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EMPLOYMENT FOR WOMEN, TRENDS IN WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION 

IN MANUFACTURING AGRO- BASED PRODUCTS 

Introduction 

The World Conference to Review and Appraise the Achievernents of the 

United Nations Decade for Women took place at a critieal time for developing 

countries. In 1975, at the beginning of the United Nation~ Decade for 

Wornen, it was hoped that econornic expansion and growth. supported by 

growing international trade, finaneial nows and technological developments 

would promote the increased participation of wornen in the economie and 

social development of developing eountries. However, during the second half 

of the Deeade the continuing , aod in m8ny eases worsening, eeonomic crisis 

in most developing countries eonstituted a serious obstacle to the full 

achievement of the goals of the Decade! equality, development and peaee. as 

weIl as limiting the progress that could be made in the areas of the three 

subthemes of the deeade , employment, health and edueation (1). 

In relation to the sub- theme of the Deeade. employment, it can be observed 

that in 1985 the generation of suffieient employment and incorne-producing 

activity presents a growing problem in most developing countries faced with 

a rapidly growing population and labour force. While much of this 

expanding labour force will continue to be absorbed in traditional 

agriculture, an increasing number of people will seek employment in 

non-farm oceupations: aecording to a World Bank estimate, these will 

account for two of every three job seekers during the last quarter of the 

twentie th eentury (2). Productive employrnent opportunities are needed in 

the urban areas in developing eountries to help absorb the urban migrant 

who have been driven to the eities by increasing landlessness and 

diminishing ernployrnent prospects in the rural areas, and they are even 

more desperately needed in the rural sreas themselves to help reduce the 

flow of rural-urban migration (3). 
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Concerning employment for wornen. it is necessary to look forward from the 

perspective of 1985 and to examine the areas in which wornen a r e currently 

engaged and where they are likely to be heavily involved in t he future. 

This is neeessary in orde r to provide 'a basis for planning ways of generating 

employment for warnen that would link n ational development strategies with 

strategies to promote an improved involvement of wornen in social and 

eeonomie development. 

The following examination of trends in the participation of wornen in 

manufaeturing agro-based products looks at the varying eonditions of their 

pBrtieipation in relation to the seale snd social organization of production 

and technology used. This categorization does not correspond to any 

natural separation of economic roles played by wornen: the same individual 

may weil be involved in produetion on various seales, comb ining home-based 

production with part- or full -time employment outside the horne, but it 

provides an appropriate framework for analysing the different kinds of 

measures that are necessary for promotlng tncreased employment 

opportunities. As this article is intended to be poliey-oriented. the 

examination of trends in the different sectors includes proposals for 

enhancing women's participation in each sector. 

Wamen and agro-industries 

The significanee of agro- industries in the economies of developing countries 

in terms of value of production and number of people ernployed snd the 

importance of agro-industries for wornen make this industrial subsector a 

subject of particular interest in relation to the employment of women (4). 

The econornic importance of agro-industries for developing count ries can be 

seen in the fact that, taken together. they accounted for 36.4 per cent of 

the total manufacturing value added (MVA) in developing count ries in 1981. 

While this represents a slight reduction in their share of MVA over 1973. 

when they aecounted for 37.8 per cent, and 8 great reduction in their 

s hare of MVA since 1963. when they accounted for 49.3 per cent (5), this 

reduction in share is due to the fact that, although production in 

agro- industries has been growing in absolute terms . other industrial 

branches have been growing faster (6). 
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Nevertheless. the development of the agro- industriB'1 subsector countries to 

be of major importance in most developing countries. In Africa. for 

example. in connection with the tndustrial Decade for Africa (IDDA). 

particular emphasis is placed on projects aimed at increasing the production 

and processing of foad and other agrieultural products. Development 

activities in the various branches of the agro- indus trial subsector are 

directed towards achieving the highest possible utilization of locally 

available resources; these activities include the leather. textile and 

forest - based industries (7). 

The importance of agro- industries for wornen derives from wornen's historical 

role in most societies of responsibllity in providing for the fulfillment of 

fundamental consumption needs, which are mainly supplied by agricultural 

and agro-based products. such a8 food, clothing e1e .• oS well as the strong 

linkages between agro- industries and the agricultural sector. where a large 

proportion of the fernsle population in many developing count ries 1s 

concentrated. The rote played by wornen extends beyond production. 

preIiminary. primary and secondary processing, to thc storing. packaging 

and marketing of agro-based products in many countries . 

A major diffie ulty encountered in efforts to analyse the situation of wornen 

in agro-industries in developing count ries derives frorn the fact that the data 

avaiIable on employment and related s tatistics for many of these countries 

are poor, and there is almost no s tatistical data disaggregated by sex. 

