives 
with regard to gender mainstreaming in various aspects of women’s lives.18

Despite some successes in recent years, much remains to be done in order to achieve full gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls. The following activities are a priority:

}} Continued monitoring of the laws of Turkmenistan for their compliance with regulations and commitments 
undertaken by Turkmenistan as a result of the signed and ratified conventions and treaties, the preparation 
of the new revisions and the elaboration of new normative-legal acts;

}} Further study of international experience and methodologies used in conducting sample surveys and 
methods of collecting and processing data on gender; adaptation of methodology and the development 
of tools to conduct surveys; definition of pilot projects; training of interviewers; training of members of the 
Working group on methodology in data collection; organizing workshops, meetings and consultations;

}} Continued awareness raising events for different stakeholders (including employees of state institutions, 
academics, students, representatives of law enforcement agencies, local authorities and voluntary 
associations); a series of seminars and round tables on international standards and mechanisms for the 
protection of human rights, including women’s rights and gender equality; the expansion of the network 
of Information Centres on human rights, including the rights of women, with the participation of national 
and international experts.

The creation of an economic basis for the realization of gender equality should also be one of the 
most important goals in the development of the country. This is especially true for the agricultural 
sector, where the situation of women is similar to that found in other countries in the region:

}} Women in agriculture form the basis of food production, nutrition and family incomes;

}} Women are very concerned about issues relating to health, education and employment;

}} In low-income families, women spend a large amount of time (70 percent) on reproductive and domestic 
activities (childbirth, childcare and household chores);

}} Women’s work often goes unnoticed and is low-paid.

16  Ibid.
17  Ibid.
18  CEDAW, 2012.
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This suggests that in order to successfully harness the potential of rural women, more active 
involvement of women is needed in decision-making processes – in civil society organizations, 
in local communities, but also at state and local levels, as representatives of local and executive 
authorities and administration.

It is also necessary to involve women in the management of soil and water resources at farm level. 
For this purpose, the provision of seminars and training for rural residents, both women and men, 
is important. This type of work could be achieved either through the development of Field Schools 
for Farmers, or through specialist information and educational / training centres, either within the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources, or in the form of a project with an NGO. The work to 
involve more women should be combined with awareness raising of experts, including decision-
makers on gender approaches. 

It is essential to continue raising the awareness of the population, particularly in rural areas, and 
for both women and men, about the importance of women’s equal participation in all processes 
relating to agriculture and rural development, and to improve women’s access to various resources 
such as land, water, finances and advanced, cost-effective technologies for agriculture. Civil society 
organizations and resource centres could be involved in the training of rural women and men.

Presentations at the FAO-organized Experts Meeting held in Minsk (25–26 February, 2016), identified 
issues relevant to the entire region, and significantly, issues concerning statistical data. The experts 
reflected upon the absence of a common statistical platform, which could reflect gender issues in the 
development of rural areas and the agricultural sector at country level across the region. At the same 
time, they pointed to the value and successes of existing practices in the countries of the region.

In order to formulate a streamlined approach to the implementation of outcomes set by FAO at the 
regional level, it would be appropriate to provide technical support to national statistical services to 
conduct specific surveys in rural areas, using FAO indicators and standardized analytical tables.

The following recommendations are required to advance gender equality and empower rural women 
in Turkmenistan: 

}} The organization of regional women’s business forums and fairs to sell goods and products made by rural 
women, in order to enhance initiatives and opportunities for small business development among rural 
women, especially in regions where there are strong local traditions;

}} The establishment of independent studies involving women from rural communities in order to: (i) determine 
women’s priorities in the development of the industries and spheres of agricultural production; and (ii) 
assess the existing platforms and opportunities for women’s participation in the management of natural 
and human resources in rural areas, the organization of small businesses in rural areas, the development 
of personal growth, and ways of enhancing the social welfare of rural women; 

