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Biodiversity

‘Biodiversity is one of the most significant 
and elaborate notions to be added to 
conservation and development discourses 
during the last ten years’

Piers Blaikie, 1996. Paper presented at RGS/IBG Annual Conference, Strathclyde.

The variety and variability of genes, 
species and ecosystems is a global capital 
asset with great potential for yielding 
sustainable benefits.
Biodiversity has declined due to habitat 
destruction, over-harvesting, pollution 
and the inappropriate introduction of 
exotic species.



Approaches to Biodiversity

Classic: focuses on environmental remedies for 
environmental problems. Associated with colonial roots 
of conservation and ambivalent attitudes to local 
people. Top down approach.
Neo-liberal economic: focuses on the economic benefits  
of biodiversity and the costs of its erosion and 
management. USAID(2001)calculated that the net 
economic benefits of biodiversity were at least 
US$3trillion per year or 11% of the annual world 
output.

i. Loss of a commodity and the related income stream-or
ii. Consumptive use values and option values
BUT species have intrinsic value and valuation is 

anthropocentric. In developing countries, poor people’s 
and especially women’s views tend to be overlooked. 
So need more bottom-up approaches.

Biodiversity history
First mentioned in 1988 in a US National Academy of 
Sciences publication
Rio de Janeiro 1992 Earth Summit: Biodiversity 
Convention signed. Political issues concerning 
sovereign rights of genetic resources.
One of the objectives of the 1992 Summit was to 
‘[r]ecognize and foster the traditional methods and the 
knowledge of indigenous people and communities, 
emphasizing the particular role of women, relevant to 
the conservation of biodiversity and the sustainable 
use of biological resources.’ (Quarrie, 1992).
Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable 
Development 2002, reiterated that there would be no 
sustainable development without gendered analysis.
2010 United Nations Year of Biodiversity. 
2011 start of United Nations Biodiversity Decade



Agrobiodiversity and the environment

Need to maintain the diversity of 
agricultural crops to protect food supplies
May also include some wild plants used 
for food or medicinal purposes and either 
in situ (wildlands, forests) or ex situ 
(botanic gardens, home gardens) 
conservation
Need to consider how biodiversity 
impinges on stakeholders’ daily lives-
especially in terms of agrobiodiversity.

Do women and men have different 
relationships with the natural world? 

Who is familiar with local plants, 
birds, waterways, nature reserves?
Who is aware of local, regional and 
global environmental issues?
Who joins nature/conservation/ 
environmental organizations? 
Who takes on leadership roles in 
these organizations and in protests?



Women farmers selling their own 
produce in northwest Burkina Faso

Gender and Environmental/Ecological 
Knowledge

What sort of gender distinctions exist?
In forested areas men often know more about 
primary forests, women about secondary forests
In coastal areas, men go deep sea fishing while 
women collect inshore shellfish and dive for fish and 
pearls.
In arid regions men are primarily responsible for 
livestock while women collect wild foods. In the 
Kalahari desert fruits, gums, berries, roots and bulbs 
gathered by Kung women provide 60% of the daily 
calorie intake. In central Australia Aboriginal women 
catch witchetty grubs as well as collecting plants.



Gender differences continued

In most areas women are responsible for water and 
fuelwood collection.
Women often know more about areas close to the 
home and may domesticate wild plants in their 
home gardens. They may also know more than men 
about collection areas for wild plants. In Laos 
women gather 141 different types of forest 
products, including bamboo shoots, rattan, 
mushrooms and sarsaparilla.
Older women often know most about medicinal uses 
of plants and also are usually the most 
knowledgeable seed savers.
Male farmers are often less accurate than women 
when naming species and recognizing unusual 
plants. 

Gendered knowledge of medicinal 
plants in NE Brazil

Vernacular names  48.2% women; 
37.6% men
Medicinal uses 27.4% women; 
17.7% men
Men and women occupy different 
ethnobotanical spaces and have 
different life experiences so have 
different plant knowledge. Sometimes 
they use plants in different ways. 
Source: Voeks 2007.



Yunnan, China
Rice drying on road with passing traffic used 
to winnow it. Women returning home from 
the fields.



Chinese woman farmer

Returning from 
working in the 
fields carrying 
vegetables in a 
basket on her 
back.

Woman using improved stove to brew 
sorghum beer, Burkina Faso

Productive work
Adding value to crops grown 

W   Women select a specific variety     
of               of sorghum for beer



Climate Change: Repairing house 
foundation in Bangladesh to protect it from 
floods.  Saved seeds are stored in the house 
so must be kept above flood level

Percentage of seed management activities
exclusively involving women in Bangladesh

Seed Selection: Field crops 33%;gardens 
100%
Seed drying: Field crops 100%; gardens 
100%
Seed storage: Field crops 100%;gardens 
100%
Seed exchange: Field crops 95%; 
gardens 100%

Source:Oakley and Momsen 2007 



Bangladesh
Woman displaying
seeds she has selected for 
storage. Note bottle and tin
used for storage.

