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Gender, which is socially constructed relations between men and women in Sierra Leone, is an organizing element of existing farming systems and a determining factor of ongoing agricultural development. Current trends in agricultural market liberalization and in the reorganization of farm work, as well as the rise of environmental and sustainability concerns are redefining the links between gender and development. The proportion of women in agricultural production and post-harvest activities ranges from 20 to 70%; their involvement is increasing in our country, particularly with the development of mechanized farming, which is associated with a growing demand for female labour. 

Whereas these dynamics have in some ways brought benefits, in general, the largest proportion of rural women in Sierra Leone continues to face deteriorating health and work conditions, limited access to education, insecure employment and low income. This situation is due to a variety of factors, including the growing competition on agricultural markets which increases the demand for flexible and cheap labour, growing pressure on and conflicts over natural resources, the diminishing support by governments for small-scale farms and the reallocation of economic resources in favour of large agro enterprises. 

This requires giving priority to women’s access to education, information, science and technology, and extension services to enable improving women’s access, ownership and control of economic and natural resources. To ensure such access, ownership and control legal measures, appropriate credit schemes, support for women’s income generating activities and the reinforcement of women’s organizations and networks are needed. This, in turn, depends on strengthening women’s ability to benefit from market-based opportunities by institutions and policies giving explicit priority to women farmer groups in value chains. 

A number of other changes will strengthen women’s contributions to agricultural production and sustainability in Sierra Leone. These include support for public services and investment in rural areas in order to improve women’s living and working conditions; giving priority to technological development policies targeting rural and farm women’s needs and recognizing their knowledge, skills and experience in the production of food and the conservation of biodiversity; and assessing the negative effects and risks of farming practices and technology, including pesticides on women’s health, and taking measures to reduce use and exposure. If we are to better recognize women as integral to sustainable development, it is critical to ensure gender balance in decision-making at all levels and provide mechanisms to hold organizations accountable for progress in the above areas. 

We should forget the fact that women are an integral part of farming households in Sierra Leone. They produce over half the food in the country, bear most responsibility for household food security, and contribute to household well-being through their income-generating activities. Yet, women usually have more limited access to resources and opportunities and their productivity remains low relative to their potential.
In some communities, men and women have different farming systems, different domains--for example, crops or livestock--different access to resources, and different status. In general, compared to men within the same household, women have: a wider range of tasks and enterprises, different production objectives and dissimilar production constraints.
Evidence shows that women usually do not benefit automatically from agricultural development projects. By alerting practitioners to potential gender-differentiated outcomes, gender analysis is important in this area to reduce the inequitable impact of sectoral interventions.
Gender-neutral programs can sometimes bypass or be detrimental to women. As stated earlier, women farmers grow more than half of all the food in Sierra Leone generally in the form of small-scale crops for household consumption. Climate change has already begun to affect agricultural production and, consequently, women’s livelihoods and their ability to support their families’ nutritional needs. Extension efforts need to reach women, who often do not have access to information that would help them make better decisions about how to adapt to climate change. Women are also the primary collectors of wood for fuel and water for household use. 
As climate change exacerbates desertification, these resources will become increasingly scarce, and make these tasks more difficult and time-consuming. This may directly affect girls’ ability to attend school as household chores consume more of their time. Furthermore, many of the daily challenges facing women farmers in Sierra Leone, such as the difficulty of accessing credit, tools, training and technical advice, only increase their vulnerability to climate change. 
Adaptation policies and strategies should take these factors into account and address the many obstacles women and subsistence farmers already encounter. 
The reality is that women will likely be disproportionately affected by climate change yet remain under-represented in the decision-making bodies that are working to develop a sustainable path forward. Therefore, it is critical that women be included in the development of climate change policies at the local level. 
Women’s expertise and knowledge should be used in developing climate change mitigation, disaster reduction, and adaptation strategies. Climate change will affect women and men differently, and these differences will have a direct effect on the lives of families and communities. 
Adaptation and mitigation measures should take advantage of gender analysis so that the needs of both women and men are built into initiatives from the beginning. The linkages between climate change, agriculture, and gender will continue to evolve and it’s important that gender be integrated into climate change activities. Planning and strategy development must put gender at the forefront to avoid losing valuable time.
There is a growing debate about gender and the environment which highlights women's roles in the use and management of natural resources. But there are dangers in conceiving of women's roles in relation to the environment in a partial, narrow, or static way. Seeing women as isolated environmental actors, separate from men, with an innate understanding of Nature can be very misleading. 