}} The development of a system of measures to enhance the vocational education of rural women; and the 
organization of small businesses in rural areas for the more effective production of competitive products 
(particularly for processing agricultural products and rural crafts with access to trading markets). Provision 
needs to take into account the age and social characteristics of women, and be located in centres within 
walking distance from homes and without the need for separation from the family;

}} The development of a system of preferential credits for the purchase of equipment and agricultural 
machinery by rural women to enhance sustainable agricultural production and create jobs for women in 
rural communities (in, for example, weaving, processing wool from domestic animals, the production of 
dried fruit, and canning and other types of storage for agricultural products).
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GENDER ISSUES, SOCIAL pROTECTION AND 
DEvELOpmENT OF RURAL AREAS IN UKRAINE

With respect to rural development, Ukraine is oriented towards the EU principles of the market 
economy. The process of administrative-territorial reform and decentralization that is currently 
underway aims to lead to the greater participation of all citizens in decision-making and the formation 
of local budgets that meet the needs of local communities. It is expected that this reform will provide 
an opportunity for more than a third of Ukraine’s population living in rural areas to overcome poverty 
and secure a decent quality of life. According to experts, competent development and use of 
agricultural potential in Ukraine would address the issues of poverty eradication and food security, 
and would also facilitate the export of agricultural products. However, various crises, a difficult 
political and social context, external aggression and the annexation of part of Ukraine’s territory 
have all had a negative impact on development. The country is in the process of reforming both the 
governance system as a whole and the management of its various sectors. Furthermore, Ukraine 
strives for effective public policy with a focus on development and on a decent and continually 
improving quality of life for its citizens. This type of policy can only be implemented by taking full 
account of a range of social factors, including a gender component.

After the Fourth World Conference on Women, Ukraine adopted and implemented four state 
programmes to ensure gender equality, including measures such as: the adoption of the Law “On 
ensuring equal rights and opportunities of women and men” (2005); the introduction of a systematic 
gender analysis of legislation1; the incorporation of gender-based approaches to education as an 
integral part of education at all stages; the development of special training programmes for civil 
servants; and the introduction of individual educational programmes to prevent all forms of gender-
based violence, including domestic violence and human trafficking. Substantial effort has also been 
devoted to the promotion of leadership programmes for women. All of these activities have resulted 
in the inclusion of gender issues in the agendas of political parties and government agencies and in 
strengthening the influence of civil society. They have also changed the gender balance in certain 
spheres of social life in a positive way.

The rural population represents 31.2 percent of Ukraine’s total population of 42.9 million people. Women 
account for 53.7 percent of the total population and men represent 46.3 percent. It is important to 
note that in the structure of the rural population, 18.9 percent are children and young people under 
the age of 18 years, and 22.8 percent are people aged 60 years and older. There are 2 500 rural 
settlements, and the population of people aged 60 years and over represents more than 50 percent 
of the total rural settlement population. Women account for 53 percent of the rural population.2 The 
rural population is following an ageing demographic trend, mainly due to an increase in the number 
of single elderly women. The average life expectancy of rural women is ten years higher than the 
average life expectancy of men. On average, rural women live for 75.2 years and rural men for 64.6 

1  According to article 4 of the law of Ukraine, “On ensuring equal rights and opportunities of women and men”, gender expertise is mandatory in the formula-
tion of any legal acts.
2  The State Statistics Service of Ukraine, 2015a.
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years. Female pensioners, living in villages, account for 40.7 percent of the village population, and 
men for only 25 percent. In the structure of the urban population, women of retirement age account 
for 31.1 percent and men for 21.2 percent.3 This gender gap is determined by gender issues, which 
are common across the whole country, but also by issues specific to rural areas. They are associated 
with well-established social norms and stereotypes. These problems are primarily health-related: 
men, and in particular rural men, are less likely than women to engage in preventive health care visits 
and seek treatment for diseases at an early stage; alcohol abuse, smoking and accidents are more 
prevalent among the male population; and men are more likely to be employed in poor or unsafe 
working conditions.

