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Abstract 

Women play a significant and often under-recognized role in the agricultural economy of Karnataka. Their 

contribution extends across crop production, livestock management, seed selection, post-harvest activities, 

food processing, marketing, and household-level management of agricultural resources. Although women 

constitute an important part of the agricultural workforce, their contribution is frequently undervalued 

because a considerable proportion of their agricultural activities are unpaid or carried out within family farms. 

Limited ownership of agricultural land, inadequate access to institutional credit, insufficient access to 

agricultural technology, limited participation in formal markets, and social and institutional barriers continue 

to constrain the economic position of women farmers. Karnataka's diverse agro-climatic conditions, ranging 

from the dry regions of northern Karnataka to irrigated and horticultural regions in the south, provide both 

opportunities and challenges for women engaged in agriculture. This study examines the role of women 

farmers in agricultural development in Karnataka, identifies the major constraints affecting their productivity 

and livelihoods, and discusses measures for improving their economic empowerment and participation in 

agricultural decision-making. The study argues that recognizing women as farmers, strengthening their 

access to land and productive assets, improving institutional credit and extension services, promoting 

women's Farmer Producer Organizations and Self-Help Groups, expanding access to technology and 

markets, and developing climate-resilient agricultural practices can significantly contribute to agricultural 

and rural development in Karnataka. 
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1. Introduction 

Agriculture is one of the most important sectors of the Karnataka economy. The state has a diverse 

agricultural structure that includes food grains, pulses, oilseeds, commercial crops, horticultural crops, 

plantation crops, dairy, livestock, and other allied activities. Agriculture provides employment and 

livelihoods to a large rural population and plays an important role in ensuring food security and supporting 

rural economic development. 
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Women are an integral part of this agricultural system. They participate in almost every stage of agricultural 

production. Their activities may include preparation of land, sowing, transplanting, weeding, harvesting, 

threshing, cleaning, storage, livestock management, dairy activities, processing, and household management. 

In many rural households, women also make important decisions regarding the use of farm produce, 

livestock, food consumption, and household expenditure. 

Despite their extensive participation, women are often not recognized as farmers in the same manner as men. 

Agricultural work performed by women is frequently classified as family labour or unpaid household work. 

Consequently, their contribution may remain statistically and economically invisible. The absence of formal 

recognition can also restrict women's access to institutional credit, agricultural subsidies, extension services, 

insurance, technology, and markets. 

The changing structure of rural society and agriculture in Karnataka has increased the importance of women 

farmers. Male migration, increasing diversification of rural employment, changing family structures, and the 

expansion of women's Self-Help Groups have increased women's involvement in agricultural and allied 

economic activities. Women are increasingly participating in dairy farming, horticulture, food processing, 

small-scale enterprises, and collective marketing. 

Recognizing women as active agricultural producers is therefore essential for achieving inclusive agricultural 

development in Karnataka. 

2. Objectives of the Study 

The major objectives of this study are: 

a) To examine the role of women farmers in agricultural development in Karnataka. 

b) To identify the major agricultural activities performed by women farmers. 

c) To analyse the socio-economic challenges faced by women engaged in agriculture. 

d) To examine the role of Self-Help Groups and Farmer Producer Organizations in strengthening women 

farmers. 

e) To suggest appropriate measures for improving women's productivity, income, and participation in 

agricultural decision-making. 

3. Research Methodology 

The study is descriptive and analytical in nature and is primarily based on secondary information. Data and 

information have been drawn from government reports, agricultural statistics, research publications, policy 

documents, academic studies, and reports of institutions concerned with rural development and women's 

empowerment. 

The study focuses specifically on Karnataka and examines the relationship between women's participation 

in agriculture and broader agricultural development. It considers areas such as agricultural labour, farm 

management, livestock, horticulture, access to credit, technology, markets, institutional support, and 

women's collective organizations. 

The study is conceptual rather than based on a single primary survey. Therefore, the findings presented 

should be understood as a broad analytical assessment of the position of women farmers in Karnataka. 
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4. Women Farmers in Karnataka 

Women farmers in Karnataka are not a homogeneous group. Their experiences differ according to region, 

landholding size, irrigation availability, caste and socio-economic conditions, access to education, household 

structure, and type of agricultural activity. 

In rain-fed areas, women are frequently involved in cultivation of crops such as millets, pulses and oilseeds. 

In irrigated regions, women may participate in paddy, sugarcane, vegetable, and horticultural production. In 

areas with strong dairy activities, livestock management and milk production form an important component 

of women's economic contribution. 

Women also play an important role in maintaining household food security. They often select and preserve 

seeds, process agricultural products, manage household food supplies, and utilize agricultural by-products. 

These activities contribute to the sustainability of rural households even when they are not directly reflected 

in farm income calculations. 

5. Contribution of Women to Agricultural Development 

Crop Production 

Women participate extensively in crop production. Their labour is particularly significant during sowing, 

transplanting, weeding, harvesting, threshing, and post-harvest operations. 

In many farming households, women perform labour-intensive activities that are essential for successful crop 

production. Their participation reduces the cost of family farming and supports the continuity of agricultural 

operations. 

