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“…It was woman who made the rst containers, weaving 
baskets and coiling the rst clay pots…Without this long 
period of agricultural and domestic development, the 
surplus of food and manpower that made urban life 
possible would not have been forthcoming.”

-  Lewis Mumford ( e City in History, pp 12)
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Agriculture in Delhi is the employer of a 
large number of women, who play an 
essential role in the food production process. 
Apart from working as farmers, a signicant 
number of women are also shepherds and 
farm labourers. ey are also involved in the 
food distribution, selling vegetables and 
fruits in open-air weekly markets or haat fruits in open-air weekly markets or haat 
bazaars. erefore, women are central to the 
food production network in Delhi. However, 
not all women who are involved in 
agricultural activities, come from the social 
or cultural context. By interacting with 
women who hail from dierent parts of 

the country and varied socio-economic strata, 
we were able to get a glimpse of the diversity in 
the urban farming community of Delhi.

Globally, it is seen that the participation of Globally, it is seen that the participation of 
women in activities associated with urban 
agriculture is higher as compared to that of 
men. e contribution of women to 
agriculture (not only urban agriculture) has 
always been signicant. As per the ndings of 
the Food and Agricultural Organisation 
(2011), women comprise about 43 percent of (2011), women comprise about 43 percent of 
the agricultural labour force globally and 
in developing countries.
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e women laborers engaged in urban 
farming are mostly landless, migrant 
women. Some have recently migrated 
from their villages, while others have lived 
in Delhi for more than 20-30 years. Due to 
a lack of formal school education, most 
women are seldom able to nd jobs in the 
“formal” sector. ere is a dearth of any “formal” sector. ere is a dearth of any 
reliable ocial data, records, or studies on 
those employed in the “informal” sector, 
therefore it is dicult to say with certainty 
how many women are engaged in 
urban farming.

But in recent years, dierent studies have But in recent years, dierent studies have 
been done in many countries of Africa 
which have revealed that the number of 
women involved in farming in the cities 
and surrounding areas is signicantly 
more than men. In particular, women are 
engaged in the food distribution process, 
carrying food to the market and selling carrying food to the market and selling 
food to consumers through the market.

According to a survey, in urban farming, 
most women are involved in subsistence 
farming, cultivating only to meet the food 
demands of the family (Freeman, 1991). In 
1973, 89% of the small traders in Yaoundé 
city of Cameroon were women who used 
to cultivate food and carry the produce to 
the city through “head loading”. More the city through “head loading”. More 
recently, a study conducted in Nairobi, 
Kenya, showed that most of the fruit and 
vegetable shops in urban areas are run by 
women. Apart from Africa, more women 
are involved in farming taking place in 
many cities of Latin America, Southeast 
Asia, the Middle East, and the West Asia, the Middle East, and the West 
(Hovorka and Lee-Smith, 2006). 
Moreover, some other forms of urban 
farming, such as terrace farming, not only 
contribute to the family’s nourishment, 
ensuring access to chemical-free 
food, but also act as a private 
cultural-environmental space for women. 
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In this way, women can assert ownership 
and control over the product and the 
conditions of production, in a way 
empowering themselves (Boon and 
Taylor, 2015).

In many places, women took to urban In many places, women took to urban 
farming as a necessity to ensure survival 
but later, it became an emancipatory tool. 
For instance in Botswana, women were 
economically marginalized and less 
educated than the men of their 
community. For them, and even for those 
whose economic status was slightly better, whose economic status was slightly better, 
urban farming became a means of 
empowering and liberating themselves 
and creating a space for themselves in a 
'male-dominated' society (Hovorka,2006).

Only female participation in urban 
farming activities is not enough to ensure 
their emancipation and empowerment. 

Women face marginalization due to biased 
gender attitudes, restrictions on resource 
sharing and use, restrictions on mobility 
which are deeply embedded in our social, 
economic, and legal circumstances. e 
issue is more structural and there is a lack 
of studies on these interconnected 
and complex webs of relationships.and complex webs of relationships.

It is worth noting that the contribution of It is worth noting that the contribution of 
women in farming, especially women who 
are cultivating in urban areas, is not fully 
recognized in government statistics. For 
example, agricultural production taking 
place for household consumption (such as 
preparing jaggery, extracting paddy husk, 
grinding grains, making mats and baskets, grinding grains, making mats and baskets, 
etc.) is not counted as an economic 
activity in national data on labour 
force participation and other 
statistical accounts.
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Apart from this, a woman’s contribution 
either in vegetable gardens, poultry or 
dairy, etc., is also not counted as an 
economic activity. Secondly, many 
researchers believe that all the national 
surveys which take place at the household 
level, fail to take into account the internal 
structure and hierarchies of relationships structure and hierarchies of relationships 
in the family which have an inuence on 
the reporting of information and 
are important from a gender 
perspective (U.N. Women, 2017).

However, for some time, the National However, for some time, the National 
Sample Survey has started collecting 
information about women's participation 
in household chores and other family 
economic activities. According to the data 
obtained in the 68th round of this survey 
(July 2011 – June 2012), about 15 percent 
of women over 5 years of age in of women over 5 years of age in 

Indian  cities are involved in some kind of 
farming-related activity (maintenance of 
vegetable and vegetable gardens, poultry, 
dairy, etc) (NSSO 68th Round, Report
No. 559, pp 15-22).

