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Abstract 

Among the advances in the 2030 Sustainable Development agenda 

is that the goal to achieve gender equality and empower women 

has nine specific targets. These focus on many of the root causes 

of gender inequality, including women’s unequal access to 

economic resources. This article focuses specifically on women’s 

unequal access to land and the set of proposed indicators to 

measure progress. Drawing on the available data for Latin 

America, it demonstrates the current degree of inequality in the 

gender distribution of landholders and landowners, and why it is 

important that countries improve their gender statistics, collecting 

gender disaggregated data on both land ownership and 

agricultural decision-making.   
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Introduction 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development launched by 

the United Nations in September 2015 is generally lauded as a 

major advance for gender equality and women’s rights, including 

by those who recognize its limitations. Among its seventeen 

Sustainable Development Goals is SDG 5, to “achieve gender 

equality and empower all women and girls”. While SDG 5 is similar 

in language to its predecessor in this process of international goal 

setting, Millennium Development Goal 3, the sustainable 

development agenda goes much beyond in at least two ways. 

First, SDG 5 includes nine specific targets that focus on many of the 

root causes of gender inequality – such as the burden of women’s 

unpaid labor and their unequal access to economic resources and 

political power. It also focuses on one of the main manifestations 

of women’s subordination, gender-based violence against them.
1

 

In contrast, MDG 3 had only one target, eliminating gender 

disparities in primary and secondary education.  Second, in 

addition to the stand-alone SDG 5, gender equality is 

mainstreamed across many of the other goals. 

Another of the notable features of the SDG framework is that 

it is grounded in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – the 

equal and inalienable rights of all – and has integrated these into 

the global development agenda, even if not as tightly as might be 

desired (Razavi, 2016). Rather than focusing only on poverty and 

deprivation in less developed countries, as did the MDGs, the 

scope of the SDGs is universal and encompasses economic, social, 

political and environmental dimensions applicable to both 

developed and less developed countries.
2

 In addition, the need to 

                                                           
1
 The full list of the 169 SDG targets and the many indicators may be found on 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform: 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org. 

2
 See Fukuda-Parr (2016) for a detailed analysis of the differences in the SDG 

and MDG processes, and their respective goals and targets. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
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reduce inequalities both within and among countries is recognized 

in SDG 10. 

At the same time, the SDG framework does not offer a 

coherent model of socio-economic transformation. As Esquivel 

(2016) argues, while it encompasses a broad vision of sustainable 

development, it is built on a conventional view of growth, 

expecting GDP growth to fuel social progress. While inclusive 

growth is required to meet many of its goals, such as SDG 8, which 

seeks full and productive employment and decent work for all, or 

SDG 2, aimed at ending hunger and achieving food security, there 

is no roadmap on how to get there. The policy prescriptions do not 

go much beyond the need for further industrialization, trade 

liberalization and public-private partnerships, with a nod to 

environmental concerns. There is little attention to the role of 

macroeconomic policy or the need for redistributive policies to 

assure that growth is inclusive.
3

   

Two other general concerns that have been raised about the 

SDG framework are the lack of financing to implement the 2030 

agenda and its relatively weak accountability mechanisms. The 

means of financing are laid out in SDG 17, which specifically 

addresses implementation, and include the usual ways of financing 

development initiatives (domestic resource mobilization, official 

development assistance, foreign direct investment, and 

remittances). The problem is that there are no new sources of 

targeted funding to support the SDG initiatives.   

Moreover, the SDG framework does not require mandatory 

reporting on the many indicators developed to monitor progress 

towards the 169 targets. Accountability is thus weak, and is 

dependent on the good will of governments both to implement the 

agenda and to submit to a voluntary process of follow-up and 

                                                           
3
 Target 10.1 on reducing income inequality within countries, for example, relies 

on income growth among the bottom 40% to reduce income poverty, without 

mentioning the potential role of wealth or inheritance taxes, or structural reforms 

such as redistributive land reform or limits on land ownership (Razavi, 2016). 
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review. Of course, the United Nations Statistical Agency, the UN 

regional economic commissions (such as ECLAC) and other UN 

agencies carry a lot of weight in setting the data collection agenda.
4

 

But their power to actually influence policy in support of the 

sustainable development goals is relatively weak, particularly 

without new lines of financing. As most feminist analyses conclude, 

meeting the SDGs, particularly SDG 5, will depend on the lobbying 

efforts of women’s rights advocates and their allies at all levels-- 

local, national and international. 

This paper focuses specifically on SDG Target 5.a (one of the 

three “means of implementation” of SDG 5) and Target 1.4, which 

is related to the goal of ending poverty. Target 5.a encourages 

governments to 

 

undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic 

resources, as well as access to ownership and control over 

land and other forms of property, financial services, 

inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with 

national norms.  

 

Target 1.4 is similar, but much stronger since it has a timeline and 

implies equality of outcomes rather than equality of opportunity. 

Its aim is to: 

 

By 2030, ensure that all men and women, in particular the 

poor and vulnerable, have equal rights to economic 

resources, as well as access to basic services, ownership and 

control over land and other forms of property, inheritance, 

natural resources, appropriate new technology and financial 

services, including microfinance.  

                                                           
4
 For example, the Gender Division of ECLAC, UN Women, and the Mexican 

statistical institute (INEGI), hold an annual workshop on gender statistics, 

attended by representatives of the national statistical institutes and women’s 

offices and ministries and academics to discuss data needs and best practices.  
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Our primary interest is in women’s ownership and control over 

land and in the specific indicators developed to measure progress 

and compliance. 