Livestock and Dairy Development 

Livestock is an important source of supplementary income for rural households. Women often take primary 

responsibility for feeding animals, cleaning cattle sheds, collecting fodder, milking, processing milk, and 

caring for livestock. 

Dairy activities can provide women with a relatively regular source of income. Cooperative dairy institutions 

and women's groups can further improve women's participation by providing access to veterinary services, 

feed, training, and organized milk markets. 

Horticulture 

Karnataka is an important producer of horticultural crops. Women participate in vegetable cultivation, fruit 

production, flower cultivation, nursery activities, harvesting, grading, and processing. 

Horticultural activities can provide opportunities for value addition and higher returns. Training women in 

scientific horticulture, food processing, packaging, and marketing can increase household income. 

Post-Harvest Management 

Women's contribution becomes particularly visible in post-harvest activities. Cleaning, drying, sorting, 

grading, storage, processing, and preservation of agricultural products are frequently undertaken by women. 
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Improving women's access to modern post-harvest technology can reduce losses and increase the value of 

agricultural products. 

Seed Selection and Conservation 

Women have traditionally contributed to the selection, preservation, and exchange of seeds. Local knowledge 

regarding crop varieties, food preparation, soil conditions, and agricultural biodiversity can be valuable for 

sustainable farming. 

Combining traditional knowledge with scientific agricultural research can improve resilience and promote 

conservation of local agricultural resources. 

6. Socio-Economic Importance of Women Farmers 

The participation of women in agriculture has implications beyond agricultural production. Higher and more 

stable incomes for women can improve household nutrition, children's education, healthcare expenditure, 

and overall household welfare. 

Women's economic participation can also increase their bargaining power within households. When women 

control or participate in decisions concerning income and productive assets, they may gain greater influence 

over household expenditure and investment decisions. 

Thus, women's empowerment and agricultural development are closely interconnected. Improving the 

economic position of women farmers can contribute to inclusive rural development. 

7. Major Problems Faced by Women Farmers 

Limited Land Ownership 

One of the most significant constraints is limited ownership or control over agricultural land. Although 

women may contribute substantial labour to farming, land records and formal ownership frequently remain 

in the names of male household members. 

Land ownership is important because it can facilitate access to institutional credit, agricultural subsidies, 

insurance, and other government programmes. Strengthening women's land rights can therefore improve 

their economic position. 

Limited Access to Institutional Credit 

Women farmers often face difficulties obtaining formal agricultural credit. Lack of land ownership, limited 

financial literacy, insufficient documentation, and lack of collateral can restrict access to bank loans. 

As a result, some women depend on informal sources of finance, which may carry higher costs. Expanding 

women's access to institutional finance is essential for agricultural investment and enterprise development. 

Inadequate Access to Technology 

Agricultural technologies are continuously changing. Mechanization, improved seeds, irrigation 

technologies, digital advisory services, precision farming, and post-harvest equipment can increase 

productivity. 
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However, women may have less access to training and agricultural machinery. Extension programmes are 

often designed with the assumption that the primary farmer is male. More women-oriented extension 

programmes are therefore necessary. 

Marketing Constraints 

Women farmers often face difficulties in accessing markets directly. Small quantities of production, lack of 

transportation, inadequate storage facilities, limited market information, and weak bargaining power can 

reduce their returns. 

Collective marketing through Self-Help Groups, cooperatives, and Farmer Producer Organizations can help 

overcome some of these constraints. 

Double Burden of Work 

Women farmers frequently combine agricultural activities with household responsibilities. Cooking, 

childcare, cleaning, collecting water and fuel, and caring for elderly family members may be performed 

alongside farm work. 

This creates a significant time burden and limits women's opportunities to participate in training, meetings, 

markets, and other economic activities. 

Climate Change 

Climate change creates additional risks for women farmers. Droughts, irregular rainfall, floods, heat waves, 

and changing pest patterns can reduce agricultural productivity. 

Women in resource-constrained households may be particularly vulnerable because they have fewer assets 

and limited access to formal risk-management mechanisms. Climate-resilient agriculture should therefore 

explicitly include women farmers. 

8. Role of Self-Help Groups 

Self-Help Groups have become an important institutional mechanism for women's empowerment in rural 

Karnataka. SHGs can facilitate savings, credit, entrepreneurship, training, and collective economic activities. 

Women involved in agriculture can use SHGs to access small loans for purchasing livestock, seeds, 

fertilizers, equipment, or other productive assets. Groups can also undertake collective activities such as food 

processing, dairy production, nursery development, vegetable marketing, and other rural enterprises. 

Beyond financial benefits, SHGs can strengthen women's confidence, leadership abilities, social networks, 

and participation in community-level decision-making. 

9. Farmer Producer Organizations and Women 

Farmer Producer Organizations can provide an important platform for strengthening the market position of 

small farmers. Women farmers can benefit from collective procurement of agricultural inputs, collective 

marketing of produce, processing, storage, branding, and access to larger markets. 
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Women-led or women-focused FPOs can help address several constraints simultaneously. Collective 

organizations can reduce transaction costs and improve bargaining power. They can also provide 

opportunities for women to develop leadership and managerial skills. 

