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There is a dominant narrative that portrays women as victims of climate 
change. This brief is part of a series of examples that challenges this view, 
portraying women as active agents of change, in the hope of inspiring  
donors to advance women‘s economic empowerment to address climate 
change. Donor Committee for Enterprise Development (DCED) members  
helped the Canopy Lab team identify the women featured in the briefs  
as examples of innovation. We thank the women that generously shared 
their experiences with us.

Disclaimer
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Climate change is increasing the risk of climate 
disasters, including droughts and floods, which 
is impacting global food systems, threatening 
people’s livelihoods and their access to food.

In addition, global food production is a major 
emitter of greenhouse gas emissions caused 
by human activity. This means it is crucial  
to take actions to both protect food systems 
from the effects of climate change, while also 
ensuring they are not part of the problem.

Introduction

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/transform-food-systems-climate-change/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/06/transform-food-systems-climate-change/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/03/1086822
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

This brief showcases the experiences of women who participated in donor-supported projects working to improve food systems  
for the purposes of addressing climate adaptation, mitigation, and women’s economic empowerment, as well as outcomes related  
to food security, sovereignty, and nutrition. It presents positive changes stemming from the initiatives and the design features  
that  enabled these. Interviews were conducted with women participating in the projects, project implementers, and donors.

UGANDAN PROJECTS SEPIN, NIGERIA

TARGETED  
RECIPIENTS Individual women 

Women farmers’ cooperatives, comprised of a 
cluster of groups 

INCLUSION HIGH (individual women selected to ensure 
most vulnerable were included) 

HIGH (mix of representatives from  
Internally Displaced Persons, returnees,  
and host  communities)

EMPOWERMENT HIGH (increased decision-making for women 
in their households)

HIGH (increased productivity, income and 
 increase in women in leadership)

ENVIRONMENT MEDIUM (indications that some women were 
better prepared for drought)

MEDIUM (indication crops are more drought 
resistant and erosion has reduced)

SUSTAINABILITY LOW (concern that the project activities will 
not continue when the funding ends)

MEDIUM (cooperative intend to continue running, 
and other women have been copying them)
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Climate Resilience Food Systems

Women in food 
systems

Over one third of the world’s working women 
are employed in agri-food systems, and in 
developing countries women are essential to 
small-scale agriculture, farm labour and 
day-to-day family subsistence. But there  
are gender inequalities due to discriminatory 
social norms that hinder women from access-
ing agricultural information, technologies, 
opportunities, resources and services and a 

higher unpaid care responsibility affecting 
productivity and remuneration for women 
farmers. In addition, customary rights and 
laws often make it harder or even prohibit 
women from owning land: only 15% or land 
globally is owned by women while 43% of 
agricultural workers are women. Closing these 
gender gaps in agricultural productivity and 
employment would not only increase global 

gross domestic product by nearly $1 trillion,  
it would also reduce the number of food-inse-
cure people by 45 million. Intensifying climate 
disasters are affecting the livelihoods of  
communities dependent on the agricultural 
sector, and gender inequality means that 
women and children suffer disproportionately 
from the adverse effects of climate change.

This brief highlights the determinants of success and lessons that women shared with the research team. 
Their experiences can serve as inspiration for the development of support packages from donors to  similar 
women-led initiatives in the food systems sector.

https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/04/1135597
https://www.fao.org/family-farming/detail/en/c/1634537/#:~:text=Research%20by%20the%20Food%20and,%2Dto%2Dday%20family%20subsistence.
https://www.fao.org/family-farming/detail/en/c/1634537/#:~:text=Research%20by%20the%20Food%20and,%2Dto%2Dday%20family%20subsistence.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/04/1135597
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/04/1135597
https://www.ifad.org/en/web/latest/-/these-numbers-prove-that-rural-women-are-crucial-for-a-better-future
https://www.ifad.org/en/web/latest/-/these-numbers-prove-that-rural-women-are-crucial-for-a-better-future
https://www.fao.org/statistics/highlights-archive/highlights-detail/the-status-of-women-in-agrifood-systems/en
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/02-issue-brief_climate-change-and-women-in-agriculture.pdf
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‘Strengthening Women Smallholders’ Resilience to Agri-
cultural Shocks for Enhanced Income Diversification and 
Empowerment in Uganda’ supported by the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) through the 
Feed the Future Advancing Local Leadership, Innovation 
and Networks (ALL-IN) programme, and the project ‘Small-
holder women farmers in Uganda’s cattle corridor’ (WOSFER) 
supported by Global Affairs Canada (GAC), both implemented 
by Makerere University in Uganda amongst others.