In rural areas, 5.2 million people are employed, representing one-third of the total employed population. 
The employment rate among women is 51.9 percent and among men it is 62.5 percent. The structure 
of the employed female population is as follows: 34.8 percent of women work as employees; 1.4 
percent are self-employed; and only 0.4 percent are employers. The corresponding figures for rural 
women are somewhat different: employed rural women account for 25.4 percent; self-employed 
for 1.1 percent; and employers for 0.3 percent. There are almost two times more housewives in rural 
areas than in urban areas (11.5 and 6.8 percent respectively). In urban areas, there are almost two 
times more self-employed men than women, and in rural areas, there are four times more self-
employed men than self-employed women. This does not mean that rural women are less willing 
to engage in entrepreneurship (compared with urban women and rural men), but instead that rural 
women encounter a greater number of challenges and pressures deriving from the need to combine 
farm work with household chores.

The living conditions of rural women need to be taken into account as well. Forty-eight percent of 
rural women have limited access not only to quality health care, but to any health services at all, 
because of a lack of medical facilities near to their homes. Poor road infrastructure, poverty and a 
lack of accessible transport also mean that rural women are not guaranteed access to health care 
services located in large towns and cities. Almost a quarter (23 percent) of households still use 
furnace (wood or coal) heating. A third (32 percent) of rural women do not have access to drinking 
water in their homes (they use wells outside their homes), and more than half (58 percent) do not 
have sanitation or running water in their homes.4 This is not just an indication of lower quality of life: 
it is also evidence of both an absence of basic living conditions and extreme poverty. In addition to 
limited access to infrastructure, there are also problems concerning the pollution of water in wells, 
power outages and inadequate transport. Among the conditions that hinder life in rural areas are 
the absence of a network of paved roads in many villages, a lack of information about transport and 
the poor stateof streets. More than a quarter of rural settlements do not have public transport, and 
484 rural settlements (with a total population of 57 400 people) are located at a distance of over 10 
km from the nearest public transport stop, and 661 settlements (with a total population of 451 600 
people) are located at a distance of more than 10 km from paved roads. Less than a half of rural 
streets (47.8 percent) have a hard coating, and the residents of 442 rural settlements have no access 
to potable, mains supply water.

Although the overall rate of female unemployment in the country is lower than that of men (8.0 and 
9.9 percent respectively, according to ILO research), women are more likely to be registered as 
unemployed (55.3 percent), which provides them with a level of social security. The average salary of 
men in Ukraine is still almost a quarter higher than the corresponding wage of women (76.3 percent). 
This trend is observable in both urban and rural areas.5 Wages in the agricultural sector are among 
the lowest in the ranking of wages by sector (72.9 percent of the average wage level in the economy). 
Taking into account the lower wage level of women in general, it becomes clear that the wages of 
rural women are among the lowest in the country. This analysis applies both to the agricultural sector 
as a whole, and to other activities in rural areas.6

It is important to note that the lower wage level will, over time, become converted into smaller 
pensions. The average pension of women today is 72.4 percent of the average pension of men. The 
pension gap is also greater than the wage gap. This is a very significant indicator and one which 
determines quality of life in old age. It also confirms that older rural women are one of the most 
significant ‘at risk’ groups in terms of poverty.

3  The State Statistics Service of Ukraine, 2015b. 
4  The State Statistics Service of Ukraine, 2014.
5  Ibid.
6  The State Statistics Service of Ukraine, 2015b.
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Young single women with children represent another vulnerable group. According to the results of a 
household survey, in relation to receipt of children’s allowance, the number of women exceeded the 
number of men by 1.3 times, and by 1.4 times in relation to receipt of social benefits and by 2.3 times 
in relation to receipt of subsidies. Moreover, the percentage of rural residents in these categories 
exceeded the percentage of urban residents.7