Attention to the importance of women’s land rights in the 

international arena is, of course, not new. The need for gender 

equality in land rights has been formally recognized since the 1979 

UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) and the Program of Action of FAO’s 

1979 World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural 

Development (Deere and León, 2001). Since then, there has been 

growing recognition of the role that women’s land rights play in 

increasing their welfare, efficiency, and empowerment, in addition 

to achieving the intrinsic goal of gender equality, a case made 

initially by Agarwal (1994) and further developed by other 

researchers.
5

 

What is different now is that specific indicators have been 

adopted by the UN Statistical Office to track progress on women’s 

land rights, one of which will require significant changes in the 

content of agricultural censuses and household surveys, at least in 

Latin America. Until recently, data on the distribution of land 

ownership by sex has not been collected in the national 

agricultural censuses, nor even recommended in the FAO 

guidelines that orient the decennial censuses; moreover, relatively 

few surveys collect such data. This has limited research on a whole 

range of issues related to women’s economic empowerment, such 

as the relation between land ownership and participation in 

production decisions and the relation that ownership and control 

over land have to outcomes more favorable to women. In 

addition, the lack of baseline indicators on the distribution of land 

ownership by sex have hampered efforts at the micro level to fully 

evaluate the efficacy of agricultural interventions and their 

gendered impact.   

                                                           
5
 See Doss (2013) and Doss et alii (2015) on the empirical evidence on how 

women’s ownership of land is related to improved outcomes for women. 
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In the next section, we discuss the relevant SDG indicators 

and how these relate to the information typically collected in the 

agricultural censuses. Subsequently, we consider the extent to 

which the legal framework in Latin America guarantees women’s 

land rights, and then what the available information on the region 

tells us about women’s ownership and control over land. Finally, 

we discuss why it is important to have information on both 

women’s ownership of land and their role in agricultural decision-

making, and then conclude. 

The SDG gender and land rights indicators 

There are three indicators which specifically focus on 

women’s land rights, two of which require improved quantitative 

data collection. Indicator 5.a.1 recommends that countries collect 

and publish data on a) the proportion of the total agricultural 

population with ownership or secure rights over agricultural land, 

by sex; and b) the share of women among owners or rights-bearers 

of agricultural land, by type of tenure. Indicator 1.4.2 focuses on 

the proportion of the total adult population with secure tenure 

rights to land, with legally recognized documentation and who 

perceive their rights to land as secure, by sex and by type of 

tenure. The main difference between the two indicators is that one 

focuses on the share of the agricultural population and the other, 

of the national adult population, information usually derived from 

different sources, the agricultural census in the former case and 

national household surveys in the latter.
6

 A third indicator, 5.a.2, 

requires UN agencies to report on the proportion of countries 

where the legal framework (including customary law) guarantees 

women’s equal rights to land ownership and/or control. 

                                                           
6
 In a comparative context, the latter indicator will generally reflect the relative 

weight of the rural population in the total population. National household surveys 

also capture landownership by those who reside in urban areas.  
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The language of these indicators highlights the importance of 

security of tenure, probably in recognition that, depending on 

context, security of tenure may be conveyed not just through 

individual private property, but also through collective forms of 

tenure.
7

 Nonetheless, the inclusion of “control over land” in 

indicator 5.a.2, as well as in Targets 5a and 1.4, point to the 

importance of not only security of tenure, but also to that of 

enhancing women’s role in agricultural decision-making.   

One of the criticisms of the SDGs is that insufficient attention 

is given to the arena of the household even though inequalities are 

often most palpable at the household level (Esquivel, 2016). For 

example, Target 5.5 focuses on women’s participation in decision-

making only in the public arena, which leads to the traditional 

indicators of increasing women’s representation in national 

legislatures, local government and in managerial positions. No 

mention is made of the importance of enhancing women’s role in 

household decision-making, a likely precondition for changing the 

gender division of labor in unpaid care and domestic work (Target 

5.4).   

Achieving some of the other targets for rural women may 

also depend upon increasing women’s role in household and farm 

decision-making. Take Target 2.3, for example, which is to double 

the agricultural productivity and incomes of small-scale food 

producers by 2030, particularly those of women, indigenous 

peoples, family farmers, pastoralists and fishers. This is to be 

accomplished “through secure and equal access to land, other 

productive resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, 

markets and opportunities for value addition and non-farm 

employment”. The indicators proposed here are both outcome 

measures:  the volume of production per labor unit by enterprise 

size (2.3.1) and the average income of small-scale food producers, 

by sex and indigenous status (2.3.2).   

                                                           
7
 See Doss et alii (2015) for a discussion of this issue in the African context. 
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Whether rural women are able to take advantage of and 

benefit directly from any potential increase in the resources 

channeled to the small holding agricultural sector will likely depend 

on a series of intervening variables. These include women’s 

participation in decision making on farms and their control over 

any increase in output and income. The indicators of women’s 

security of land tenure and specifically, land ownership, are thus 

incomplete, lacking complementary information on farm decision-

making by gender. 

Among the reasons it is so important to consider the 

gendered distribution of land is related to the potential bargaining 

power that land ownership conveys, both within the household 

and community (Agarwal, 1994; Deere and León, 2001). Women’s 

land ownership may be a precondition for their participation in 

agricultural decision-making or in the allocation of household 

income. Yet, we know relatively little about the relationship 

between women’s land ownership (and other secure forms of 

tenure) and farm decision-making. This is partly because the 

national agricultural censuses have focused solely on agricultural 

holders, without gathering information about who owns the land 

or who is actually participating in the different agricultural 

decisions. 

Following FAO guidelines, the information on “agricultural 

production units” or farms is provided by the agricultural holder, 

until recently defined as “the civil/juridical person who makes the 

major decisions regarding resource use and executes management 

control over the agricultural holding” (FAO, 2005). A long-standing 

problem is that the concept of agricultural holder is too often 

conflated with that of the head of household, so that if an adult 

male is present, he is considered the head and principal farmer, 

irrespective of whether he manages the farm alone or with 

someone else, such as his wife. The guidelines for the World 

Census of Agriculture (WCA) 2010 recognized the traditional 

gender bias in this concept and proposed that its definition should 

be expanded so that joint holders, such as a husband and wife, be 

enumerated if both of them co-manage the family farm. While an 
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important step forward, no Latin American country, with the 

exception of Colombia, adopted this recommendation in the 2010 

census round. Moreover, this recommendation did not go far 

enough. 