Photo: Emily Oakley

Mexico: maize festival in highland Chiapas
Photo Hugo Perales 



Maize in relation to elevation in Mexico



Gendered Perceptions of the 
Number of Maize Varieties Grown 
by families in the Mexican Bajío 

Type              Mountain  Valley   Mesa    Plains
M  W      M  W    M  W     M  W

Hybrid Maize    0    0     32  30    4   1     13  11
White criollo 35  35      3   5    25  31   31  29
Black criollo 11   8      0   3    12   9     2   3
Red criollo 7    7      2   3     8  14     3   3

Adapted from Chambers and Momsen 2007

Mexico: Chiapas maize farmer 
photo Hugo Perales



Women and agrobiodiversity

Women use, manage and conserve a wide 
diversity of crops.
Women are active in seed exchange 
networks.
Women participate in and maintain local 
seed banks that store and preserve rare 
crop varieties.
Women often select the seeds to be saved 
by the family taking into account food 
tastes, culinary requirements, ceremonial 
and medicinal needs and traditions.

Pesticide impacts

1.Environmental Impacts
Water contamination
Soil pollution
Mammal and insect toxicity
Toxic residues on plants

2. Human Interaction
Pesticide handling and application
Handling of containers and clothes
Food and water consumption

3. Health Effects
Carcinogens
Reproductive disorders
Respiratory problems



Gender and agroexports

Women provide most of the labour for producing 
beans in Kenya, early strawberries and tomatoes 
in Mexico.
Ecuador is now the fourth largest producer of 
roses in the world and employs over 50,000 
workers of whom 70% are women. Recent studies 
have shown that these women have an above-
average number of miscarriages, and that more 
than 60% suffer from headaches, nausea, blurred 
vision, fatigue and loss of appetite and hair 
resulting from the use of toxic pesticides with 
little provision of protective clothing. Pesticide 
damage is exacerbated by the stress of working 
at high speed cutting, wrapping and boxing the 
flowers.

China. Marketing, Intergenerational 
exchange of foodstuffs

Market in Yunnan



Why is it important to recognize 
gendered knowledge of 
agrobiodiversity?

Development projects which underestimate women’s 
knowledge and roles may tend to increase rather than 
alleviate women’s workload vis à vis men’s and 
marginalize women while increasing male power.
Ignoring women’s knowledge may lead to a mistaken 
understanding of a particular area or ecosystem.
New high yielding varieties of plants may give greater 
yields but may not meet the full range of foods 
required nor the palatability, nor the byproducts often 
used by women such as straw for mat-making and 
fodder and leaves for relishes. 
Genetic erosion is tantamount to a form of cultural 
erosion and means loss of social status for women.



























Field visit 
17/2/2011

BioDIVA
Inception Workshop

Girigan Gopi

Objectives of field visit

• To understand the changes in rice cultivation 
observed by local community

• Changes in terms of area under cultivation

• In terms of cultivation practices

• In terms of varieties etc

• To understand the drivers of change

• To understand the implications of such 
changes in the life of local community



Site 1: Kanancheri

• Kuruma Tribal settlements
• Three hamlets (Kananchery, Kolipeta, Athikuni)
• Uni-ethnic tribal settlement
• Kurumas are settled agriculture tribal community
• They own land and cultivate rice
• Traditional and modern varieties
• Gender division of labour is visible
• Women work as unpaid family labour
• Culture and rituals are closely linked to rice farming

Site 2: Palliyara

• Kurichiya tribal hamlet
• Kurichiya are settled tribal community
• Head of the family controls property under joint family 

system
• ‘Joint family’ system is getting vanished
• Lowland is used for rice cultivation
• Both traditional and modern varieties
• Rice is cultivated for own consumption
• Organic or less external input agriculture
• Livestock rearing is subsidiary source of income
• Rice is closely linked to culture and rituals



Site 3: Anoth

• Mixed group of farmers belonging to different 
religions and castes

• Rice and banana farmers

• We can visit Paniya tribal hamlet (?)

• Interact with different groups of people

Site 4: Koovapali

• Kurichiya tribal hamlet

• In the process of change from joint family to 
nuclear families

• Increased pressure on land

• Conversion to banana is also visible



Do’s and Dont’s 

• Respect the respondents/ local community

• Respect their traditions and customs

• Don’t ask sensitive questions

• Enter in house only with their permission

• Entry to temple/ sacred groves only if they 
permit

Field sites and coordinators

• FIELD TEAM 1: Kaniyambetta (Palliyara)
• Prajeesh Parameswaran / Palliyara Raman 

• FIELD TEAM 2: Kanancheri, Kaniyampatta
• Girigan Gopi/ Devaki

• FIELD TEAM 3: Pozhuthana (Anoth)
• T. Raveendran / Divakaran

• FIELD TEAM 4: Vengappally (Koovapalli)
• Monish Jose / P. A. Rasheed