This brief primarily focuses on these two donor-supported, women-led initiatives:

‘The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbe-
it (GIZ) GmbH’ supported Social and economic participation 
of returnees, internally displaced persons, and host  
communities in Northeast Nigeria (SEPIN project),  
implemented by NURU Nigeria. 

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change Climate Resilience Food Systems
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https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://basis.ucdavis.edu/project/strengthening-resilience-and-empowerment-women-smallholder-farmers-uganda
https://idrc-crdi.ca/en/project/building-women-smallholder-farmers-adaptive-capacities-climate-change-uganda
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/137651.html
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/137651.html
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/137651.html
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Increasing women’s resilience to climate 
change in Uganda

Dr. Kyoheirwe  Muhanguzi 
Florence, Makerere  
University

“Strengthening Women Smallholders’ Resilience to Agricultural Shocks for 
EnhancedIncomeDiversificationandEmpowermentinUganda” (ALL-IN) was a 
three-year study to rigorously evaluate a combination of interventions that sought  
to increase women’s productivity, empowerment, and resilience to shocks. The 
“BuildingWomenSmallholderFarmers’empowermentandadaptivecapacities: 
ApathwaytoEnhancingwomen’sResiliencetoclimatechangeinUganda” 
 (WOSFER) project aims to enhance women‘s resilience to climate change in Uganda.

The focus area is the cattle corridor, a region highly susceptible to climate change 
shocks. The programme’s objectives include strengthening women‘s empowerment  
and adaptive capacities, examining gender norms affecting resilience, and identifying 
economic and political trade-offs in climate adaptation decisions. Dr. Kyoheirwe 
 Muhanguzi Florence from Makerere University shared her insights having worked  
on both projects with the team.

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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Inclusion of the most vulnerable women.

The WOSFER project was able to identify a diverse  
group of women, facing intersectional challenges,  
to enable them to access support. 

Dr. Muhanguzi said that her team was “going into  
communitiesandselectingwomenagedbetween 
18to34,and35to55,andthen55andabove, 
ensuringthatweincludedpersonswithdisabilities”  
as part of the beneficiary pool.

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

INCLUSION

Design features that contributed to the outcome of inclusion: 
Dr.Muhanguzihighlightedtheimportanceofengaging
individualwomenratherthanwomen’sgroups.Previous
projectsshehadworkedonfocusedsolelyonwomen’s
groups,whereasaresult,somewomenwhowouldhave
benefitedfromanempowermentproject(themost
vulnerable)wereleftout.Fromthislearning,WOSFER
usedanapproachthatrecognizesthediversitywithin
communitiesandaimsforinclusivity.

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Access to assets and opportunities to advance economically. 

Dr. Muhanguzi observed positive changes among participants, 
such as improved livelihoods, and livelihood diversification  
in on- and off-farm income-generating activities that also 
promoted climate resilience. Participants have been able to 
use money from revolving funds1 to start businesses, buy 
seeds and fertiliser, improve their garden, and rent land.

ACCESS
SIDE NOTE

1  “A revolving fund is often 
established with capital 
that does not need to be 
repaid, but can be replen-
ished through charges made 
for the goods and services 
produced as a result of the 
initial capital.”

Climate Resilience Food Systems

Design features that contributed to the outcome  
of access: Dr. Muhanguzi said that she had  
found that training agricultural extension  
officerstosupportwomenastheytransition 

toclimate-resilientagriculturewasasuccessfultactic.
Projectsshehasbeeninvolvedinhavealsosetupa
revolvingfundthatenablewomentoimplement
climate-smartagriculturalpracticebygivingthem
accesstoappropriateagriculturalinputs.Atthesame
time,projectimplementershavefoundthatgovern-
ment-supportedextensionservicesarenotbenefiting
womenastheyshouldbecauseextensionofficers
expecttobepaidfortravelcosts,whichmanywomen
farmerscannotafford.Dr.Muhanguziintendsto
engagepolicymakerstoaddressthischallenge.

https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
https://journal.ugm.ac.id/istapproceeding/article/download/30402/18335
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Agency within the household.