The WCA 2010 guidelines were silent on the critically 

important issue of who owns the land. The guidelines retained the 

traditional question on land tenure, asking whether the holding is 

characterized by legal ownership or owner-like possession (i.e., 

statutory security of tenure) and other forms of tenure. But by not 

taking this question one step further and eliciting information on 

who the owners are, all one can deduce from such census 

information is whether the agricultural holder manages an owner-

operated farm, not whether the agricultural holder him or herself is 

the owner or joint owner of the farm. 

Since the 1980s researchers have pointed out this deficiency 

in the agricultural censuses for purposes of gender analysis (Deere 

and León, 2001; Doss, 2014). First, ignoring who specifically in the 

household owns the land means that the key question regarding a 

gender equitable distribution of productive resources – land 

ownership – cannot be addressed. Second, this deficiency also 

hinders evaluations of the impact of policies designed to promote 

gender equality since a rigorous baseline cannot be established. 

Third, an important research question related to the goal of food 

security is whether land owners in the smallholding sector manage 

their own farms, and if not, why not? It is important to know, for 

example, whether female landowners are less likely than male 

owners to manage their own parcels because of discrimination in 

credit markets or in access to technical assistance or product 

markets. Such an analysis cannot be carried out solely with the 

information on the sex of the agricultural holder; it is essential to 

know who owns the land. 

In response to these concerns, the guidelines for the next 

decennial round of agricultural censuses, WCA 2020, have 

modified the definition of the agricultural holder, and added a new 

proposed census theme (#10): the intra-household distribution of 

managerial decisions and ownership on the holding (FAO, 2017). 
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The agricultural holder may now include a “group of civil persons” 

from the same (such as husband and wife) or different 

households.
8

 Moreover, the guidelines recommend that the 

censuses collect information on the sex of the household member 

making a series of managerial decisions; the area of crops by sex 

of the person managing them; and the area of land owned by sex 

of the owner. With respect to livestock, it also recommends a 

disaggregated approach so that information is collected on the 

number of livestock by sex of the person managing them and their 

respective owners.   

The recommendations to allow for joint agricultural holders 

and to collect sex-disaggregated data on both management and 

ownership in the WCA 2020 are thus major steps forward in terms 

of gender analysis. Now much depends on whether the national 

statistical agencies and agricultural ministries are up to the task. 

The poor results regarding the adoption of the WCA 2010 

recommendations in Latin America suggest that a major lobbying 

effort will be required in each country. The SDG indicators 

requiring disaggregated data on land ownership thus constitute an 

important new arrow in the arsenal of arguments. 

Before turning to what we know about women’s ownership 

and control over land in Latin America from existing censuses and 

surveys, it is relevant to first consider the legal framework 

governing women’s land rights and what might be required to 

implement SDG indicator 5.a.2. 

Women’s land rights in Latin America: The legal framework 

Target 5a requires governmental action, that is, for countries 

to undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic 

resources, among them, ownership and control of land and other 

                                                           
8
 The precise language is as follows:  “Joint holder is defined as a person making 

the major decisions regarding resource use and exercising management control 

over the agricultural holding operations, in conjunction with another person” 

(FAO, 2017:46). 
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forms of property, and inheritance. Progress towards this target is 

to be measured by indicator 5.a.2, the proportion of countries 

where the legal framework (including customary law) guarantees 

women’s equal rights to land ownership and/or control. 

FAO is the lead UN agency responsible for producing this 

indicator, since its mandate includes promoting women’s land 

rights and increasing their access to and ownership of land.
9

 The 

organization has already developed a Legal Assessment Tool (LAT) 

for gender-equitable land tenure to facilitate implementation of the 

2012 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of 

Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests (VGGT). It is this Legal 

Assessment Tool which provides the building-block for current 

discussions on how progress on SDG indicator 5.a.2. is to be 

measured. It is useful to consider a few of the features of the LAT 

and what it tells us about women’s legal land rights in Latin 

America.     

The LAT includes 30 legal indicators clustered around eight 

key elements, as follows: ratification of human rights instruments; 

elimination of gender-based discrimination in the constitution; 

recognition of women’s legal capacity; gender equality of rights 

with respect to nationality; gender equality in property rights; 

gender equality in inheritance; gender-equitable implementation, 

dispute mechanisms and access to justice; and women’s 

participation in national and local institutions enforcing land 

legislation (FAO, 2014). The LAT draws upon the FAO’s Gender 

Land Rights Database Country Profiles which include information 

(provided by each country) on constitutions, relevant laws and 

country policies. The LAT is designed to highlight sources of 

gender differentiation and measure progress by scoring each 

country according to its “stage” on a continuum, as follows: a zero 

ranking on an indicator indicates its absence in the legal 

framework; 1, that a policy is being developed; 1.5, that a policy is 

                                                           
9
 See https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/metadata-compilation/Metada-Goal-5.pdf 

and FAO (2012).  

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/metadata-compilation/Metada-Goal-5.pdf
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in place; 2, that draft legislation is to be submitted for deliberation; 

3, that the indicator appears in primary law; 4, that the indicator 

appears in multiple legal instruments; and NA, when an indicator is 

not applicable in that particular country.  

To date, the LAT has completed assessments for 18 

countries, ten of which are from Latin America. These include 

Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, 

Panama, Peru and Uruguay.
10

 This group of countries shows 

considerable progress, with the majority demonstrating legal 

achievements (stages 3 or 4) on 20 out of the 27 indicators which 

are applicable to the region. 