Greater participation of women in the governance of FPOs should therefore be encouraged. 

10. Role of Agricultural Extension Services 

Agricultural extension services are essential for improving farm productivity. Women farmers require access 

to information concerning improved seeds, fertilizers, pest management, irrigation, livestock health, crop 

diversification, organic farming, climate-smart agriculture, and markets. 

Extension agencies should organize training programmes at times and locations convenient for women. 

Demonstration plots, women's farmer field schools, mobile advisory services, and digital platforms can 

improve access to information. 

Extension programmes should also recognize women as farmers rather than treating them solely as 

agricultural labourers or household members. 

11. Digital Technology and Women Farmers 

Digital technologies can transform agricultural decision-making. Mobile phones and digital platforms can 

provide information on weather forecasts, market prices, government schemes, crop management, pest 

control, and financial services. 

However, the digital gender gap can prevent some rural women from benefiting from these technologies. 

Digital literacy programmes, affordable internet access, local-language agricultural applications, and 

community-based digital services can help address this problem. 

Technology should be viewed not merely as a productivity tool but also as an instrument for improving 

women's access to knowledge and markets. 

12. Women and Sustainable Agriculture 

Women farmers can play an important role in promoting sustainable agricultural practices. Their involvement 

in seed conservation, mixed cropping, livestock management, composting, kitchen gardens, and resource 

recycling can contribute to sustainable rural livelihoods. 

Organic inputs, integrated pest management, water conservation, agroforestry, crop diversification, and 

conservation agriculture can improve environmental sustainability while reducing certain production risks. 

Training women in climate-smart and sustainable agriculture can therefore produce both economic and 

environmental benefits. 

13. Government Support and Institutional Measures 

Government policies have an important role in improving the position of women farmers. Agricultural and 

rural development programmes should ensure that women have equitable access to land, credit, insurance, 

subsidies, extension services, technology, and markets. 
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Joint land ownership and inclusion of women's names in land records can strengthen their formal recognition 

as farmers. Financial institutions can develop gender-responsive credit products and simplify procedures for 

small women farmers. 

Women should also be included in agricultural training programmes, farmer meetings, technology 

demonstrations, and local agricultural planning. 

14. Suggestions 

The following measures are suggested for strengthening women farmers in Karnataka: 

a) Recognize women as farmers in agricultural policies, programmes, and institutional systems. 

b) Promote joint land ownership and secure land rights for women. 

c) Expand institutional credit through simplified procedures and suitable financial products. 

d) Increase women's access to agricultural machinery and technology. 

e) Strengthen women-oriented agricultural extension programmes. 

f) Promote women-led Self-Help Groups and Farmer Producer Organizations. 

g) Improve women's access to agricultural markets through collective marketing and digital platforms. 

h) Provide training in food processing and value addition to increase agricultural income. 

i) Expand crop insurance and climate-risk protection for women farmers. 

j) Promote dairy, livestock, poultry, horticulture, and other allied activities as supplementary income 

sources. 

k) Develop digital literacy programmes for rural women. 

l) Improve rural infrastructure, particularly water, storage, transport, and processing facilities. 

m) Encourage women's participation in agricultural decision-making at household, community, and 

institutional levels. 

n) Strengthen access to childcare and other social infrastructure to reduce women's unpaid care burden. 

o) Integrate women's empowerment with climate-resilient agricultural development. 

15. Conclusion 

Women farmers are fundamental contributors to agricultural development in Karnataka. Their participation 

extends far beyond agricultural labour and includes crop cultivation, livestock management, horticulture, 

seed conservation, post-harvest management, food processing, marketing, and household food security. 

Despite this contribution, women continue to face significant structural constraints, particularly limited land 

ownership, inadequate access to credit, technology, agricultural extension, markets, and formal recognition. 

The economic empowerment of women farmers is not only a matter of social justice but also an important 

component of agricultural development. When women have better access to productive resources, 

knowledge, technology, finance, and markets, their ability to contribute to agricultural productivity and 

household welfare increases. 

Karnataka can strengthen its agricultural economy by placing women farmers at the centre of rural 

development strategies. Self-Help Groups, Farmer Producer Organizations, cooperatives, agricultural 

extension institutions, financial institutions, and government agencies can work together to create greater 

economic opportunities for women. 

Future agricultural policies should move beyond viewing women primarily as agricultural labourers and 

recognize them as farmers, entrepreneurs, producers, managers, and decision-makers. Special attention 

should be given to small and marginal women farmers, rain-fed agricultural regions, climate vulnerability, 

and the growing importance of digital technology. 
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Ultimately, sustainable agricultural development in Karnataka requires the meaningful participation and 

empowerment of women. Investing in women farmers can generate multiple benefits, including higher 

agricultural productivity, improved household incomes, better nutrition, greater rural employment, stronger 

community institutions, and more resilient rural livelihoods. Therefore, empowering women farmers should 

be considered an essential strategy for achieving inclusive, sustainable, and equitable agricultural 

development in Karnataka. 
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