Thus, an assessment of trends in the composition of the labour force, 

sectoral employment demand. unemployment and underemployment is difficult 

for the total labour force, and even more diffieult for the female labour 

force (8). A large part of the work done by women is performed within the 

family and household; therefore. it has usually been invisible. The 

definition of "economica lly active" persons as those producing significant 

arnounts of economic (1.e. rnarketable) goods or visible income orten 

excluded many women nnd men who work on their own account. Therefore , 

in order to examine some 

work in manufacturing 

of the current patterns snd 

in developing countries, 

trends of women 's 

particularly in 

agro- industries. it j5 necessary to go beyond the usual definitions of work 

and the usual methods of collec ting statistics on the "economically active" 

population (9). An examination of women's employment in a broeder picture 

makes it possiblc to trace a number of trends related to women's role in 

manufacturing. 
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The element of scale 

The element of seale plays s eentrsl role in conneetion with questions 

relating to the processing snd manufaeture of agro- based products and the 

implications for women's employment. Women in developing countries are 

engaged in the processing and production of agro- produets on the smallest 

Beale. working in household production for eonsumption and aale. as 

own-aeeount workers snd as unpaid or paid family labour in the informal 

sector; they are also employed in large- scale agro- industry. working in 

nationally end foreign- owned production units manufacturing agro-based 

products. rnainly for export, but to a lesser degree for domestic 

consumption. There are same indications. however, that while they are 

heavUy represented both in smaU- and i,.l rge-seale industry, they are much 

less present in the medium-seale. mostly domestieally owned. enterprlses. 

The choice of scale and the ehoice of technology are elosely related to each 

other, but in a different manner than Is generally thought. It is often 

assumed. for example, that to be profitable . modern capital-intensive 

technologies can only be applied in large-seale produetion . This reflects the 

fact that modern technologies heve for the most part been developed in and 

for conditions of production prevailing in industrialized countries. More 

reeently, however, sueeessful attempts have already been made in many 

industries to adapt modern production teehiques for efficient use on a 

smaHer seale (10). 

In making decis ions concerning the choice of technologies in connection with 

starting and expanding industries, adequate consideration should be given 

to the possibilities of edapting existing technolgoies or developing new ones 

for smaH-seale production . Production in facilities built on a eomprehensible 

seale 8nd employing technologies that are eomprehensible to the workers can 

be more l'eadily adapted to changing market and resource eonditions. At the 

same time employment in such facilities can be an effeetive means of raising 

the level of vocational skills among the mernbers of the work force. The 

options available for the soeis1 organization of a particular enterprise as 

weIl as opportunities for greater involvement of wornen are also strongly 

influenced by the scale and technology chosen, For example. smaUer or 

medium-scale enterprises provide more opportunity for joint ownership and 

participation by workers in management and decision-making. thus 
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spreading knowledge of enterpreneur.ial 8nd mana.gement skills among the 

population and incressing the country's potential for industrial expansion. 

Production in the household 

In most developing countries wornen have traditionally been responsible far 

production in the household of a large proportion of the goods for femily 

consumption. often selling surplus production . In this way wornen generaHy 

make a s ignificant eontribution to household income (11). 

In the "Review and Appraisal of Progress Achieved and Obstacles 

Ecountered at the National Level in the Realization of the Goals and 

Objeetives of the United Nations Deeade for Wornen: Equality . Development 

and Peace" (12) prepared for the World Conference to Review and Appraise 

the Achievements of the UN Decade for Warnen. the economle importanee of 

unpaid fsmily labour and household work is emphasized. In many developing 

countries the proportion of women working who are elassified as unpaid 

femUy labour lies bet ween 30 and 50 per cent. A large part of those who 

are working in manufacturing as unpaid family labour are engaged in 

processing and producing agro-based products. 

Household production combines varlous aspects - the production aspeet. the 

income aspect. the social integration aspect. the human investment aspect 

and the time-use aspect. A closer examination of the role of women in the 

household must take into aecount the multiple functions of a household , as a 

unit of production. reproduction, etc., as weH as the wide variations in 

types of household, depending on factors such as property ownership, etc. 

In most developing countries, some of the traditional processing , 

manufacturing. service or repair operations neeessary to sustain the 

broadly self-sufficient village eeonomy are still in operation. Many of these 

subsistence crafts are involved in the production of agro-beset! products 

such aS grain processing, oil making. baskel weaving. making ropes. 

brooms. leaf plates. fishing nets etc. The operations are not particularly 

artistie or skilled. Their distinetion lies in the fa ct that eaeh locality has 

devised ways of fulfilling basic wants by utilising locally available materials 

nnd energy sourees. The p roduction processes usually involve little eapital: 
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the tools as weil as skills are passed down from generation to generation 

within the family. Women continue to play the major role in these often 

unremunerated productive activities (13). 