One of the main reasons that Latin American countries do 

so well overall is because of their inherited legal tradition with 

respect to the marital and inheritance regimes: full or partial 

community of property in marriage as well as succession laws that 

treat children of either sex equally. A LAT indicator of gender 

equality in property rights (#13) is specifically whether the law 

recognizes full or partial community of property as the default 

marital regime. This is in keeping with empirical evidence that the 

distribution of property between men and women is more equal in 

practice in countries with this default regime compared to those 

with a separation of property regime, particularly when combined 

with gender equitable versus unequitable inheritance regimes 

(Deere et alii, 2013).      

Among the main indicators where the majority of these 10 

Latin American countries fall short include women’s participation 

in national and local institutions that enforce land legislation (LAT 

indicators 29 and 30); constitutional provisions favoring affirmative 

actions to advance women (LAT indicator 7); and the LAT 

indicator of most interest to us in this paper, #16, on whether the 

legal framework includes special measures to guarantee women’s 

                                                           
10

 See http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/legislation-assessment-

tool/en. Accessed 29 May 2017. The compilation of scores for the Latin American 

countries is available from the author. 

http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/legislation-assessment-tool/en
http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/legislation-assessment-tool/en
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equal rights to land ownership and/or control. Only three of the 10 

countries are found to have such provisions (Colombia, Mexico, 

and Nicaragua).
11

   

Among those scoring zero on indicator #16 is Brazil. Its 1988 

constitution established that in the process of agrarian reform, land 

was to be allocated to men, women or to couples jointly. While 

specific implementing legislation was never approved, two 

important directives were adopted by the ministry implementing 

the agrarian reform, the first, in 2003 making the joint adjudication 

of land to couples mandatory in agrarian reform, and the second, 

in 2007, giving priority to female heads of households in the 

beneficiary selection process (Butto; Hora, 2008). While we agree 

with the LAT assessment that legislation is far superior to simply 

announced policy (which could be easily reversed by a new 

minister), it seems inconsistent with its own methodology not to 

acknowledge situations where a policy is in place (i.e., a score = 

1.5).
12

   

Another related problem is that progress in guaranteeing 

women’s legal land rights has generally happened in Latin 

America only in the case of specific land redistribution or land 

titling programs. This means that the gender-progressive aspects of 

land legislation are not always applicable to all rural women. For 

example, in the first case, if their households are not landless or 

otherwise eligible to become beneficiaries of an agrarian reform, or 

in the second case, if someone in their household already has a 

land title. 

                                                           
11

 For what has been accomplished in these countries, see Deere and León 

(2001). 

12
 Moreover, these policy directives were implemented, resulting in a relatively 

high share of female agrarian reform beneficiaries, over one-third by 2007 (Butto; 

Hora, 2008), and a growing share of female household heads among them 

(Hora; Butto, 2014). On the other hand, the Ministry of Agrarian Development 

was closed in 2016 by a new government, and agrarian reform is currently at a 

standstill. 
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Bolivia, a country not yet included in the LAT analysis, 

provides a good model of a legal framework relevant to the 

majority of rural women. Its 2008 Constitution included two articles 

to guarantee women’s land rights: one that committed the state to 

eliminate all forms of discrimination against women in access, 

tenancy, and inheritance of land; and another that guaranteed 

women’s access to land in titling and redistribution processes, 

irrespective of their marital status. To my knowledge, this is the first 

constitution or legislation that specifically draws attention to land 

inheritance – the main way in which women obtain land in most 

Latin American countries (Deere; León, 2001).   

Bolivia’s constitutional reform was preceded by an 

amendment to its agrarian reform legislation, the 2006 Law of 

Communitarian Renewal, which governs its land redistribution and 

land titling program, and conforms to the new constitutional 

principles. In this legislation a concrete mechanism of inclusion of 

women – the mandatory joint titling of land to couples (whether 

married or in a consensual union) – was given the force of law.
13

 

What has been particularly noteworthy is its application of 

affirmative action principles in the land titling process. Land is 

being titled in the name of a couple, irrespective of how the parcel 

was acquired.  Bolivia has historically exhibited a strong male bias 

in inheritance, thus joint titling of such parcels to a couple is a 

gender-bias compensatory mechanism, one that over-rides the civil 

code on succession (Deere, 2017).  

The Bolivian case also suggests why it might not be sufficient 

to focus only on general inheritance legislation (civil codes and 

family law) in measuring progress towards gender equality (LAT 

indicators 17 to 22). Gender equitable succession legislation in 

Bolivia going back several centuries did not result in undoing male 

preference in land inheritance; rather, specific attention to 

                                                           
13

 For added emphasis, the Bolivian legislation stipulates that in joint titling to 

couples, the woman’s name should come first. 
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inheritance of land may be necessary to begin to change 

engrained social norms and customs. 

LAT indicator 16 – whether the legal framework includes 

special measures to guarantee women’s equal rights to land 

ownership and/or control – might thus be made more precise by 

specifying such special measures. The Latin American experience 

suggests that these should include specific mechanisms of inclusion 

of women such as: i) joint adjudication and titling of land to 

couples; ii) priority to female heads in state land initiatives; and iii) 

the use of compensatory measures to overcome male bias in 

inheritance.   

Finally, a gender-progressive legal framework is a necessary 

but not sufficient condition for generating gender equality in 

outcomes with respect to land ownership. Where women’s land 

rights are addressed only in case of specific land-intervention 

programs, and these programs are of limited scope, the impact of 

gender progressive land legislation will also be limited (Deere and 

León, 2001). Moreover, irrespective of scope, feminist researchers 

have long lamented the gap between law and practice – and have 

found that compliance with legal frameworks is often lacking 

(Deere, 2017). In either case, it is essential to have good data on a 

country’s distribution of land by gender to monitor progress. 

