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pssava, the most important root crop in the tropics, is the

jor carbohydrate food for 500 million people (CIAT 1992). 1In
990, an estimated 150 million tons were produced, 22% of this in
gtin America. Despite its importance, prior to 1960, little
prmal research was conducted on cassava qlobally, and in Latin
erica, few agricultural research programs had foccused on the
op. For many researchers it was an "orphan crop," dgrown by the
or and used mostly for subsistence. This situation is now
pidly changing. Research on cassava varietal lmprovement,
ronomic and cultural practices, and plant protection is

nducted throughout the region. Recently, PROCIANDINO, a

search network for the Andean countries, sponsored by IICA
nstituto Interamericano de Ciencias Agricolas), declared

ssava one of its five research and development priorities.

e United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the Kellogq
undation, and the International Fund for Agricultural

velopment (IFAD) are funding large cassava research and
velopment projects in N.E. Brazil.
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e area of research on cassava that still remains thin is the
cioeconomics of cassava production, processing and marketing.
AT has brought attention to this area through the annual
blication of statistics on cassava production and utilization
IAT 1991, 1992, 1993), by focusing on demand and market issues
ynam et.,al., 1987; CIAT, 1987) and through collaboration in
tegrated Cassava Projects (Gottret, Henry and Cortez, 1992;
rez-Crespo, 1991). Many programs and projects in the region
e beginning to add researchers from socioceconomic disciplines
their teams. While attention to market definition and cost
nsiderations are logical high priorities, these researchers
so need also to focus their skills on improving the
derstanding of the people---especially those of limited
sources—-—--who process and produce cassava in order that their
oblems and priorities are considered in the definition of
search agendas and the allocation of resources. In particular,
better understanding of the differential roles,
sponsibilities and problems of men and women in Latin American
ssava systems, will facilitate the desigqn of successful
search and development to serve their needs. In this article,
'would like to draw attention to what we know---and don't know--
~about Latin American women and cassava.
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Why is it important to understand women's roles in cassava
pgoduction and processing?

e past twenty vears of research and development literature have
tnessed a virtual explosion of studies and projects on women,
nder and development. Spanning all continents, south and

rth, results specifically concerning agricultural development

monstrate that agricultural technology innovations and their

ltended benefits targetted to rural families often inadvertently

y-passed female family members, have proved institutionally

jaccessible to women farmers---especially those who are the

ads of households---or have remained unadopted because they

re inappropriate to the needs and limitations of women users

shby 1985, Feldstein and Poats 1990, Leon 1991, van Herpen

92). On the other hand, it has been demonstrated that when
ndex issues, that is, women's and men's roles and needs, are
nsidered in the design of agricultural projects and mechanisms

tle used to include both women and men in the process of design
testing solutions for their problems, the resulting

hnology is more appropriate, more rapidly adopted and benefits
more equitably distributed to rural populations.

UL NAR~E T A0 L

first step in a gendered approach to agricultural technology
elopment is to understand who does what and why. In Latin
rica, agricultural production has been historically thought of
approached as a men's problem. Women, though responsible for
ortant aspects of production, have been systematically

rlooked and are largely invisible in the literature and
finking regarding agricultural development. A brief look at the
ilable literature demonstrates that cassava is no exception.
rectify this bias reguires a shift in the other direction in
er to define what women do. From this, we can then move
ward to a balanced gendered approach to cassava research and
elopment.

B a I O T = TR |

T, with a global mandate for cassava research, has collected

r 15,000 documents on cassava. In a recent search of CIAT's
capsava literature, only 41 citations on women were included in
thp collection. Of these, the majority deal with Africa and only
nihe concern women and cassava in Latin America. From this, one
mipht assume that little systematic research has been done on the
raole of women in cassava production and processing in the region.
Hopever, as B. de la Rive Box-Lasocki (1982) notes in her
extellent annotated bibliography on cassava cultivation and
prpcessing among Amerindians, the CIAT collection has a more
tethnological crientation and much of the anthropological
liferature cannot be traced easily due to the index categories
used. Like the women themselves, the literature on cassava
prepducers and processors is often invisible because it is written
bylanthropologists, geographers, historians and travelers who
haye largely remained outside the circles of aqgricultural
research. Though a thorough review of this literature is too
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rge a task for this short article, it is possible to divide the
ailable information into two large categories: that describing
oducers and processors within indigenous Latin American