As indicated above, there is generally no elear distinction between 

production for the household end informal sector production for sale. Olten 

a relatively simple technological innovation can enable women to increase 

output sufficiently to produce a surplus for sale. On the other hand, a5 

has oCten been seen. the introduction of more modern processing and 

product ion technology in the agro-ba5ed sector can have the effect of 

depriving large numbers of women of a livelihood (14) . The observed 

vulnerability of household production to any changes leads to the conclusion 

that measures designed to support women working in the household must be 

very carefully examined to try to determine all possible consequences of 

their implementation before they are put into effect. 

Informal sec tor employment 

The informal sector msy gene rally be defined as self-employment or paid 

employment in a smaH bus iness activity 

framework of oHicisl regulations at 

which ususlly functions outside the 

the periphery, both 50cisl and 

geographie. of the modern urban economy. An examinntion of the lis t of 

criteria s uggested to define informal sector enterprises shows that a large 

part of the agro- industrial manufacturing carried out by wornen falls within 

this category (15). 

Productive units in the informal sector are . at least a t the outset • s maH in 

scale end limited by simple technologies. HUte capitel and lack of link s with 

the formal sector . The informal sector seems to be characterized by ease of 

entry and r e lw.nce on in digenous resources; it utilizes skills acquired 

outside the formal schaol or training systems. a nd faces unregulated and 

competitive marke ts. 

In many developing countries the informal sec tor is growing faster than the 

formal sector and a large proportion, often the majority . of the working 

population must find work there as the for mal or modern sec tor cannot 

provide sufficient employment. The rapid growth of the informal sector in 
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developing count ries at the present time is the result cl()f several inter-linked 

processes. Some of these processes include the chan ging organ ization of 

agricultural production in rural areas, resulting in the dis placement ol paid 

agricultural labour. landlessness, increased rural poverty, rur al-urban 

migration etc. and the changing organization of industrial production which 

leads to the displacement of cottage and handicraft industries that cannot 

compete with large- scale production . The high cspital cost of employment 

creation in times when capital is scarce in developing count ries menns that 

the forma l sec tor is unable to absorb much of the existing urban labour 

force. which is belng rapidly expanded by rural- urban migration . 

Furthermore • the employment policies of many formal sec tor enterprises do 

not provide secure long- term jobs. particularly for wornen. 

The size of the informal sector varles between count ries • often employing 

more than 50 per cent of the labour force (16). and in most developing 

countries the percentage of the female labour force engaged in the informal 

sector is significantly higher than that ol men. For example. in India. 41 to 

49 per cent of the female labour force is in the informal sec tor . compared to 

15 to 17 per cent of the male labour force; and in Peru 82 per cent of 

employed wornen work in the informal sector . In Latin Arnerica in generat , 

46 to 70 per cent of the informal sector 1s made up of wornen (17). 

Wornen working in the informal sector may be self- employed 01' working for 

other s. The kinds of work they perform are often extensions of their 

traditional tasks . Their work in manufacturing is generally in small-scale 

handicrafts production • food processing. weaving. garment making. the 

production of household commodities such as paper. soap and candles and 

other activities . These are tasks which women cnn carry out within the 

horne. fitting tbe hours worked to their fa mily's needs, thus making it 

possible for them to combine child care and other household duties with 

paid work. Also for women who a r e rest ricted in their possibilities to leave 

the horne because of religious 01' cultural traditions. employment in the 

informal sec tor often provides their only opportunity to earn an income. 

Sometimes the goods produced. which are often sold with the assistance of 

young childr en. can generate a significant proportion of household income 

(18). Nevertheless. there are also serious negative aspects to work in the 

informal scctor : the hours worked are often very long and a r e combined 

with a full load of household work, which can negatively affect women's 
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health (19). 

Warnen working in the informal seetar usua lly find it more diffic ult than 

men to move into the formal seetar or even to move to the more secure end 

better paid informal seetaT jobs (20). Womenls pos ition in the informal 

seetar is generally in the lesB productive areas of production er in 8uxiliary 

productive activities. With regard to the management of enterprises, It can 

be observed that although in the amoll. family-based concerns that sccount 

for the majority of all sffial1- scale enterprises warnen are often r esponsible for 

bookkeeping. ordering. contral of supplies and other importsnt management 

functiens. the nature cf these activities in the informal aeetar and 

continuing discrimlnatory hiring patterns in the formal seetar in most 

countries effectively prevent wornen from transferring acquired skills to 

similar activities in the formal sec tor (21). 

The i rnportance to warnen of the informal sec tor production of agro-based 

products has been underlined as folIows: 

"Although this sector's contribution to national output may appear smalI , jts 

significance to wornen can be crucial as it may be the only. or main source 

of incorne - e.g. cash incorne. directly under their contro!. Its elimination 

by targer-seale mechanized processes in other locations can eonstitute a 

dramatic change in women's lives and status in the farnUy." (22) 

The significance of informal sec tor production and distribution is not limited 

to wornen, however, as It plays an essential role in providing for the needs 

of large segments of the population. 