The fact that rural residents form the majority of social assistance applicants (in percentage terms) 
is further confirmation of the lower income level of rural residents, and especially of rural women. At 
the same time, the level of social protection is determined by the resources that the state can provide 
to its citizens. Ukraine is currently undertaking a radical reform of social services. This represents 
a move away from an egalitarian approach towards one which ensures that all components of 
social protection are targeted. In addition, it provides an opportunity to reduce poverty, including 
poverty among rural women, and to develop women’s potential, which is of particular importance. 
While reform aims to bring about the improvement of social benefits, it is also necessary to create 
opportunities for women to take up decent employment and support themselves. In this context, 
it is worth considering the experience of the State Employment Service. One potential approach 
to reducing unemployment among rural women is to promote self-employment. In 2015, with the 
support of the employment service, 16 percent of registered unemployed women and almost 30 
percent of men became self-employed in agriculture.8

The State Employment Service also uses a practice whereby unemployed persons gain employment 
with agricultural producers. In doing so, the service pays compensation costs to employers, in the 
form of a single social contribution for compulsory state social insurance. Although there are only a 
small number of enterprises in rural areas (and in a large number of rural settlements there are no 
enterprises at all), this incentive is quite effective and presents an opportunity to employ people who 
are registered as unemployed.

There is a tendency to employ urban residents in rural areas. This is especially true among internally 
displaced persons (IDPs). The number of registered IDPs in July 2016 was 1 790 267 people.9 Sixty-
three percent of internally displaced persons are women and they are particularly vulnerable to 
hardship, poverty and insecurity. Women represent 71.7 percent of unemployed persons within the 
IDP population.10

IDPs who have moved to safe areas often aspire to settle there on a long-term basis. The government 
has taken a number of decisions to support IDPs in relation to the financing of housing construction 
(with an improved mechanism for providing long-term soft loans to individual builders of housing 
in rural areas) and the allocation of land plots for construction. This motivates IDPs to organize 
community settlements in rural areas and to develop their own businesses focused on agricultural 
production. The State Employment Service has also contributed to this by providing one-off payments 
of unemployment benefit to those who are setting up businesses and have relevant business plans. 
As a result, 22.1 percent of unemployed rural residents registered with the State Employment Service 
have been employed. This payment is mostly used as start-up capital by women to implement their 
business projects in rural areas. More than 42 percent of unemployed rural women have become 
employed in this way. There are numerous success stories about women who have started businesses 
and examples such as breeding poultry, growing flowers, seedlings and plants and seed production 
are evidence of this.11 This approach helps to resolve both issues of unemployment, and also a range 
of social issues, particularly because women gain the opportunity to support themselves and their 
family; conversely, a lack of social support leads to an increased burden on women in relation to 
caring for sick, elderly, disabled and other family members. Women also assume the responsibility 
for supporting their families in the absence of the men (in families where the men are engaged in 
combat).

Expanding women’s access to resources – both tangible and intangible (decision-making, information, 
specialized knowledge, land, financial savings and loans, among others) – is critical for addressing 
both gender issues and social problems.

7  UNDP, 2015b.
8  The statistics and information used in this article were provided to the author by the State Employment Service upon request and for the preparation of the 
article.
9  Information from the Ministry of Temporarily Occupied Territories and IDPs of Ukraine.
10 Ibid.
11  According to data provided by the State Employment Service.



56

G
EN

D
ER EQ

UA
LITY, SO

C
IA

L PRO
TEC

TIO
N

 A
N

D
 RURA

L D
EV

ELO
PM

EN
T IN

 EA
STER EURO

PE A
N

D
 C

EN
TRA

L A
SIA

 - IN
SIG

H
TS FRO

M
 TH

E REG
IO

N

According to the results of a UNDP survey, conducted within the framework of a study on the 
situation of women living in rural areas, only 16 percent of rural women participate in various social 
and professional organizations. Political organizations involve only two percent of rural women 
and NGOs only five percent. According to women interviewees, the main way of taking part in the 
resolution of village and community problems is through participation in local elections. This was 
affirmed by 53 percent of respondents. However, more than a third of rural women (36 percent) said 
that they do not have any role in the resolution of village problems. Gender stereotyping and an 
excessive workload were identified by rural women as the main barriers to social activity.12