ltures and societies, and that describing peasant, mestizo and
n~Amerindian cultures and societies.
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r the former category, several reviews are available, including
la Rive Box-Lasocki's (1982} bibliography and a review article

| the bibliography by L. Box and B. de la Rive Box-Lasocki

¥982). These provide a clear picture of the gender division of

les and responsibilities in indigenous cassava systems and

ghliqght the central position occupied by women. The situation

much less clear for the latter group. No systematic reviews

peasant or small farmer production or processing in Latin

rica were found. Only a handful of case studies dealing with

1is group turned up in the computer search of the CIAT

llection, more likely due to problems of indexing than to a

k of studies. A more painstaking search of the ethnographic

lifterature on small producers in Latin America will likely reveal
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a [tar greater wealth of existing information on these producers

a processors. Nonetheless, a preliminary portrait of women and
capsava in Latin America can be drawn from the sources currently
at] hand.

L.| Box and de la Rive Box-Lasocki describe the Amerindian cassava
syptems practiced in northern Scuth America and Meso-America as
sttfongly associated with nuclear family farming with a woman at
the center. "Although she may engaqe in drudgery, like cassava

cessing, her position is by no means sub-servient or

velike. On the contrary: she decides what to plant, where

an when. She makes processing decisions. She gives her opinion
on| food plot location” (1982:33). The authors arque that men are
inpolved but only to a limited extent, and that their knowledge

s not particularly relate to cassava cultivation, but rather
the arts and crafts of forest clearance or the making of
ticular utensils (Ibid.:27). Cutting, burning and clearing to
pare a food plot are generally male tasks, but locating the

t usually involves wives' decisions. "Women may help in
aring, do the larger share of planting and the weeding (if
any), harvest, replant and carry the heavy tubers home.

cessing is almost entirely a female task" (Ibid).

en employ a wide range of processing technologies including
ting, separating of toxic elements, decanting, fermentation,
sting, toasting, milling, and starch extraction. These are
1 described in the literature and offer an ample arena for
ghnical improvements in quality and labor efficiency in order
|ease the burden of processing and improving the guantity and
Jue of products produced.

arding cassava planting and the selection of varieties among
the Amerindian groups, on the whole, women decide what and where
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tq plant. "They know the different varieties and the

culiarities of the terrain which might favor or inhibit their
owth" (Ibid.:16). Women employ several criteria in selecting
anting locations such as distance from field to home, varietal
fferences in root weight and yield, shading from the forest and
il slopes and type. They may decide to monocrop or intercrop,
t even when virtually monocropped, there will be variation:
tter or sweet varieties, those for eating fresh and those for
jocessing. The authors speculate that the "Amerindian
cultivatress" has "knowledge of a far greater diversity of plants
thHan her peasant colleagques, who often work with a far smaller
nymber of plants and a smaller number of varieties of each
sfgecies™ (Ibid.).

oo naAgaT

Tgchnological change and innovation have occurred among the
indigenous qroups of Latin America since well-before the arrival
European explorers. While there are exceptions, generally,
ngw technology has tended to ease the work of men, making forest

der cassava cultivation. Without an egual focus on tools for
harvesting and processing, the new technology has upset the
quilibrium and placed a larger burden on women. As the authors
te, "when this process is embedded in the incorporation of
m3les in a labor market, traditional male tasks (i.e. protein
apture} may no longer be exercised. This may lead to an
fbalanced diet, in which a cassava based diet is not
muplemented by proteins..." (Ibid.:31). The authors call for

rning now to non-Amerindian or peasant cassava producers and
ocessors, the literature is more sketchy and invisible. Ve

1-rica is concentrated on the fields of these farmers. They
te;nd to be small-holdexrs with few resources. They employ

fertility. Through land fragmentation, concentration of "good
ds" in the hands of a few, these farmers have increasingly
Ril plots. With only a small amount of land of poor quality,
one of the few crop alternatives for producing food and feed is
capsava. These farmers often rely on cassava to feed their
families, to supplement other livestock feeds for their animals
a to process it for sale.

Women's roles in peasant and small farmer aqriculture vary
agfpording to their economic strata. Women in the lower strata
geherally have a much higher participation in agriculture. Since
capsava is mostly grown by poorer farmers, it is likely that
wopen play a significant role in cassava cultivation, even though
their domestic duties are often more visible. They are likely
more involved in planting and harvesting activities, and in the
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ding of laborers. 1In very poor famlily units, women often must
lace the men in agricultural tasks due to male migration for

e labor. This tendency is likely very true for cassava

ducing areas. Women also tend to be dominant in home

cessling activities and cassava remains a largely home-

cessed commodity.