The situation of wornen working in agro-industrie! manufacturing in the 

informal sec tor , both in rural and urban areas, has genera ted a great deal 

of concern during the last ten years. Women engaged in the production of 

agro-based products such as prepared foads. ground spices. soap, etc. 

need means oI upgrading these activities so a6 to raige output and income 

and help them compete with formal sector enterprises p roducing slmUar 

products (23). 

A major difficulty associated with such efforts i8 the fact thM often the 

demand for products tradltionally produced by wornen in the informal sector 
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-
declines ss incomes rise. The foads snd drin1t's prepared by them. 

homespun cloth and earthenware goads have a low income elasticity of 

demand and face competition from "modern" factory- produced products. This 

difficulty might be dealt with by adapting existing skills of women to the 

smaH scale manufacture of "modern" products demanded by consumers . 

Through the introduction of appropriate technology, training and other 

support services wornen could produce rnany of the products which are 

currenUy imported from abroad or produced in urban- based factories (24). 

Considering the importance of informal sector production for wornen and men 

aa producers and consumers, meana should be sought by which the 

vagnries and insecurity faced by those working in this aector could be 

lessened. It would be important to develop menns of linking the informal 

with the formal sector. upgrading the technologies used, improving quality 

and quality control and establishing an adequate infrastructure (25). 

Two types of measures for supporting women working in the informal sector 

that have been suggested are (26)! 

(a) Government policy measures to promote the geographical dispersion and 

diversification of industrial ßctivities. including the development of 

appropriete technologies. These measures should be carefully balanced 

between urban and rural sress. 

(b) Grass roots messures to organize employment projeets and schemes in 

various types of production of agro- industrial products for local markets, 

including support measures to ensure access to secure sources of supply of 

inputs and necessary infrastructure for storage. transport and marketing of 

output. 

WhiJe these two types of measures eould be equally applied to creating 

employment opportunities for warnen or rnen. the fallowing three strategies 

were derived frorn an analysis of a large number of projects specüically 

aimed at increasing employrnent for wornen (27) : 

(a) Incr easing the praductivity of exis ting work through the introduction of 

improved technologies and the provision of support services in order to 

enBble women to increase output or improve the quality of traditional 
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products and thus become or remain competitive in relation to similar 

products produced in factories ; 

(b) Increasing access to income-generating activities that were previously 

inaccessible by establishing co-operatives. providing credit, and, where 

necessary. introducing new technologies to alter the nature of work that 

had been taboo for women beceuse of socio- cultural reasons. so as to make 

it acceptable for them and the community; 

(c) Using existing skills to produce new products or modified traditional 

products for which there is a demand in ca ses when the products 

traditionally produced by women are no Ion ger wanted by consurners who 

prefer more modern irnported or factory-produced products. 

Forms of employment between the informal and the formalsector 

Subcontracted work - the "putting out" system 

Another form of agro-lndustrial work usually performed by wornen that can 

be observed in hoth the formal and informal sectors is the "putting out 

system" or homeworking, which is a feature of both export-oriented 

manufacturing and production for the domestic market (28). 

Under this system. which is most common in the garment industry end other 

light industries such as handicrafts. toys, artificial flowers, hats, etc., 

wornen ere employed either in their own houses or smnll Ioeal workshops. 

They are provided with inputs and too1s either by the owner of the 

enterprise or by rniddle-men or sub-contractors. They perform their tasks 

within or near their horne. at irregular working hours, thus overcoming one 

obstacle to paid work: child care and the provision of goods nnd services to 

their families. 

Despite the insecurity faced by those working under this system. for many 

wornen it represents the only way of obtaining necessary income. They 

are paid piece-rate wages . which means that minimum wage laws cannot be 

enforced . All labour laws affecting the horne workers are difficult to enforce 

because the work which is done at horne is often unrecorded and even 
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illegal. Because of their isolation the horne w<ftkers are also seldom 

organized in trade unions. and lack any form of negotiating power . In rural 

areas the contractor is often also a powerful land- owner. Under such 

conditions of econornic and social dependence, workers are unable to find 

alternative arrangements for the marketing of products (29). 

The fact that homeworking orten remains undeclared in order to evade taxes 

and labour regulations means that information on this type of work is often 

difficult to collecL Its exact magnitude is düficult to judge, but it is known 

to be a widespread phenornenon. For employers, aside from the financial 

incentive, subcontracting to horne workers provides wider flexibility for 

meeting periods of heavy dernand and for rnanufacturing smaH series (30). 

This type of work is likely to rernain a significant feature of fernale 

employment in agro-industries in developing countries as long as it provides 

the only opportunity for paid employment to wornen who have no alternative. 