Dr. Muhanguzi attributes improvements in women’s agency 
to a three-day training provided to couples where they  
were given space to discuss the impact of gender norms  
on their economic and social lives. Because of this training, 
she shared that there have been cases where women are 
not only contributing to their household economically  
but are also able to make decisions about how these  
resources are used, and this is because the husband had 
attended the training.

Design features that contributed to the outcome of agency: 
TheprojectsDr.Muhanguzisupportsfollowagender
transformativeapproach2,soasignificantaspectofthe
projectincludestheinvolvementofcouplesintraining
sessions, facilitating discussions on gender norms and 
decision-makingwithinhouseholds.Dr.Muhanguzi
assessedthisaskeytoimplementingrelatedclimate-
smartagriculturepractices,saying:“Women cannot 
useresourcesunlessmenareconvincedthattheyalso
benefitfromempowerment”.

SIDE NOTE

2  An approach that seeks  
to actively examine,  
challenge and transform  
the underlying causes of 
gender inequality rooted  
in inequitable social  
structures and institutions.

AGENCY

Climate Resilience Food Systems

https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-approaches/overview/gender-transformative-approaches/en
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Improved resilience to climate change.

The regions in which the projects that Dr. Muhanguzi  
supports operate face issues of drought, flooding, landslides, 
hailstorms, and erratic rainfall. She stated that establishing 
results linked to increased resilience to climate change  
requires more data analysis, particularly regarding the  
adoption of climate-smart agricultural practices. However,  
she had some initial observations that the women who  
were implementing climate-smart agriculture were better 
prepared, and hence were not as negatively impacted as 
others when droughts occurred.

Design features that contributed to environmental out-
comes: Dr.Muhanguzisharedthattwoelementsthat
workedwellincludedtheprovisionoftrainingin
climate-smartagriculture,andtheprovisionoftimely
weather informationthroughwomen-friendlydigital
innovations.Inaddition,becausemenhadattended
couples’trainingsessions,theyweresupportiveof
womenusingresourcestoimplementclimate-smart
agriculturepractices,evencontributingtheirown
resources.

ENVIRONMENT

Climate Resilience Food Systems

https://idrc-crdi.ca/en/project/building-women-smallholder-farmers-adaptive-capacities-climate-change-uganda
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Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

Sustainability beyond project completion. 

Dr. Muhanguzi was clear that without donor funding, the 
initiatives would not continue despite the establishment  
of a revolving fund structure: “Thefundingthatwehave 
nowendsin2024.Weknowthatsomewomenweregiven
money,andwewouldwantthemoneytokeepmoving
aroundwithinthegroups.Butwehavenotseenan 
indicationthatwewillgetmorefundingtocontinue 
afterthat.Ifitwerepossible,itwouldbegoodtocontinue
withmonitoringandguidingthewomenonhowtouse 
therevolvingfund”.

Design features that contributed to the outcome of sustain-
ability: Thewomenweregivenmoneyforuseinthe
revolvingfundandweretrainedongenderresponsive
business,businessmanagementandentrepreneurship.

SUSTAINABILITY

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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Supporting women farmers’ cooperatives 
in Northern Nigeria 

Mrs. Bless Dimighi, 
Secretary of a farmer‘s 
cooperative

Ms. Ramatu Yahaya, 
Financial Secretary  
of a farmers‘ cooperative

The SEPIN project is working with women farmer associations in North-eastern 
Nigeria to improve individual and organizational economic capacities in climate 
smart practices. They do this to enhance food systems using climate adaptive 
crops, promoting fast growing legumes and organic fertilizer, and providing 
weather advisory services. 

SEPIN is targeting returnees (formerly Nigerian  migrants and refugees in  
other countries), internally displaced persons, and vulnerable members of host 
communities. To implement the project, GIZ works in partnership with a local 
NGO, NURU Nigeria. Ms. Bless Dimighi, Secretary of her farmer’s cooperative, 
and Ms. Ramatu Yahaya, Financial Secretary of her cooperative, shared their 
insights with the team. 