What do we know about women’s ownership and control over land in 

Latin America? 

Table 1 presents the most recent agricultural census 

information on the distribution of landholders by sex for 17 of the 

19 Latin American countries.
14

 That census data on the principal 

agriculturalists is now available for so many countries is certainly 

an advance, since until the 1980s most census questionnaires did 

not even ask their sex (Deere; León, 2001). This lacuna reflects 

                                                           
14

 Missing are Cuba and Honduras following the conventional definition of Latin 

America consisting of 19 Portuguese and Spanish-speaking countries.  
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cultural norms that assume that only men are the farmers. Once 

information on the sex of the farmer began to be collected, it was 

not always processed and published in the official census reports. 

Moreover, few statistical agencies make use of this information to 

carry out and publish a gender analysis across all of the pertinent 

variables.    

There is considerable heterogeneity across Latin American 

countries in the share of female landholders, ranging from a low of 

8% in Guatemala (in 2003) to almost one-third in the recent 

censuses in Colombia, Peru, Chile, and Panama. The median for 

the region is around 20%. Countries with a relatively large share of 

indigenous population are found on both the high (Peru) and low 

(Guatemala) end of this range.  

Gender disaggregated data over two census periods is only 

available for seven countries. These show different trends: a 

significant increase in the share of female agriculturalists in Chile, 

Nicaragua, Paraguay and Peru, a very modest increase in 

Guatemala and Uruguay, and a slight decrease in the Dominican 

Republic.
15

 Given the traditional bias in recognizing women as 

agriculturalists, one might expect the significant increase in the 

share of female farmers in the former countries to be related to a 

growth in the share of female-headed households in rural areas.   

Take the case of Chile, for example. According to national 

population censuses, the share of rural female heads increased 

from 17.2% in 1992 to 21.9% in 2002 (Rueda et alii, 2008:71). But 

the share of female landholders (30% in 2007) is probably higher 

than what the share of female rural heads might have been in that 

year. This can be further investigated, since the agricultural census 

collected information on the marital status of the landholder: some 

54% of the female landholders reported that they were single, 

widowed, separated or divorced, compared to only 22% of the 

men; men were thus more likely to be married or cohabitating 
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 This comparison is based on Table 1 and the earlier census data presented in 

Deere (2011, Table 1). 
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(88%) than women (46%) (Rueda et alii, 2008, Table 1). Thus, given 

the relatively large share of female farmers who are partnered, the 

increase in the share of female landholders in Chile cannot be 

solely explained by the growth of de jure female headship.   

 

Table 1: Distribution of agricultural holders by sex, most recent 

agricultural censuses for Latin America (%) 

Country Year Women Men Total 

Argentina  2002  16.2  83.8  100  

Bolivia 2013 25.2 74.7 100 

Brazil  2006  12.7  87.3  100  

Chile  2007  29.9  70.1  100  

Colombia 2014 33.5 66.5 100 

Costa Rica 2014 15.6 84.4 100 

Dominican Rep. 1998  10.2  89.8  100  

Ecuador  2000  25.4  74.6  100  

El Salvador 2007 11.5 88.5 100 

Guatemala  2003  7.8  92.2  100  

Mexico 2007 15.7 84.3 100 

Nicaragua  2011  23.3  76.7  100  

Paraguay  2008  21.7  78.3  100  

Panama  2001  29.3  70.7  100  

Peru  2012 30.8 69.2 100 

Uruguay 2011 19.7 80.3 100 

Venezuela 2008 19.7 80.3 100 

Sources and Notes: FAO Gender and Land Rights Database 

[www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/en/ – accessed 22 May 2017]; Bolivia, 

INE (2015); Costa Rica, INEC (2015, 40); Paraguay, Guereña (2017, Table A3); and 

for Colombia, Gender Statistics Office, DANE, communication to the author, 24 

May 2017. Colombia’s information includes joint holders; the estimate above 

excludes the 13.8% of landholders whose sex is unknown. 

 

Another gender analysis of the 2007 Chilean agricultural 

census investigates further the situation of partnered women who 

declare themselves as the principal farmer and reside on their 

farms (Namdar-Irani, 2007:147). This study shows that some 82.8% 

of the partnered women report that their husband currently lives 
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with them, thus only a minority are de facto female heads because 

their husbands are temporarily away from the homestead. Of the 

resident husbands, 24.6% do not participate in farm activities at all, 

44.9% participate only temporarily, while 30.3% participate on a 

permanent basis. The first two situations suggest a gender division 

of labor where the wife is taking primary responsibility for the 

farm, perhaps because her husband is engaged in off-farm 

activities. The third situation is the most surprising, since it suggests 

a gender role reversal, with women declaring themselves to be the 

landholder even though their partner also dedicates himself 

permanently to the farm.   

Namdar-Irani (2007) raises the pertinent question of whether 

this latter situation arises because the woman is the landowner, a 

question that cannot be answered since, in the case of owner-

operated farms, the census did not inquire as to who specifically in 

the household owns the farm. This example also suggests why it is 

important to provide for the possibility of joint landholders, where 

both husband and wife are involved in farm decision-making. It 

may be that both are involved in decision-making but that the 

husband was not available the day of the census to complete it. 

Unfortunately, comparable information, on the contribution of the 

wives of male landholders to farm labor, is not presented in this 

study.   

Analysis of the 2012 Peruvian agricultural census also 

revealed that a relatively large share of female landholders have a 

partner (whether married or in a consensual union), 42%, although 

a lower share than male landholders, 75%. Asked whether their 

partner participated in agricultural and/or livestock raising 

activities, the gender difference was minimal: 92.8% of the women 

and 90.7% of the men landholders reported in the affirmative (INEI, 

2014, Table 14.1). Similar results are apparent in the earlier 2000 

Ecuadorian agricultural census. In this case, 36% of the women 

and 82% of the men landholders living on the farm were married 

and they reported that 81% and 80%, respectively, of their spouses 
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participated in farm decision-making.
16

 Thus, it is highly likely that 

joint management is very common in both of these Andean 

countries.  