The vulnerability of those engaged in putting- out work tends to increase 

with more rapid urbanization. exacerbated by the lack of income- earning 

possibilities in rural areas (31) . Therefore. two kinds cf measures are 

necessary: in the short term. measures to alleviate the working conditions 

of homeworkers~ and in the longer term. alternative forms of work 

organization, such as co- operatives. providing wornen in rural and urban 

areas with aceess to the capital, inputs, equipment needed to produce 

semi-finished or finished products as well as secure long-term arrangements 

for the sale of these products, thus aUowing women to work independently 

of the sUb-contracting middle- men (32). 

Seasonal employment 

Some types of work p rocess ing agricultural products, such as fruit nnd 

vegetable canning. are highly seasonal in nature. snd many other 

sgro-industries gene rally employing a high proportion of female workers. 

such as processing fish snd seafood, canning und preserving meat. snd 

even garment making. are also s ubject to seasonal fluctuations . Some of the 

features characteristic of this kind of work are the long hours during 

production peaks, when perishable raw materials rnust be quickly 

processed. alternating with long periods of unempIoyment . snd the arduous. 
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repetitive nature of the jobs (33) . 

Seasonal fluctuations in some branches of the food processing Industry have 

been decreasing. This is mostly due to technological innovations: 

refrigeration techniques 8nd the 8vailability and control of chemical 

additives allow a longer conservation of raw materials. However , seasonal 

fluctuations remain high in two particular branches that are important in 

developing countries : in the sugar industry and in fruH and vegetable 

processing. As fruit and vegetable processing everywhere Is a branch that 

employs a high proportion of women, it is more particularly fernale labour 

that is affected. Therefore. strategies designed to improve the role of 

wornen in agro- industries s hould include ways to compensate those ernployed 

in these industries for the seasonal natur0 of the work. 

Employment in the formal sector 

In most developing countries , the formal sec tor is presently able to absorb 

only a small proportion of the available labour force and an even smaller 

share of the total female labour force. Only one third of the women recorded 

as working in developing count ries are reported as belng employed in the 

formal aectar (34) . In fact. th~ percentage of women working in the formal 

sector is certainly leas becsuse the statistics on women officially registered 

as economically actlve usually understate the true number of women working 

in the informal see tor . 

Formal sector employment opportunities for women in devcloping countries 

are limited by the fact that they gene rally tend to be uns killed or 

semi-skilled, and lack formal sChooling. Those seeking work are us uaUy 

young . unmarried, often rural migrants and hardly ever membe rs of a 

trade union (35). While the overall figures for developing count ries show 

employed wornen equally dist ributed between industry and services , this is 

not the csse for many individual developing countries. An ana lys is of the 

activities of e rnployed wornen s hows that within the service se..::tor . a large 

proportion of wornen are employed in commercial. elerieal end auxiliary 

activities. snd in thc industrial sector , an overwhelming rnajority of women 

work in agro- industries, such as textiles and clothing, footwesr and food 

processing. all of which are seen as extensions of women 's tradition al work 

80 

in the horne. • 

There has been considerable of discussion about whether women's formal 

sec tor employment opportunities in indus try are increasing or decreasing at 

the global level. The findings of the study on the role of wornen in 

industry prepared for the World Conference to Review and Appraise the 

Achievements of the UN Decade for Wornen indicate that they are increasing 

in industry overall and in most developing countries (36). An earlier study 

had shown that in many developing countries women's industrial employment 

was on the decline. giving Brazil. Colombia, Guatemala and Jndia as 

examples, where between 1950 and 1970 wornen!;: share of manufacturing 

ernployment decreased while men's increased (37), but the most recent ILO 

statistlcs indicate that this is no longer the trend and that women 's 

employment in manufacturing in these as weIl as in many other developing 

countries Is actually increasing. 

The difference in findings of these studies may be explained by the 

different time periods covered, as there are marked differences in wornen 's 

participation in manufacturing between the initial, intermediate and later 

phases of industrialization. One pattern that has often been observed is 

tha t in the initial phases of industrialzation large numbers of wornen are 

employed in the light manufacturing indus tries such as textiles, garments. 

shoes, food- processing, tobacco. ete. In the following phases. with the 

shift to inereasingly complex production technologies. larger-sized 

enterprises and increased capital investment, 89 weil as the heavier. metal 

and chemical industries. women tend to be excluded in favour of men. It is 

interesting to note that in Africa, however. the above pattern was not 

followed. There , women's participation in industriel manufacturing has been 

low frorn the out set , which can be partially explained by the fact that in 

some Afriean countries wornen were barred from participation in industrial 

activities by colonial laws (38). 