According to the results of the local elections held in Ukraine in 2015, there have been slight 
increases in the numbers of women represented at council level: in regional councils from 11 to 15 
percent; in district councils from 23 to 24.8 percent; and in rural councils from 46 to 46.6 percent. 
According to experts, some increase in the representation of women at local level is associated with 
the constraints of the resources, which the local authority distributes and manages. Under recent 
administrative reform, the main part of the budget has been transferred to the local level, which creates 
opportunities for women to gain greater access to financial management and resources. Since the 
process of reform has only recently begun, the impact on gender balance will become apparent 
over time. However, women’s growing interest in governance is evident. Special programmes on 
women’s leadership, implemented by NGOs, have already had a positive impact. Educational and 
awareness raising activities on gender issues among women and men, at the grassroots level and 
among officials, including those working in the fields of agriculture and rural development, are also 
very important. They should aim towards overcoming stereotypes concerning the roles of women 
and men and should be adapted to modern patterns of social relationships, including those within 
the family.

It has become increasingly difficult to resolve the problems of social protection exclusively through the 
redistribution of payments from the budget. It is, therefore, time to consider alternative possibilities. 
One solution is the division of responsibility among all members of civil society, including the private 
sector, NGOs, and even those who are directly in need (as one of the goals is their active involvement 
rather than passive consumption). Such practices exist in other countries and their implementation 
is acute for Ukraine. As the Ukrainian government incrementally reduces the categories of people 
entitled to social assistance and the volume of this assistance, this type of “involvement” becomes 
vital. At the same time, the government has implemented targeted subsidies to compensate for the 
financial losses associated with changes to various social benefits. This type of change is perceived 
somewhat ambiguously by society. Furthermore, it is not yet possible to analyse the impact of these 
innovations on people’s quality of life because they have only just started and primarily relate to 
housing subsidies (a minimum period of time is required to assess the full impact of these changes).

IDPs have become a new social group within the rural population. When residents of cities or towns 
become internally displaced, many migrate to live in rural areas, often without any prior experience 
of working in the agricultural sector. There are many women with children within this migrant 
population. They come to rural areas in search of more affordable housing, to gain access to cheaper 
food products and to grow agricultural products for sale. However, they often do not have sufficient 
resources and skills. The government needs to focus on this category, not only in terms of assistance, 
but also in terms of the capacity building of human resources.

Other vulnerable groups include older women and men, and women with children living in the 
liberated territories or the so-called “grey zones” (a type of neutral zone between the parties to 
the hostilities, resulting from the withdrawal of heavy weapons from the frontline under the Minsk 
Agreements). It is critical that these groups secure access to food and the possibility of basic survival. 
People who originally lived in these predominantly steppe villages and towns worked on the land 
growing agricultural products. As a result of the hostilities, this area has become unusable for 
agriculture for an indefinite period. For residents, this means a lack of access to food and livelihoods.

Recent experiences in Ukraine have shown that social policies should focus on more than social 
security needs (for example, payments and benefits). In this narrow form, such policies are 
unproductive, and promote benefit dependency rather than agency and capacity building. Therefore, 
it is necessary to develop social assistance programmes that include all stakeholders and facilitate 

12  UNDP, 2015a.
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their activity. This includes access to programmes of high-quality education and professional growth 
across the life course, and the creation of jobs in remote areas. For rural women and men, it would 
be another opportunity to extend their working age and increase their competitiveness, in order to 
compensate for small pensions and to experience a higher standard of living.