T T &£ H

Rather than speculating further on the possible roles of women in
peasant production systems, I would like instead to share three
vignettes or case studies of such cassava producers. The first
two are summarized from very detailed cases from Northeast Brazil
and the Dominican Republic. The last case is based on my own
current field work in coastal Ecuador. These viagnettes offer
wgndows into typical cassava systems and the women who work
there.

Case No. 1. Northeastern Brazil.

lvia dos Reis Maia's (1989) case study of Sapeagu, in the
gconcavo region of Bahia, Brazil, describes the "casa de
rinha", or wvillage cassava flour processing facility, as
ivately owned but treated as "public"---an important place
ere men, women and children of local households gather
gularly to process their cassava and exchange information.

H::"U Hh o wm

"It is open to the outside with no doors or windows. The
instruments necessary to process the manioc [cassaval into
farinha are placed in such a way that there is an empty
space in the centre of the room where women and children can
sit in a circle peeling manioc as they talk. Beside the
circle stand either men or women who manage the motor, those
who press the manioc and those who teoast the farinha.
Sometimes, the people who are not working stop by to talk.
In this way the casa de farinha becomes an important place
where information is exchanged about everyday life."

Mgia's study provides a detailed view of "who does what" in the
pyoduction and processing of cassava in this Northeastern
Bazilian small town and her observations are summarized in Table
Id All members of the household participate in the planting,
wgeding and harvesting, however, the extent of participation
vdries. Men play the dominant role in preparing the land and
irtilizing, assisted by the women but without involvement of
ildren. Women participate in all tasks but dominate the
eding. In the manioc mill, women play the dominant role and
e largely responsible for the most time and labor-consuming
sks: peeling, toasting, and stoking the fires., Men are
sponsible for tasks requiring greater labor force at given
ments: transporting, pressing and sacking. With the exceptian
the baling of the tobacco leaves, tasks within the house are
rformed by the women.
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In \Sapeacu, women are 53% of the population and account for 65%
of all adults over 15 vears of aqe. Low prices for aqgricultural
prdducts, fragmentation of land for small farmers, and a lack of
lodal sources of off-farm income have contributed to out-
migration of males, teenagers and young adults. Married women
with small children are left running the farms and processing the
cassava. In some cases they assume off-farm seasonal wage tasks
previocusly done by their husbands, such as harvesting oranges for
larger landowners, however, in most cases they are paid only half
the male waqes for the same tasks. In her discussion of Sapeacu
household survival strategies, Maia describes specific ways in
which women deal with increasing their labor effectiveness: 1)
helping each other peel cassava in reciprocity relationships
rather than for cash wages, allowing all women to continue
processing even when household labor is limited by migration; 2)
managing small gardens for income purposes; 3) selling prepared
foods at the market; 4) rearing animals for sale on a shared
bagis; and 5) communal childcare. These strategies allow women
to icontinue to produce cassava and tobacco as cash crops and
prqvide a minimum needed for survival. Over time, migration of
mer] has changed the roles of men and women, especially with
regpect to cassava.

"With the husband's miqration the wife becomes the head of
i the household. She deals with every problem concerning the

roga [family farm] and the house. Before, women did not
feel ready to deal with warehouses, nor to take their manioc
flour to sell in the market. 1In the recent past the
management of the warehouse did not like to do business with
women. Likewise, both women and men saw the market place
for selling of manioc flour as man's space. But now women
decide how much manioc flour they are to sell. When the
manioc flour is sold at the farm gate, they deal directly
with the middlemen. Women decide themselves what and how
much will be planted. They do, of course exchange ideas
with relatives and compadres, but they are now the ones who
manage the family roga."

Cage No. 2 Dominican Republic.

socliological research conducted between 1981 and 1985 by F.
man, L. Box and B. de la Rive Box (1985) on cassava in the
inican Republic provides detailed information on the cassava

proguction and processing system of this Caribbean nation. 1In
the| area of Moco and Moncion, the average age of cassava farmers
“is p0 years and most have grown the crop for over 25 years.
Edycation levels are low, almost 30% of the farmers are
illliterate, and only 20% completed primary school. Farmers
"profuce cassava primarily for sale, keepina a part for household
conpumption. Only a few grow it exclusively for home
compumption. The farmers of the reqgion are poor and most have
very little land. According to surveys conducted by the team,
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aerage landholdings are between 2 and 3 hectares, but 52% of the
cafpsava growers have no land of their own (Ibid p. 71).