During Iater phases of industrialization, employment opportunities for wornen 

may again incrense in r esponse to an increaseed demand for low-cost un- or 

semi - skilled labour . This trend can be observed in many Asian count ries , 

particularly the newly industriaHzed countries. In the Republic of Korea. 

for exnmple. the percentage of working wornen ernployed in manufacturing 

inc reased frorn 10.0 pe r cent in 1966 to 20.4 pe r cent in 1981. In Singapore 
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there was a very large increase. with the percentage of wornen emp loyed by 

manufacturing rising frorn 14.2 per cent in 1957 to 39 . 0 per cent in 1980. 

In the Philippines. by contrast. despite Hs efforts to expand export 

rnanufacturing. there was a decline in the percentage of wornen ernployed in 

manufacturing. frorn 20.6 per cent in 1960 to 15.0 per cent in 1975 . It thus 

appears that • development strategy prirnarily oriented towards 

manufacturing for export cannot be relied upon to provide a secure basis 

for expanding employrnent opportunities for wornen. 

As for Latin America and the Caribbean, one study showed that between 

1970 and 1980 there was no change in the share of women employed in 

manufacluring in the low -income countries of this region snd an increase of 

1.7 per cent in the middle -ineorne countries. Although no comparable date is 

avaUable for Africa. tabulations based on the same study indicate that the 

proportion of African wornen employed in rnanufacturing. which, as has been 

noted. is rnuch lower than in other regions. increased by approximstely 2.0 

per cent between 1970 and 1980 (39). 

Although there is a lack of sufficient labour statistics disaggregated by sex 

that would permit exact comparisons between different developing countries 

and regions, it appears that while in many developing count ries there is e 

growing trend towards ernploying women in export-oriented industries. in 

most of these countries women form s much smal1er part of the industrial 

workforce than men in the medium- and large-scale enterprises producing 

manufactured goods for domestic consumption. This is true despite the fact 

already mentioned that in many countries wornen worked as wage earners in 

manufacturlng in the beginning years of industrialization. One striking 

exception is Thailand. where wornen form almost half of the workCorce in 

industrial rnanufacluring (40) . 

Where wornen are employed in domestic industrial production they te nd to be 

highly concentrated in a few branches of agro-industries; however. the 

branches in which they work within the agro-industriel subsector vary 

between countries. This apparentJy reflects differences in the model of 

industrialization followed. For exarnple. in a country that followed a more 

domestically - oriented import- substitution strategy . such as India. a very 

high proportion of the wornen employed in manufacturing work in the three 
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branches food- processing. tobacco and textiles. In ,f0ntrast to this . wornen 

employed in rnanufacturing in Mauritius , a country following a ·policy of 

export-oriented industrialization. are concentrated to a great extent in the 

rnanufacture of wearing apparet (see Table 1). 

Although the specific branches of agro- industrial rnanufacturing in which 

wornen are ernployed vary between countries • the nature of the work they 

perfonn gene rally exhibits seversl comrnon characteristics. Wornen tend to be 

employed in production and auxiliary activities with lower productivity, 

lower job security and lower pay. ODes whieh are physically arduous and do 

not provide them with transferable skills. Until now, labour legislation 

designed to provide protection to wornen has ·orten been used a8 apretext 

to exclude them from employment (41). 

Two new trends in ernployment opportunities for wornen can be observed in 

some developing eountries. Many employers are beginning to show a 

preference for hiring warnen. particularly in those agro- industries where 

the striet observance of health regulations in the production process is 

essential and where importance is attached to regular work attendance (42). 

In these ca ses • women's grester willingness to maintain high standards of 

hygiene . more regular attendance and greater dependability have been seen 

to outweigh the disincentives to hiring women posed by protective labour 

legislatian. particularly maternity benefits. This trend corre!ates with the 

rising levels of literacy and inereasing average number of years of 

schooling of wornen in rnany developing eountries. 

The second trend that can be seen is that, in contrast to earlier 

observations that faetory employment made use of existing skilIs acquired 

by women working in the informal sec tor • employers tend to prefer to hire un­

employed wornen without experience working independently and train them on 

the job. This trend corre!ates with the Increasing divergence that has been 

observed between the formal and the informal sectors • which has the result 

that the experience gained by women working in the Informal seetor is seen 

by employcrs as irrelevant or even detriment al to training them for formal 

s ec tor employ ment. and that their experienee working in the formal sector • 

whel'e n very stringent divis ion of labour prevails . reduees their capacity 

for independent work in the formal sector (43 ) . 
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00 Table 1: Fernsle employment in branches cf agro-industry as share cf total fernsie employment in manufacturing 
~ 

(in per cent) 

Africa 

Food Bevera- Tobacco Textiles Apparel Leather Footwear Wood Furniture Total 

ges Prod. 