Many social problems in rural areas are extremely gender sensitive, and their resolution requires a 
complex approach, including the use of gender policy instruments. Quite often, in order to achieve 
common goals for both women and men, completely different tools are needed. It is important to 
take into account the gender-specific problems of rural women and men, and programmes of state 
and local development require the budgetary resources to resolve them.
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Bakhodur Eshonov is an expert  in development policy. In the early 
1990s, he worked in a range of government institutions in Uzbekistan 
(State Planning Committee, Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations, 
State Committee for Forecasting and Statistics). In 1994, he joined 
UNDP as the coordinator of the first National Human Development 
Report of UNDP. He later worked in different positions at UNDP. While 
working for the UNDP Country office in Uzbekistan, he introduced and 
implemented a number of important projects and initiatives, including 
support to the Government of Uzbekistan in the formulation of the 
first national medium-term Welfare Improvement Strategy. Bakhodur 
Eshonov was the founding director of the Center for Economic 
Research (www.cer.uz), one of the most well-known and respected 
think tanks in Central Asia; and of the “Economic Review” (www.
review.uz), one of the most prestigious periodicals in the country. The 
Center for Economic Research (CER) has worked with many talented 
researchers and has published over 200 research reports covering a 
wide range of development issues.

TRANSITION OR TRANSFORmATION? 
 

SOCIAL AND GENDER ASpECTS OF RURAL 
DEvELOpmENT AS AN INTEGRAL pART OF THE 

REFORm STRATEGY IN UZBEKISTAN

The transition from a centrally planned economy to a market economy, which had become the 
ultimate aspiration by the end of the 1980s, has not been as fast and as easy as many initially expected. 
Moreover, almost a quarter of a century later, many of the postulates of this transition, based on the 
so-called Washington Consensus, are not necessarily considered to be the only right ones anymore. 
Markets cannot be built overnight, free trade doesn’t always create jobs, private initiatives do not 
necessarily ensure better quality and accessibility, and the openness of immature financial systems 
can make national economies extremely vulnerable to external shocks.

In analysing the experience of reforms in Uzbekistan, it is important to consider the many factors 
that determined the choice of development strategy and instruments of its implementation (which 
are not static, but change and are adjusted at each stage of the reforms).1 Furthermore, an analysis 
must look beyond the transition from a centrally planned economy to a market one, to consider the 
systematic and gradual transformation of the economy, society, institutions and spatial development, 
all within a coherent development strategy. This transformation was not so much an economic 
transformation, but a social one, covering all dimensions of development. Accordingly, the numerous 
components and dimensions of development are neither static nor isolated from each other: they 
must be understood in a broader context of transformational dynamics capturing their complexity 
and interrelatedness.2

Since 2000, the main objective of socio-economic policy has been to maintain the delicate balance 
between the goal of reducing poverty and the need to mobilize investment for the development of 
industry and infrastructure and to accelerate structural transformation as a basis for sustainable 
longer term growth.3

1  See also, McKinley, 2010.
2  See also, UNDP & ILO, 1995.
3  UNDP & CER, 2015.
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UZBEKISTAN

http://www.cer.uz
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Expenditure on the social sphere and social protection in Uzbekistan has traditionally been very high. 
In the period 2001 to 2013, during an era of accelerated economic growth and an increase in the total 
expenditure of the state budget, the share of social expenditures in the state budget grew from 47.6 
to 58.6 percent.4 While it is important to highlight the direct impact of these commitments by the 
State, we must also take into account the effects on domestic political economy and transformational 
changes. Firstly, social spending involves taxes on the real economy and, accordingly, the limitation 
of resources for private sector investment. In contrast to the fast growing economies of South-East 
Asia, where social spending has only recently started to increase after decades of rapid growth, 
Uzbekistan (as well as other countries in the region) have consistently maintained a high level of 
social spending in their budgets.

Secondly, investment in the social sector actually represents investment in human 
capital, in social transformation, and, in the end, in a new quality of human development.5 

Thirdly, the maintenance and increase of expenditure on education and health care also means the 
maintenance and increase of employment, in particular women’s employment. Although the wages 
in the so-called ‘budget sphere’ (public sector) are, as a rule, lower than in other sectors, employment 
in the social sectors, as well as in the rapidly growing service sector, has helped to maintain the 
level of participation by women in economic activity, in particular against a backdrop of significant 
pressure on the labour market due to structural and institutional changes, both in industry and in 
agriculture.