Only one agricultural census in the WCA 2010 round – that 

of Colombia – considered the possibility that two or more people 

are joint managers of the agricultural and/or livestock activities on 

their farms. Its 2014 census revealed that 61.4% of the farms are 

managed by a man, 26% by a woman and 12.6% jointly, by both 

men and women (DANE, 2016:600). Summing the latter two figures 

gives us a better idea of women’s participation in farm 

management: on 38.6% of the farms in Colombia, women are 

landholders, either alone or jointly managing the farm with others.   

Colombia’s main census publication also disaggregates this 

gender data by ethnic group. It shows that joint management is 

particularly important in households located in either indigenous 

territories or Afro-Colombian communities, constituting 26% and 

22.1%, respectively, compared to the national figure of 12.6% 

(DANE, 2016:667).
17

 Thus, ignoring joint management may 

particularly underestimate women’s participation in agriculture, 

and specifically, that of indigenous and Afro women. 

Turning to farm size, women tend to manage smaller farms 

than men. In Colombia (DANE, 2016), Costa Rica (INEC, 2015), 

Ecuador (INEC, 2000) and Nicaragua (INIDE, 2012), women are 

over-represented, compared to men, among those in the smallest 

farm size category, with access to less than five (or in the case of 

Nicaragua, seven) hectares. Table 2 presents the average size of 

holdings in Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Peru, and confirms this 

same trend: the landholdings of female managers are always 
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 Derived by the author from INEC (2000). 

17
 One ethnic group shows a different trend, the “raizales”, the ancestral 

inhabitants of the San Andres archipelago. Of their farms, only 1.2% are 

managed jointly, 26.6% by women and 72.2% by men. 
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smaller than those of men,
18

 and in the case of Brazil, irrespective 

of the form of land tenure. 

 

Table 2: Average farm size of landholders (hectares) 

Country Year Category Women 

landholders 

Men 

landholders 

Paraguay 2008 Total holding 15.5 24.5 

Peru 2012 Total holding 1.8 3.0 

Chile 2007 
Total holding 38.8 52.8 

Agricultural land 15.9 23.6 

Brazil 2006 

Total, owner 

operated 

33.2 84.2 

Agrarian reform 

beneficiaries 

24.3 31.3 

Renters 13.9 41.0 

Sharecroppers 8.0 14.4 

Squatters 8.0 16.5 

Sources: Paraguay, derived from Guereña (2017, Table A1); Peru, INEI 

(2014:18); Chile, Namdar-Irani (2012:147); and Brazil, Nobre (2012:58). 

Women landowners and landholders 

Owner-operated farms are often assumed to be the property 

of the landholder or household head.  But this is an unsatisfactory 

assumption since a “family farm” may be owned by the husband, 

the wife, jointly by both of them, or by one of them with a parent 

or other relative who may not reside in the household. Moreover, 

each of the parcels which make up a household’s landholdings 

may be owned by different persons and may have been acquired 

in different ways. Thus, it is important for agricultural censuses and 

surveys to inquire, in the case of owner-operated farms, who 

specifically in the household (or family) owns each parcel of land. 

                                                           
18

 See Deere (2001, Table 9.11) on this same trend based on 1990s data. 
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Table 3 presents estimates for a few Latin American 

countries where there is data on both the share of female 

landowners (from surveys) and of female landholders (from the 

census). Although drawn from different sources and for different 

years, this comparison is instructive in thinking about what these 

different sources of information reveal. Note, however, that the 

survey data on landownership is not strictly comparable across 

countries since the estimates for El Salvador and Nicaragua refer 

to only titled parcels, whereas those for the other countries refer to 

reported plot ownership. Whether the estimates for these two 

countries are biased upward or downward depends on whether 

there are gender differences in the likelihood of having a titled 

parcel.
19

 To comply with SDG indicator 1.4.2, surveys will need to 

gather information on both reported and documented ownership. 

 

Table 3: Female share of landowners, selected household surveys, and 

female share of landholders, agricultural censuses 

Country Survey 

Year 

% Women 

landowners 

Census 

Year 

% Women 

landholders 

Ecuador 2010** 53.6 2000 25.4 

El Salvador 2005* 14.1 2007 11.5 

Mexico 
2002** 32.2 2007 15.7 

2015** 25.0   

Nicaragua 2005* 19.9 2011 23.3 

Paraguay 2000** 29.7 2008 21.7 

Notes: *Refers only to titled land parcels. **Refers to all owned parcels whether 

these are owned individually or jointly with another person, and whether or not 

they are titled. 

Source: For landholders, see Table 1. For landowners, see Deere (2011), except 

for Ecuador 2010 survey, which is drawn from Deere and Contreras (2011) and 

Mexico 2015, from Gutiérrez (2016).  
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 The evidence on this is mixed. The Mexican 2015 INEGI asset survey revealed 

that women were 25% of the total landowners, but only 21% of the documented 

landowners (Gutiérrez, 2016). In contrast, in Ecuador, women represent a slightly 

larger share of the documented landowners (55%) than of the share of reported 

landowners (54%) (author’s calculations from EAFF 2010 database).   



cadernos pagu (52), 2018:e185206     The SDG Gender Equality Agenda and 

the Distribution of Land in Latin America 

With the exception of Nicaragua, survey estimates of the 

share of women landowners tend to exceed census estimates of 

the share of women landholders. There are a number of reasons 

why we might expect this to be the case. First, with the exception 

of El Salvador, these survey estimates include women landowners 

whether they are individual or joint landowners. Since the census 

estimates allow for only one person in the household to be 

designated as the holder, the censuses would tend to undercount 

women’s participation.   