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change Climate Resilience Food Systems

https://nurunigeria.org
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Inclusion of women from different groups in the farmers’  
cooperatives.

Ms. Dimighi shared that there is diversity within their Farmer 
Organisations3 with respect to age, disability, ethnicity, and 
religion. Her colleague Ms. Yahaya, stated that benefits from  
the project are shared equally among the groups. Ms. Dimighi 
said “noneareleftbehind”.

Design features that contributed to the outcome: The 
women’scollectivesinvolvedinSEPINareclubs,each
consistingof15–25members.InMs.Dimighiand
Ms. Yahaya’scommunities,clustersofclubshave 
cometogethertoformcooperatives.

GIZexpectedclusterstoincludeamixofrepresenta-
tivesfrominternallydisplacedpersons(IDP),returnees,
andhostcommunities,andencouragedimplementing
partnerNURUtoensurethismixandincludeothertypes
ofwomeninsituationsofexclusionsuchaswomenwho
havebeenvictimsofdomesticviolence.

INCLUSION

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

SIDE NOTE

3  “An agricultural Cooperative, 
also known as farmers’ cooper-
ative, is a form of cooperative 
formed by farmers or agricul-
turalists who have combined 
their resources together for 
the production and marketing 
of their produce.” https://nou.
edu.ng/coursewarecontent/
CRD%20413-AGRICULTURE%20
%20COOPERATIVES.pdf

Climate Resilience Food Systems

https://nou.edu.ng/coursewarecontent/CRD%20413-AGRICULTURE%20%20COOPERATIVES.pdf
https://nou.edu.ng/coursewarecontent/CRD%20413-AGRICULTURE%20%20COOPERATIVES.pdf
https://nou.edu.ng/coursewarecontent/CRD%20413-AGRICULTURE%20%20COOPERATIVES.pdf
https://nou.edu.ng/coursewarecontent/CRD%20413-AGRICULTURE%20%20COOPERATIVES.pdf
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Access to agricultural inputs and increased income. 

Ms. Dimighi and Ms. Yahaya shared that because of the 
project’s interventions, their crop yields have increased by 
around 30%. This has led to increased food security and 
improving household nutrition, and they have been able to 
sell the surplus. In Ms. Dimighi’s words, “there is a great 
differencebetweenthecropyieldnowandbefore.Before
wecouldnotgenerateenoughtofeedusthewholeyear,
butnowwecan”. Another positive, collective, outcome is 
that the cooperatives have been saving together. According 
to GIZ, women’s associations have saved 15 million Naira4, 
and women’s cooperatives jointly own the farming equipment 
provided by the project, which generates income for their 
groups. They share dividends amongst their members. 

Design features that contributed to access as an outcome: 
Theprojectprovidedcapacitybuildinginfarming, 
business,andnutritionthroughthepromotionof 
vegetablegardens,andhasprovidedsomeassets 
likelivestock(sheep)andharvestingequipment. 
Theprojectalsoprovidessoiltestingandweather
information.Theprojectalsosupportedmembers 
toestablishVillageSavingsandLoansAssociations.

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

SIDE NOTE

4  Approximately 10,787.67 USD 

Climate Resilience Food Systems

ACCESS

https://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount=15000000&From=NGN&To=USD
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Women’s economic empowerment – agency:  
women in leadership.

Ms. Yahaya shared that the project has improved social 
cohesion and collective action in her community. For  
example, group members help one another if a member  
is bereaved or sick, using funds from the group’s savings  
to aid that person. In addition, women are now more willing 
to take up leadership positions and they have the support  
of their husbands: “womenareempoweringthemselvesto
takeuppositions,totakecareofthemselvesandtheir
children” (Ms. Yahaya).

Design features that contributed to agency as an outcome: 
SEPINprojectdocumentationindicatestheprojectis
“raisingawarenessongenderequalityandequityamong
men in the communities – including traditional and 
religious authorities.”

AGENCY

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change Climate Resilience Food Systems
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Environment: reducing erosion and improving  
drought resistance. 