The government has managed not only to reduce the level of poverty, but also to prevent serious 
income level stratification. However, in the medium and long term, the issues of maintaining and 
boosting people’s incomes and ensuring their sustainability, and reducing the gaps in living standards 
between the urban and rural populations, and between women and men, could be addressed not 
so much by expanding social support programmes, but by increasing the employment rate in the 
processing industries (including agro-processing industries6) and in the fast-growing service sector, 
especially in rural and peri-urban settlements.

4  Ibid.
5  A vivid illustration of how investment in changing stereotypes can encourage girls to participate in sports. This includes a range of measures from the provi-
sion of free sport uniform to the training of women coaches. As a result, “today, 47% of girls, and in rural areas - 44.7%, are engaged in sports”. (available at 
http://www.press-service.uz/ru/news/5230/).
6  Food industry of Uzbekistan will increase exports twofold by 2020, and Food industry enterprises of Uzbekistan produce more than 3 thousand products of 
food.
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This is particularly relevant given the current and expected transformation of the demographic 
structure including: a sharp rise in the working age population (especially in rural areas); growth 
in the number of retirees; and a corresponding change in the demand for social services. However 
generous the programmes of social support are, they will not be able to offer a long-term solution to 
the issues of growth in incomes and the improvement of living standards, without creating productive 
jobs for both women and men in the formal sector.

Uzbekistan is pursuing an active industrial policy designed to mobilize investments, provide 
sustainable, high rates of economic growth and a shift in focus from the production of raw materials 
to finished products with higher added value.7 By the mid-2000s, on the back of improved terms of 
trade, the share of investment reached 25 percent of GDP. This has helped to radically change the 
structure of the economy.8 The share of agriculture in GDP fell from 35 percent in the late 1990s, to 
less than 20 percent by 2010. Moreover, it is anticipated that the share of agriculture in GDP and in 
the employment sector will further decrease due to an increase in the share of industry and services.

The changing structure of agricultural production, involving a growing share of fruit, vegetable 
and oil crops, the introduction of new agricultural technologies and the establishment of new, 
modern supply chains and value chains, also encompasses corresponding changes in the 
pattern of agricultural enterprises. At present, there are no large cooperative farms, established 
on the basis of the Soviet collective farms, and there is no fragmentation into small plots.9 

7  UNECA, 2016.
8  See also, Popov & Chowdhury, 2016.
9  The issue of the size of land plots was discussed in the framework of preparation for the study, “Macroeconomic Policy and Poverty in Uzbekistan”, UNDP& 
CER. 2005, and remains a subject for debate.

20,4 20,1 21,4 20,8 19,5 20,9
24,5 25,4 24,6

22,8 23,3 24,1

0,0

5,0

10,0

15,0

20,0

25,0

30,0

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Investment, % to GDP

2,3

18,2

9,1

5,1

22,1

10,0

0,0

5,0

10,0

15,0

20,0

25,0

Above working ag oreW king age Below working age

2012

2030

The population of working age will 

e

14,1 21,1 23,9 24,0 24,2

30,0
26,3 18,0 17,6 17,6

44,0 42,0 49,0 52,0 53,0

11,9 10,6 9,2 8,3 8,0

0,0

20,0

40,0

60,0

80,0

100,0

120,0

2001 2005 2010 2012 2013
Net Taxes Services Agriculture Industry

Structure of GDP, %

48,4

27,5
19,1

12,1 7,4

1,7

5,4

3,8
9,7

11,9

2,5

2,9

5,3 5,1 4,6

11,7

10,3
11,5

22,8 26

4,7

6,6
9,2

6,9 6,9

2

3,4 8,4
5,5 3,8

7,7

13,7 12,2
10,2

21,6

21,3
30,2 30,5 27,7

17,8

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Other

Services

Machinery and 
equipment

Oil and natural gas

Chemical products

Food stuffs

Export structure, %

0,0

1 000,0

2 000,0

3 000,0

4 000,0

5 000,0

6 000,0

7 000,0

8 000,0

9 000,0

10 000,0

Grain

Cotton

Potato

Vegetables

Melons

Fruits and 
berries

Grapes

Gross harvest of main agricultural 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 (9 
months)Number 