In' the Dominican Republic, as in many parts of Latin America, it
is{ often thought that women play little or no role in the
prbduction of cassava. However, as in Sapeacu, women can be
involved in nearly all production tasks, especially in poor
hopseholds where family labor is short, where cash to hire labor
is! not available, or male adults are absent. The part of the
cagsava system dominated by women since pre-Colombian times is

the production of cassabe, a toasted flatbread made of grated and
waghed cassava which is consumed and sold locally and for export.

Cagsabe is made in small rural processing plants which may use
family labor, two to 30 employees or operate via cooperative
organization. In the plants, women's tasks are primarily to peel
th¢ cassava roots and to toast the grated mass on a wood-fired
oveén. Men do the grating and the pressing to produce the mass
usfing traditional implements. In recent years, improved graters
anfl presses have been introduced which have eased the men's labor
but little effective technological improvements have been
infroduced to alleviate women's work. The agrosociological
regearch showed that women processing cassabe could earn as much
or{more in a day as male day workers in the area, however, the
wopen's day was twelve hours long, in front of a hot oven.

general, 30% of the households in the Dominican Republic are
ded by women, but in the study area, 60% of the houses were

idg¢ntified as women-headed. Among these households, income
qe‘erated from cassabe processing was a significant part of the
total income for the family and critical to survival.

ge No. 3 Coastal Ecuador.

sava has been produced and processed in the seasonally-dry

stal region of Ecuador for several hundred vears. Though

ay there are some larqer holdings, the majority of the cassava

produced by small farmers with less than five hectares.

gditionally, these farmers gqrow about a half a hectare of

sava, mixed in various arrangements primarily with maize, on

ep, rainfed hillsides. Women are generally thought to have

ftle involvement in the production of cassava, however, as in
Dominican Republic, in poorer or in smaller, labor-short

seholds or where male labor is absent, women may be engaged in
aspects of production. Even in households where women are
involved directly in the field production, they usually

age and prepare the food that is considered a part of the

es for daily hired laborers.

Women, as to be expected, are heavily engaqed in cassava
processing. Traditionally, cassava starch was the only processed
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prpduct and it was extracted using manual processing technologies
faf home use in cooking and for starching clothing. Over the
pagt 100 years, starch processing for local and regional markets
egpanded, resulting in the establishment of approximately 200
smill, family operated starch extraction plants. These usually
employ family labor. In recent years, new cassava products, such
as|{whole and white milled industrxial flours, new markets have
been opened and cassava starch processing has expanded into semi-
meghanized operations. Though still small-scale, these employ
male and female dayworkers and pieceworkers, and provide an
important source of income during the dry season when little
other local off-farm employment is available.

In small plants, operated with family labor, processina tasks are
uswally shared by men and women, with men tending to predominate
in the heavier lifting tasks (weighing, grating), and women
mo$tly doing the repetitive tasks of longer duration, such as
pe¢ling roots and washing {("colando") the qrated mass. In medium
and large-sized starch extraction plants, women work on a piece-
rate basis peeling roots and on a daily wadge basis for washing

the grated cassava mass to extract the starch. However, their
dally wages are usually 25% less than the men employed on a daily
wade basis to lift roots for grating or to dry starch. In nearly

all of the larger starch plants, men are the managers and control
all aspects of buying fresh roots and selling finished flour and
starch.

In the mid-1980's an integrated cassava research and development
ject was initiated in the coastal province of Manabi. Through
project, several women's cassava processing associations were

ated. These took the traditional starch processing technoloqy
adapted it to a small infrastructure and collective

ration. For many of the women, this was the first time they

e reqularly employed outside of the home for cash income.

ing the first two years of operatiocn, the women were content

h the extent of their work and earninas, but by the third

¥, they had become more efficient processors and wanted to

nd their processing activities in order to earn more money.