As per the Census of India 2011, about 12 As per the Census of India 2011, about 12 
percent of the total workforce in the cities 
and 17 percent of the female workforce are 
dependent on farming or farming-related 
work as a source of livelihood. Taking a 
closer look at workers who work only for 
less than 6 months (important to note that 
these workers play the biggest role in these workers play the biggest role in 
urban farming), reveals that about 37 
percent of the workers and out of the total 
women workers, 41% of women earn their 
livelihood by farming for sometime in the 
year (for less than 6 months) (assessed by 
the authors based on the Census 
of India 2011).
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Urban farming is not only necessary for 
good nutrition but is also sustainable and 
contributes to community building. It is 
necessary to look at urban spaces and food 
from a gendered lens. e study 
conducted by Devi and Buchler in the 
peri-urban areas of Hyderabad in 2009 is 
interesting in this regard. e study interesting in this regard. e study 
revealed that there was a signicant 
dierence between the farming 
preferences of female and male farmers, 
but the division of labor associated with 
farming was still according to traditional 
gender roles (Devi and Buchler, 2009). e 
burden of the household chores was borne burden of the household chores was borne 
solely by women and community activities 
remained the domain of men.

Policies should be cognizant of the social 
realities and aim towards increasing the

decision-making capacities of women. 
When gender is such an all-encompassing 
aspect and inuences everything from 
access to resources to decision-making, it 
is integral to keep it central during 
policy-making. Hovorka and Smith (2006) 
call for a gendered sustainable 
development agenda that encompasses development agenda that encompasses 
the understanding of the existing 
relationships between men and women, is 
contextual, and recognizes the immediate 
needs of women as well aims for structural 
changes to address inequity and involves 
stakeholders like political and social 
actors. Hence localized interventions are 
key which are backed by scientic key which are backed by scientic 
research and resource allocation 
which mainstreams gender. 
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Shakuntala works as a farm laborer in the 
  Najafgarh area of Delhi. Years ago, she 
started working for a wage of Rs 25 a day 
which was subsequently increased by Rs 
10-20 every year and now stands at Rs 250. 
In Delhi and its surrounding agricultural 
areas, many women can be found working 
in the elds in the same manner. in the elds in the same manner. 
Shakuntala is the sole earner of the family, 
being responsible for their upkeep. Her 
three children are still enrolled in formal 
education and are dependent on her. She 
inspired her children to prepare and aim 
for IIT, even collecting the necessary 
money for it. Hence for Shakuntala, money for it. Hence for Shakuntala, 
working as a farm labourer is the only 
available and necessary means for her 
and her family’s survival.

In some parts of Delhi, women working in 
agriculture face double marginalization

due to the intersection of religion and 
gender. Rukhsana (age 65 years) in 
Jagatpur village narrated that she is 
landless and cultivates on the land of a 
Gurjar landowner. She has been 
cultivating greens and vegetables for many 
years by renting land. Apart from her, 
there are around 200 Muslim families in there are around 200 Muslim families in 
this village who are mostly landless. Most 
of the village land, including the Gram 
Sabha land, is under the ownership of 
Gurjar landlords. Gurjar zamindars are 
apprehensive about giving their land to 
any Muslim, fearing that it will 
be encroached upon. Such rumour 
mongering adds to the prejudices and has 
resulted in a strained relationship between 
the Gurjar landlords and the
Muslim tenant farmers.

Statements of women urban farmers of Delhi
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In Delhi’s urban farming community, 
many women are also involved as 
shepherds. ese shepherds come to Delhi 
from Rajasthan, at times with their entire 
family, including husband and children, 
with hundreds of animals which include 
cows, donkeys, camels, and dogs. 
Karpoori Devi (age 35 years) is a shepherd Karpoori Devi (age 35 years) is a shepherd 
who brings her goats for grazing under the 
Nizamuddin Bridge. Meanwhile, her 
husband sells greens on a rickshaw trolley. 
She has two goats and a buck of her own, 
and with them, she also brings 
someone’s ox to graze.

In many farms, the husband and wife 
cultivate the land together. One such pair 
is Bechu Bind and Malti Devi, 
husband-wife, both aged around 65 years. 
Together, they cultivate fenugreek greens 
in raised beds but for a good yield, it is 
necessary to prevent weeds like Motha, 
Doob, and Santhi from growing. ey Doob, and Santhi from growing. ey 
have been cultivating greens and 
vegetables on rented land for the last 10-12 
years, but there is always a lurking danger 
of this land being taken away. Moreover, 
there is also the added and constant fear of 
extreme oods in this area.
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Despite the central role of women in urban 
farming in Delhi, their contribution is 
limited to an ‘invisible farmer’. Farming 
has always been considered as a male 
domain, however, there is enough data to 
contest this claim and establish that more 
women than men spend time involved in 
agricultural activities, in addition to agricultural activities, in addition to 
household work, which goes unaccounted 
for and is unrecognized labour in 
the patriarchal society.

In this brief presentation, we have been 
able to see that there exist many reasons 
which contribute to the discrimination 
and marginalization of women farmers,

labourers, and shepherds. And the same 
patterns and the same reasons for 
discrimination and marginalisation 
appear over and over again across cities in 
India and even worldwide. Certainly, it is 
very important to take a gendered view 
and give equal space to gender justice in 
the studies and promotion of urban the studies and promotion of urban 
farming, the city's food system, 
and sustainable urban development.

( is booklet is the result of the research 
and documentation done in the original 
work titled “Report on Urban Farming 
in Delhi”)
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Peoples Resource centre aims to build new infrastructures of 
solidarity with the valuable fragments of learning derived from 
collective actions everywhere and the possible alternatives imagined 
by all people. e initiative seeks to explore the possibilities of 
bringing the resources back into the people’s powerful control, and 
to understand whether and how that can eradicate the most 
persistent problems such as hunger, homelessness, ambient 
pollution, and social injustices based on caste, gender and religion. pollution, and social injustices based on caste, gender and religion. 
PRC engages with movement groups and communities in the places 
with the ongoing or potential struggle over resources, and regularly 
undertakes policy monitoring, research and documentation, and 
grassroots networking to generate resources for collective
resistance  and creative action.
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