Increase in the number and capacity 
of cool-storage facilities

Ferrous and non
ferrous metals

Capacity (thousand of tonnes)

crops, in thousand of tonnes



62

G
EN

D
ER EQ

UA
LITY, SO

C
IA

L PRO
TEC

TIO
N

 A
N

D
 RURA

L D
EV

ELO
PM

EN
T IN

 EA
STER EURO

PE A
N

D
 C

EN
TRA

L A
SIA

 - IN
SIG

H
TS FRO

M
 TH

E REG
IO

N

The main focus was, and remains, on the search for the optimal size of plots, there by ensuring 
“economies of scale”, increasing the productivity of agricultural enterprises, and promoting cross-
sectoral cooperation, in which agriculture / rural settlements are not only the suppliers of agricultural 
products, but also generate a new type of demand for infant national / domestic industries, the 
service sector and R&D.10

The development of small business and entrepreneurship (along with investment in the social sector, 
where the rate of women’s employment has been traditionally high) has improved the employment 
rate of women.11

In the period from 2000 to 2013, the proportion of women in employment has increased from 44 
percent to 45.7 percent. In 2012, the heads of 40.4 percent of small businesses and 13 percent of 
microenterprises were women.12 However, although women accounted for more than half (52.6 
percent) of all workers in the agricultural sector in 2008, only 17 000 (7.2 percent) out of a total of 
235 000 registered farms were headed by women. Within the general reduction of the employment 
rate in agriculture, the share of women is declining more rapidly. In 2005, 32 percent of all working 
women and 26.4 percent of male workers were engaged in agriculture: by 2010, the share of women 
had declined to 28.5 percent, and the share of men to 25.5 percent.13

However paradoxical it may appear, the empowerment of women in rural areas is related 
to the displacement of women from agriculture and their engagement with the growing 
employment opportunities in the processing industries and in the service sector. This 
is also essential for ensuring the future of agricultural development and food security.14 

 More importantly, these structural changes – the pattern of ownership and the structure of GDP 
(particularly in the agricultural sector) – generate respective positive multiplying effects going far 
beyond pure economics.

10  A good example of stimulating the connection between science and production is the annual Innovation Fairs (see for example “Uzbekistan plans to boost 
R&D”).
11  Asian Development Bank, 2014.
12  UNDP & CER, 2015.
13  Ibid.
14  FAO, 2011.
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There are no “blueprint” solutions to gender equality issues in agriculture, but some principles are 
universal and lessons can be drawn from best practices.15

In Uzbekistan, this issue has been addressed by a range of institutions, and targeted interventions 
aimed at: i) eliminating gender inequality in education; ii) eliminating gender inequality in employment; 
and iii) ensuring equal opportunities for women and men in, for example, decision-making processes, 
among others.16

However, the impact of these programmes and, ultimately, the improvement of the status of women 
(and men) in rural (and urban) areas, depends not only on the presence or absence of targeted 
programmes, but on how effectively and harmoniously these programmes are integrated into the 
overall logic and dynamics of transformations associated with changes in the economic structure and 
the pattern of the real sector, with the reformatting of spatial structure with new poles of growth, and 
in the end, with the transformation of the structure of society, including up to patterns of behaviour.17 
The empowerment of women in rural areas is very strongly associated with the pace and quality of 
industrialization and urbanization18. Not only does the employment of rural women in the processing 
industries and in the service sector result in decent jobs, higher and more sustainable incomes, 
and the spillover effects of demand for industrial products. The most important consequences are 
the new quality of the representation of women in the labour market, the new status of women, 
increased levels of education, improved socialization, and in the end, new opportunities for realizing 
the potential of human development.
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