Second, the census data on landholders include farms 

irrespective of the form of tenure (i.e., titled and untitled owner 

operated farms, as well as land that is rented, sharecropped, 

owned by a community, etc.). If women are more likely to be 

landholders of owner-operated farms than farms in other forms of 

usufruct (because they are less likely to rent or sharecrop), then 

one might expect the share of women landholders on owner 

occupied farms to be higher than what is shown in this table, and 

the gap between survey and census data to be smaller. This is the 

case in Paraguay, where women constitute 21.7% of the 

agricultural holders overall, but makeup 23.2% of the holders on 

owner occupied farms (Guereña, 2017, Table A2). In Ecuador, 

however, they make up similar shares, thus the direction of this 

bias appears to be country specific.
20

    

Third, household surveys and agricultural censuses have 

different sampling frames. Nationally representative household 

surveys (which include all those shown in Table 3) generally draw 

their sample from the census units defined by the prior national 

population census, often stratified by the socio-economic 

indicators included in the census. In contrast, the agricultural 

census is an inventory of the agricultural production units (farms) 
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 Similar data is not available for the other countries reported in Table 3. In 

Peru’s 2012 agricultural census; women constituted 30.8% of the landholders on 

all farms, irrespective of form of tenancy, but 32.1% of the agricultural holders on 

owner occupied farms (INEI, 2014), similar to Paraguay.   
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existing in rural areas, however “rural” is defined in the national 

context. We would expect the census to give us a fairly accurate 

picture of the distribution of farms by size. Household surveys, in 

contrast, will not necessarily do so. Since they are designed to be 

representative of socio-economic characteristics, they do a better 

job of capturing poor rural households (the landless and near-

landless), and moreover, urban households who own land, 

whether in peri-urban or “officially” rural areas, however 

nationally defined.  Given the tendency for women managers to 

be associated with smaller farms than those managed by men, to 

the extent that management is associated with ownership, we 

would expect household surveys to reveal a higher share of female 

owners than might appear in the agricultural censuses (if such 

information were to be asked).  

Fourth, the unit of analysis may matter greatly – whether 

ownership and management is measured at the parcel or at the 

farm level. The agricultural censuses focus on agricultural 

production units, defined as areas under one management.  Such 

units may be composed of multiple parcels, each acquired in 

different ways by different owners. This point can be illustrated 

with the results from the 2005 Nicaragua LSMS survey (Deere, 

Alvarado and Twyman, 2012). It considered ownership of titled land 

at the parcel level and found that women individually owned 

16.9% of the parcels, 4.1% were jointly owned by a man and a 

woman, and 79% were owned by men individually. The decision-

making question, however, was only asked at the farm level and 

only one person could be designated as the manager. This method 

resulted in women being reported as only 8.8% of the farm 

managers, much below the share of women landowners, 19.9%, 

and the share of women landholders in the subsequent agricultural 

census, 23.3%.     

Finally, a reason that we might expect survey estimates of 

the share of female landowners to exceed census estimates of the 

share of female managers is if female landowners are less likely 

than male owners to work their land directly. This is what Deere 

and Twyman (2014, Table 3) found in Ecuador, a country with a 
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very high share of female landowners. The most frequent form of 

land ownership in Ecuador is joint ownership by a couple, 

constituting 36.6% of the parcels, thus women represent over half 

of the landowners when both individual and joint ownership are 

taken into account. Yet the parcels owned by individual female 

landowners are less likely to be worked directly by the owner or 

someone in the household than parcels owned jointly or by 

individual male landowners, with over a quarter of these having 

been rented, lent or sharecropped out. Mardon (2005) found a 

similar result with respect to commercial farms in Brazil (those 

larger than 50 hectares). Women were 10.5% of the owners, but 

only 7.5% of the owner-administrators, suggesting they were more 

likely than men to either rent their farms to others or to contract a 

full-time administrator. 

One of the reasons that women landowners may be more 

likely to not work their land directly could be because of 

insufficient family labor, for example, if they are lone female 

heads. Or it could be related to the discrimination women face in 

credit markets or with respect to access to training or technical 

assistance.
21

  

This analysis suggests the importance of collecting 

information on both ownership and management at the level of 

the parcel. This is the only way to ascertain the gendered 

relationship between owning land, the probability that it will be 

worked directly, and the outcome of the decisions made on that 

parcel, such as gender productivity differences. A growing body of 

research has shown that outcomes may differ depending on who 

actually owns the land (Deere; León, 2001; Doss, 2012; Peterman, 

2012). A central question for gender analysis is precisely the 

relationship between women’s ownership of land and their 

participation in agricultural decision-making, the question to which 

we now turn. 
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 See Peterman, Quisumbing and Behrman (2012) for a summary of gender 

differences in access to non-land inputs and services internationally. 
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Female landowners and agricultural decision-making 

No rigorous quantitative study has been done to date in 

Latin America, of which we are aware, on whether women 

landowners are more likely to be engaged in agricultural decision-

making than women who are not landowners themselves on 

owner-operated farms, although qualitative research supports this 

relationship (Deere, 1990; Stephen, 1997; Hamilton, 1998). The 2010 

EAFF survey in Ecuador only collected information on women 

landowner’s participation in agricultural decision-making in the 

case their land parcels were worked directly by members of the 

household. Survey results show that the great majority of women 

landowners participate in the decisions over their own parcels, but 

that their participation varies according to their marital status, the 

particular decision under consideration, and whether they own 

land individually or jointly with their partners (Deere; Twyman, 

2014). 