(311 - ( 313) ( 314) (321) ( 322) ( 323) (331 ) (331) (332) 

312) 

Botswana 
1978 14.8 10.2 51.0 4.8 0.5 81.3 

1982 15.9 6. 6 46.4 3.3 72.2 

Egypt 
1974 14.3 2.0 42.9 4.1 2.0 65.3 

1978 15.4 1.5 41.5 4.6 63.0 

Kenya 
1979 45.7 3.4 a) 10.3 6.0 0.9 5.2 0.9 72.4 

1982 30.8 3.1 a) 16.9 12 .3 0.8 5.4 69.3 

Malawi 
1979 8.4 1.1 54.6 4.8 6.4 0.3 1.6 0.7 68.3 

1981 21. 3 1.2 34.6 6.1 6.2 0.5 0.9 1.0 71.8 

Mauritius 
1974 5.4 5.1 a) 3.0 56.7 1.5 b) 1.3 1. 0 c) 73.0 

1978 3.5 2.8 a) 5.5 68.0 1. 9 b) 1.0 0.6 c) 83.3 

1982 3.2 1.6 a) 5.2 78.7 0.9 b) 0.6 0.6 c) 90.8 

a) ISIC 313 and 314 combined 
b) includes ISIC 355 (rubber products) 
c) ISIC 331 and 322 combined 

Source: ILO
t 

Yearbook cf Labour Statistics 1983. 1984, as weH as other ILC labour statistics available aa 
printouts. 

rable 1 (Continued): Fernsle employment in branches cf agro-industry BS share of total fernsle employment in 
manufacturing (in per cent) 

Asis and the Pacific 

Food Bevera- Tobacco Textiles Apparel Leather Footwear Wood Furniture Total 
ges Prod. 

(311 - ( 313) ( 314) ( 321) (322) (323) ( 331) (331) ( 332) 
312) 

Cyprus 
1981 11.7 2.8 1.4 8.4 44.0 3.9 9.9 1.1 1.1 84.3 

Hong Kong 
1974 1.0 0.1 0.1 19.5 39.0 0.2 0.4 0.5 0.2 61.0 
1978 0.9 0.1 0.1 14.3 42.0 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.1 58.4 
1982 1.0 0.1 0.1 12.8 42.0 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.2 57.3 

India 
1974 22.4 2.2 24.1 24.1 0.6 0.2 1.1 74.7 
1978 28.8 0.2 22.7 24 B 1.4 0.2 0.9 79.0 
1981 28.7 0.3 20.7 22.4 1.5 0.2 0.2 0.8 74.8 

Philippines 
1974 15.3 1.4 11. 8 29.3 15.9 0.5 1.8 2.1 0.8 78.1 
1977 14.4 1.3 4.8 20.9 25.8 0.5 1.5 2.2 1.2 72.6 

Rep. of Korea • 
1976 5.7 0.5 0.8 31. 0 18.2 1.6 1.1 1.8 0.2 60.9 
1978 5.7 0.6 0.6 30.8 16.0 1.4 1.5 1.9 0.5 59.0 
1982 5.7 0.6 0.5 28.4 18.3 1.1 2.2 1.1 0.5 58.4 

Sn Lanka 
1978 14.3 0.3 0.8 55.8 10.0 0.5 1.1 0.4 0.1 83.3 

Tonga 
1975 76.6 a) - b) 1. 5 c) 78.1 
1978 59.4 a) 12.3 b) 0.9 c) 72.6 
1980 46.1 a) 29.0 b) 0.8 c) 75.9 

00 a) ISIC 31 includes ISICs 311 - 312. 313 and 314. b) ISIC 32 includes ISICS 321. 322. 323 and 324 
~ c) ISIC 33 includes ISICs 331 and 332 



As has already been noted, in many developing countries Iemale emp loyment 

has increased in certain export-oriented industries, a large proportion of 

which are agro-industries end many of which are located in the special 

export processing zones (EPZs) established by developing country 

Governments to attract domestic and foreign investment. It hos been 

estimated that between 80 and 90 per cent of the low-skilled assembly work 

in the zones 1s performed by wornen (44). While women's e rnployment in the 

EP.Zs has been the subject of much discussion and the number c f women 

employed there has increased dramatically, it is importsnt to keep these 

numbers in perspective . The total ernpIoyment of women in EPZs in Asia . 

fcr example, was approximately 500,000 at the beginning of the 1980s, 

which represents approximately 1 per cent of the total fernale industrial 

labour force in As ia (45). 

The very large savings in wage costs which industries can achieve by 

employing women rather than men can be seen by comparing the average 

wages for rnen and wornen, which show that, world-wide, wamen are paid 

much less than men in all seetors. including manufaeturing. In some 

countries the difference Is more than 50 per cent. In the Republic of 

Korea, fernste esrnings in manufacturing are 45 . 3 per cent of male levels. 