Confronted with a lack of "technical fit" between the processing
tedhnology they were currently using, the size of their physical
structure and the number of women in the association who wanted

to learn regqular wages, the women of one association, San Vicente,

icited assistance from the farmer processor union to solve
Hir problem.

response was to assist the women's association in moving to a
parcel of land in order to build a new plant that would
rporate new processing technology to increase the number of

n working each day but at the same time make their work more
cient and yield a higher quality product. This last feature
woulld allow them to enter higher quality markets and earn more
profEits for each unit of starch produced. In developing the new
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plhant, the union entered into a collaborative effort with the
wopen to test and adapt technoloqies for starch nrocessing to the
negds and limitations of women processers. Prior to this, women
pﬂ cessors had had little direct interaction with the mostly male
unjon leaders and integrated project specialists concerning new
teg¢hnology. Together they began to experiment.

Today, two years after the introduction of the new processing

teghnology----which includes an improved sawblade qrater, a water
filter and treatment tank, direct flow grating and washing
system, a mechanical wet sifter and sedimentation canals---the

women have increased their annual wage earnings by tenfold, have
created a greater demand for cassava roots in the immediate area
of their processing plant and have created income earning
opportunities for non-members who work and peel cassava at the
plant. More importantly, the women members and the technical
assgistance team have learned how to work together to improve
prgcessing technologies. Now, other processing associations are
following the example piloted at San Vicente and improving on the
initial model.

Sone Conclusions and Recommendations

From the review of the two types of cassava producers and
pracessors, Amerindian and peasant small farmers, we can arque
that women play important roles in both cassava production and
processing. These roles are more predominant in production among
the Amerindian groups, however, in processing, women are
coqparably dominant in both groups. Larger economic forces

cagsing male migration are changing the roles of women in cassava
production, resulting in increased burdens as women's
regponsibilities are uncompensated and they are forced to assume
menl's roles. Even without migration, women working in comparabhle

tasks, are often paid less than men. Much of the new technology
for| cassava has focused on men's areas of responsibility rather
th women's, creating imbalances in the social organization
framing traditional cassava production and utilization systems.
From the case studies in particular, we see that cassava operates
as part of the social system, providing a vehicle for community
mempers to exchange information and to collaborate in mutual

surpival mechanisms. Thougqh not presented in great detail, the
f cases demonstrate the importance to women of the income
qeﬂarated in cassava processing and the importance of this in
lochl and reqional economies.

The| San Vicente case from Ecuador demonstrates the positive
bedbfits of discerning the needs of both women and men cassava
professors and of engaging women processors directly in the
tesfing of new technoloqy components. In this case, for example,
unde¢rstanding the needs of women to maintain manual labor in the
plant in order to absorb the labor of the members was crucial in
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the design of the new technoloqy. As a result, the number of
wotkers was not reduced, instead, their labor was made more
efficient. A focus on maximizing profits per unit of starch
prpduced emphasized the need for high quality starch and markets
willing to pay for quality materials such as cassava starch.

This article represents a first attempt to orqanize the
information available on women in cassava production and
prpcessing in Latin America. It is obvious that far more
information exists and efforts should be made to see that this is
resiewed and added to the sources on cassava at CIAT. The more
we are able to learn about what people do in cassava systems and
why, the better we will be able to target resources towards
solving problems that will make a difference.

10



DIVISION OF LABOUR BY SEX AND AGE ON BASIS OF OBSERVATION

1980

Percentage of Tasks Performed Predominantly by

Women Men Children Total
% % %

WORK&NG IN THE ROCA

Soll Preparation B.6 91.4 0 100
Fertilization 17.7 82.3 0 100
Seediing 42.4 52.0 5.6 100
Planking 38.1 61.9 0 100
Weedfing 76.3 20.4 3.3 100
Harvest 41.8 53.1 5.1 100

WORKENG IN THE MANIOC MILL

Tranﬁporting manioc

roots 9.9 76.0 14.1 100
Peel of manioc 94,2 0 5.8 100
Presging 17.0 83.0 0 100
Toasting 93.3 6.7 0 100
Maingaining the stove 98.0 2.0 0 100
Slfting 37.2 62.8 0 100
Sackjlng 2.7 97.3 0 100
WORKING IN THE HOUSE

Stregfching tobacco

leaves 87.0 9.0 4.0 100
Hanglng tobacco leaves B3.2 16.8 0 100
Baleg tobacco leaves 0 100.0 0 100
Cooklng 96.1 .5 3.4 100
Care|of chlldren 96.1 0 3.9 100
Feedlng animals 78.3 2.1 19.6 100
Fetching water 85.8 1.4 12.8 100
Gathering wood 17.5 6.3 16.2 100
Washing clothes 93.3 0 6.7 100

. SOURTE: Field data, S.M. Dos Rels Mala, 1989.
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