Most women landowners in Ecuador are partnered (married 

or in a consensual union), 78%, as opposed to lone female 

household heads, 22%. While the great majority of partnered 

women participate in the four major decisions (what to plant, the 

inputs to use, how much to sell, and use of the income generated), 

they are less likely to participate in these than unpartnered women 

landowners, who generally make all the decisions regarding their 

plots themselves. The authors also find a relationship between the 

form of decision-making – whether decisions are taken alone or 

with someone else – and the form of land ownership – whether the 

woman owns the parcel individually or jointly with someone else. 

As expected, unpartnered women (who generally are individual 

owners) are more likely than partnered women to make all of the 

decisions on their plot alone. The majority of partnered women 

(who are usually joint owners), when they participate in decision-

making, do so jointly with someone else, usually their partners.   

There are also differences among partnered women 

landowners in the form of their participation, depending on 

whether they own their parcel individually, or jointly with their 
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partners. For example, consider the decision about the control of 

income from agricultural sales. While 54.4% of partnered women 

who are individual owners make this decision on their own, only 

7.7% of those who are joint landowners do so, with the great 

majority (77.2%) making this decision jointly. Overall, in Ecuador, 

where the majority of land parcels are jointly owned by a couple, 

the majority of decisions are made by the couple together.    

The EAFF 2010 asked not only women landowners about 

their participation in agricultural decision-making, but also asked 

the spouse about their partners’ participation. Twyman, Useche 

and Deere (2015) show how among couples, men tend to 

underestimate their wife’s participation in agricultural decision-

making compared to reporting from wives. To test this proposition 

they created an index of the decisions applicable to each parcel, 

where 1 is equal to participation in all four decisions when 

relevant. Whereas slightly over 60% of the wives reported that they 

participated in all decisions taken, only 52% of the husbands 

reported similarly. At the other end of the scale (index = 0), while 

only 10% of the wives reported that they did not participate at all 

in agricultural decision-making, 12% of the husbands considered 

that their wives did not participate at all. The gender differences in 

the distribution of this index was statistically significant, confirming 

that it matters who you interview in a survey.  

A recent survey field experiment in a highland province of 

Ecuador focusing on responsibilities and decisions related to 

pesticide use came to a similar conclusion. Alwang, Larochelle and 

Barrera (2017) found that perceptions vary by gender and the type 

of interview. This study found that men interviewed alone are 

more likely to claim that decision-making is a male-only arena, 

while women interviewed alone either consider themselves to 

make the decisions or that decisions are undertaken jointly with 

their spouse. Interviewing both members of a couple separately, 

knowing that the other will be interviewed, led to less drastic claims 

of exclusive responsibility and higher reporting of joint decision-

making. This study adds to those which argue that women’s role in 

agriculture will be underestimated if surveys (or the agriculture 
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census) are directed primarily to male household heads (Deere; 

León, 2001; Doss, 2012).   

In order to establish the relationship between women’s land 

ownership and their role in decision-making it will be important to 

undertake such studies in more Latin American countries and 

analyze a broader set of agricultural and livestock decisions.  FAO 

(2017) recommends that data be collected on the following 

decisions: the area of land cultivated versus the area left fallow; the 

types of crops grown; the types of livestock raised; applying for 

agricultural credit; investing in capital assets; marketing of 

agricultural products and/or livestock; and the types of inputs used 

(fertilizers, pesticides, irrigation, hired labor, etc.). To this list it 

would be important to add decisions about whether the parcel is to 

be worked directly or rented, sharecropped or lent out, and who 

decides on the use of income generated by the different 

agricultural and livestock activities.   

Conclusion 

Irrespective of its limitations, the 2030 SDG process of setting 

goals, targets, and precise indicators has undoubtedly moved the 

gender equality agenda a step forward.  For those of us concerned 

with the distribution of land and other resources by gender, the 

adoption of SDG targets 5.a and 1.4, along with their respective 

indicators, represent significant accomplishments, but much 

depends on whether appropriate policies are implemented to 

reach these targets and the relevant data is collected to measure 

progress. 

As a minimum, the collection of data on the legal land rights 

indicators and on women’s ownership of land in surveys and the 

agricultural censuses will allow research on a number of pressing 

issues. For example, consistent information on legal land rights 

and women’s actual ownership of land will allow testing the extent 

to which specific legal frameworks (such as marital or inheritance 

regimes) and their reforms make a difference. The insistence in the 

SDG process and indicators on security of tenure should at least 
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encourage government statistical offices to disaggregate the 

information they currently collect on landholders by gender and 

form of tenure. This would allow questions to be answered such as 

whether women are more likely to declare themselves the 

landholders on owner-operated farms as compared to those which 

are rented or sharecropped, or on communally owned land. The 

addition of one question – to specify who is the landowner on 

owner-operated farms – would indicate whether women are more 

likely to declare themselves the landholder when they are in fact 

the owners. In addition, information on whether the declared 

owner holds a formal land title in their own name will allow more 

detailed investigation into the barriers that women may confront in 

enforcing their claims.     

I have argued that gender disaggregated data on land 

ownership by itself is insufficient; disaggregated information on 

agricultural decision-making is also needed. This would allow more 

rigorous analysis of who in fact in the household are the managers 

of the farm, to overcome the existing ideological biases in the 

concept of landholder (i.e., its conflation with the household 

head). More detailed information on both ownership and decision-

making should allow analysis of such important questions as to 

why women landowners do not always farm their land, or whether 

women are more likely to be involved in agricultural decision-

making if they are owners as compared to non-owners, or 

individual versus joint land owners. 

It is heartening that the importance of these questions has 

been recognized in FAO’s WCA 2020 guidelines, which 

recommends that future agricultural censuses collect information 

on joint holders, at the very least. FAO’s recommended survey 

module about the intra-household distribution of managerial 

decisions and ownership of the holding goes far beyond the SDG 

land ownership/security of tenure indicators, and would represent 

a crucial step forward if, indeed, it is adopted by a significant 

number of countries. 
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