Even within the same industry, wornen are generslly paid less than rn en . In 

Hong Kong in the textile industry. wornen's wages were reported 86 b eing 

30 per cent less than those paid to men in the late 1970s for performing 

comparable work. In Colombia . a5 well, wornen working in the textile 

industries earn considerably lower wages than men do (46). 

Wornen as members of the labour force have thus becorne the crucial fsctor 

of production whieh permits the further lowering of production costs. Their 

employment bolh in export-oriented industries and in services snd eommerce 

under depressed working conditions has allowed employers to reduce costs 

and continue producing and eompeting in export markets and s imultoneous ly 

increasing their profit margins (as in situations of devaluation) (47). 

While it appears that developing eountries ~ill try to eontinue to promote 

export- oriented processing in the agro-industries a6 weIl as in other 

branches of rnanufacturing, a8 has al ready been pointed out. the increasing 

automation in industria1ized countries rnay weH seriously reduce the 

incentives for foreign firms to locate manufacturing industries producing for 
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developed eountries ' markets in developing coun.t~ies. Furthermore , the 

overall benefits of export- oriented industrialization 6trategies for the 

economies of the developing count ries have been the s ubject of serious 

debate. Jt has been observed that the export promotion poIicy of many 

developing countries s timulates export indus tries which are dissociated from 

domestic market expansion. With regard to the exploitation of female labour 

in the agro-industries, it has been suggested that "the cheap labour export 

promotion in fact only enhances the depres sion of the domestic market. the 

technologieal immobiIity. the traditional management (or rnls management) and 

therefore prevents any structural change in LDCs" (48). 

It has furt her been concluded in this eonnection that: 

"The policy of international trade promotion based on low salaries '" in the 

medium and long run will be reflected in the impoverishrnent of the domestie 

market. Resourees will be shifted to abroad 8t the expense of LDC's labour 
forces ... 

"For entrepreneurs (industrialists) produeing export goods, wages and 

salaries are 8 cost that has to be eompressed 8S much as p08sible since 

their enterprises will not expect any benefit from the purchasing power of 

these wages and salaries. When production is geared to the domestie 

market. wages snd 6alaries are both a cost and a guaranty of the 

purchas ing power of the country necessary to increase enterprises' sales 

and industrialists' profits. TI (49) 

It can be thus seen that in planning measures to incrase the contribution of 

women to the formal sector of agro-industry and to increase the 

eontribution of agro- industry to national development, solutions should not 

be sought in merely replacing male labour with fernsie labour or in 

maximizing production for export, but in expanding the agro- indu6trial 

sub - see tor in an integrated manner with the agrieultural sec tol' so as to 

contribute to the sa tisfaetion of the eons umption needs of the population 

and in involving wornen in this pl'ocess from thc out se t , at a ll levels and in 

both rural and urban a reas. 
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ConcJusion 

On the basis of the foregoing study it can be seen that a great deal of 

further research is necessary on the subject of warnen in agro- industries in 

order to be able to formulate meaningful policies and appropriate industria1 

development strategies aimed at promoting the participation of wornen in 

agro-industries in ways that would benefit the overall development of 

developing count ries and enhance women's role in this development. 

It is already apparent , however, that in order to be effective and, most 

importantly, to have a lasting effect. any measures designed to irnprove the 

participation of wornen in agro-industries must form an integral part of a 

longer-term overall development strategy . This has already been pointed out 

in the analysis of trends in wornen's participation in the manufacturing of 

agro-based products and recornmendations arising direct1y from the analysis 

of these trends have been indicated at the end of each part above . 

Wornen in many developing countries are presently caught between the 

breakdown of rural economies on the one hand and the stagnation of the 

modern sector on the other. Problems of landlessness and lack of 

employment in rural areas lead to increasing urban migration. but formal 

sector employment in urban and peri-urban sreas i8 not avaiIable for most 

urban migrants. which forces many of them into marginal forms of 

employment in the informal sector. Cf those wornen who do find employment. 

rnany are engaged in putting-out work and others are iri redeployed 

industries. often in export processing zones , two groups of workers that 

are particularly subject to recurrent layoffs and unemployment. 

Possible solutions must be sought in the context of more self- reliant 

development strategies directed toward the creation of coherent national 

productive systems and efforts to increase regional and sub- regional 

integration and expand trade aong developing countries . It is essential that 

the growth and developrnent of both the agricultural and industrial sectors 

be promoted so as to be mutually reinforcing. that the needs and 

contributions of both rural and urban populations be taken into 

consideration. that measures to promote economic growth and more equitable 

distribution go hand in hand rather than expecting the latter to follow 

necessarily from the former. that industrial development strategies bala nce 
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small-scale informal sector development with the expansion of medium- and 

large-scale industry while strengthening the linkages within the industrial 

sector, and that the choice of products to be produced , while taking into 

consideration the present situation of the country in the world econornic 

system. be oriented towards fulfilling the consumption needs cf the 

population. 
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