Ms. Dimighi has observed that there has been a reduction in 
soil erosion, and their crops are better able to weather dry 
spells: “iftheraindoesnotcome,ourcropscannowsurvive
adryspell,andthetreeswehaveplantedhavestopped
waterfromwashingawaythesoil”.

Design features that contributed to environmental out-
comes: Farmingtrainingcoveredclimatesmartpractices
suchasplantingcropstoreduceerosionandusing 
organicpesticidesanddroughtresistantseedvarieties: 
“weweretaughthowtoplantcropstostoperosion,to
notusechemicalpesticidesbutinsteadorganic,tonot
uprootsoyplants,butcutthemandleavetheroots 
inthesoil,toplanttreesandtouseimprovedseed 
varietiestomakecropsweatherresistant”(Ms.Dimighi).

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

ENVIRONMENT

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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Sustainability beyond project completion

Ms. Dimighi and Ms. Yahaya were optimistic: both said they 
plan to continue their cooperatives’ activities after the  
project ends. Ms. Yahaya said that in her community other 
women, not in her cooperative, are asking to participate in 
trainings and are forming their own groups to emulate the 
SEPIN farmers associations “becausetheyhaveseenthe
benefits,unityandachievementsofthegroup”.

GIZ is confident some groups will continue operating after 
the project will close. This is based on a precedent from a 
previous project for which 40% of groups still exist. GIZ is 
also seeing an increased demand for paid-for extension 
services, which is a sign of behaviour change and indicates 
participants are not relying on free services provided by  
the project.

Design features that contributed to the outcome: SEPIN
useddemonstrationfarmsfromtheoutset.Beyond
demonstration farms, the intention to have a demon-
strationeffectwasexplicitlyincludedfromthedesign
stageoftheproject–itwasintendedthat‘indirect
beneficiaries’(communitymembersnotparticipating 
intheproject)wouldobservethebenefitsexperienced
byprojectparticipantsandadoptthesamepractices 
astheparticipants.

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

SUSTAINABILITY

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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If you found the above inspiring, here are  
some suggestions for how you can design  
a programme that will support women’s  
economic empowerment and sustainable  
food system outcomes:

• Design for inclusivity and intersectionality: 
All projects presented in this brief had a 
mandate for inclusion, either by the selection 
of individuals (WOSFER), or within clusters  
of groups (SEPIN). WOSFER’s implementers 
found that while women’s groups offer 
structured platforms for engagement, there’s 
a risk of excluding the most vulnerable 
individuals as they would not belong to 
women collectives to begin with. In SEPIN, 
the clusters of clubs were formed for the 
purpose of the donor-supported initiative, 
and the donor asked that the implementing 
partner ensure these groups represent the 

Lessons learned for donors 
and project implementers

communities targeted by the project. Inter-
viewees confirmed these groups are inclusive. 

• Targeting women’s cooperative groups: 
The SEPIN case illustrates the benefits of 
targeting (or even forming) women’s coope-
ratives to address the challenges to women’s 
economic empowerment such as access to 
financing and agricultural extension services. 
In the SEPIN example, having women jointly 
own the farming equipment was beneficial in 
terms of both their economic empowerment 
and, as part of this, having control over 
agricultural resources

• Ensure extension services for women 
farmers: Projects working in food systems 
need to ensure women farmers can access 
agricultural extension services. In the future, 
WOSFER intends to tackle the public provision 
of extension services, whereas SEPIN is 

Sowing change: Women in Food Systems and Climate Change

promoting demand for paid-for extension 
services. WOSFER’s implementers reflected 
that it will be essential to engage policymakers 
to address systemic challenges, such as 
access to extension services. Advocating for 
policy changes to better support vulnerable 
communities is crucial for sustaining project 
impacts beyond its duration. In SEPIN, the 
project is seeing an increase in demand for 
paid-for extension services, which can be a 
positive indicator of sustainability of a 
project’s outcomes.

• Include men in the project to achieve 
women’s economic empowerment:  
The Ugandan project implementers high-
lighted the importance of engaging both  
men and women in project activities to 
address power dynamics within households 
effectively. 

Climate Resilience Food Systems
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