Current development policy initiatives are often based on this essentialist assumption that women's relationship with the environment is special and, therefore, women are particularly interested in and capable of protection of the environment. Such a view enables policy makers to argue that projects aimed at sustaining the environment will also benefit women, and vice versa. This synergistic approach can be seen as creating both a trap and an opportunity.

It is widely understood that women, in their productive and reproductive roles, have close links with the environment in many communities in Sierra Leone and that they are often among the first to be affected by resource degradation. 
However, policy makers do not always appreciate the diversity and complexity of the relationship between women and the environment, resulting in unexpected failures in development projects. Local women, on the other hand, saw the tree planting as increasing their burden of work without improving their lives because men controlled the land and the trees. Thus an understanding of both property rights and the complexity of gender divisions of labour is vital to an appreciation of the link between women and the environment.

In most communities modernization has been accompanied by a decline in women's entitlements to land and common property resources. Women are usually very dependent on common property resources for water, firewood, compost for farmland and wild herbs, mushrooms, fruits and nuts, as it is usually their responsibility to ensure that the family is supplied with these goods. When these commonly held resources become scarce and property rights are exerted because of a perceived market value, their control tends to be assumed by men, although women's role as the supplier to the family of these resources does not change. 

The process of land reform has often led to land ownership in male hands, or when land is granted to a household it is registered in the man's name so that women lose their traditional rights to land. Where women do have legal rights to land ownership and inheritance, the plots of land they are able to control are generally the smallest, least accessible, and least fertile. Usufruct rights are often considered to be separate from land ownership, and furthermore the ownership of trees and land may be in different hands. If women plant trees on family land in order to find a new cash-earning product and accessible firewood, men see this action as a declaration of land ownership and so uproot the trees. 

In other cases, men and women may use individual trees in different ways which are not always compatible. One of the reasons for the decline in women's access to resources is that both land redistribution and subsidized agricultural inputs are in the hands of men who see women as dependents rather than individuals in mostly rural communities. Where the distribution of resources is used to reinforce the dominant position of the controller of these resources there is little incentive to offer them to women who in most societies have very little influence or status. 

Loss of access to resources is particularly problematic for the one-quarter to one-third of rural women who are household heads, and the further 10 per cent who live in polygamous households. These women are often explicitly excluded from land reform and public-housing projects because they are seen as having too few adult workers and being too poor. The number of households in which women are the sole family support is increasing in Sierra Leone, especially in rural areas because of male out-migration. It is in these households economically dependent on women that the feminization of poverty is seen most clearly and pressure on the environment is most acute.

Let us realize that women's agricultural work covers production, processing, preparation, and preservation of foodstuffs and other farm products. They are also often responsible for marketing produce from the farm. Extension workers assume that each family has a single male decision maker that economic benefits are shared equally within the household, and that only products marketed through official channels need to be studied. 

The historic neglect by agricultural research and extension of home gardens as significant production sites is a particular aspect of the commodity focus which has contributed to the underestimation of women's agricultural activities. Home gardens typically are seen as an extension of women's household duties and therefore outside the public sphere. These gardens are a haven of biodiversity, for they operate as a source of early maturing staples, a reserve for plant materials and seeds lest field crops fail, conservation sites for preferred or special varieties, testing grounds for new varieties, and security for stock or poultry needing special care. These gardens, and the small livestock associated with them, often supply products which women trade locally and so they are an important source of women's cash income. As field crops become more and more cash- and export-oriented these home gardens become the major source of family subsistence, more so than official statistics indicate.
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