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Theresia Oedl-Wieser (Federal Institute for Less Favoured and Mountainous Areas, Austria)

“Women in Austrian Agriculture with the Focus on Female Farm Managers”

The Austrian farm structure is rather small-scaled (19.3 ha) and many farms are located in
disadvantaged and mountainous areas. Far-reaching structural changes such as the decline of the
number of farms, the increasing of farm size and modernization of the remaining farms are going
hand in hand with the changes in the social and familial settings. A higher level of education among
younger women and men, improved off-farm job opportunities in remote regions as well as
increased mobility, whether desired or not, have substantially changed the conditions in agriculture
and in many rural areas in Austria.

A share of 54% part-time farms out of all farms underscores the importance of pluriactivity in
Austria. Moreover, the agricultural production in disadvantaged and mountainous areas can often
only be maintained through non-agricultural income and/or diversification on the farms like
processing and selling of food or services like agri-tourism. Within the Austrian Rural Development
Programme which is co-financed by the 2nd pillar of the Common Agricultural Policy (EU) much
funding is spent on farms with substantive agricultural production difficulties. Agro-environmental
schemes are created to encourage the continuation of farming, to secure farm management under
these conditions and high quality production e.g. organic farming.

Women in agriculture in general and women as farm managers are very important actors in the
Austrian agriculture. Whereas in many European countries the share of female farm managers is
rather small, in Austria 35% of the farms are officially managed by women. One main reason for this
circumstance is the Austrian old age pension and social security system. Whenever the partner retires
from work or is in full-time employment off the farm, women automatically take over the farm
business.

Due to structural changes in society as a whole and also in agriculture, gender roles are in a

state of flux, and ways of living and working have become more heterogeneous on family farms.



Research reveals that female farm managers are more frequently crossing the borders of gender roles
and gender specific work division as their partners when they are entering in working fields which
have been traditionally male. Looking at the “real female farm managers” who operate and develop
their farm self-reliantly it becomes obvious that they have often a big affinity to (further) education
and training. In Austria, there exist many educational pathways for women in agriculture in the
upper secondary level (Landliches Fortbildungsinstitut, HBLA, Meisterinnen). This must be seen as
an important determining factor for the building of agency and for an innovative and successful farm

management.
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Ruth Rossier (Agroscope, Institute for Sustainability Sciences, Switzerland, Switzerland)

“Farming Women’s Contribution to Family Farms in Switzerland: A Time-Budget Survey”

According to the 2011 time-budget survey conducted on 179 family farms, the average time
commitments of the farming women is 65 hours per week. Today, farming women devote around a
third of their time to the farm as well as to administrative and agriculture-related activities. Off-farm
employment accounts for a further 13%. Household and family take up half of their time and are still
the women’s domain, even though their partners spend more time on childcare than used to be the
case.

Farming women gear their activity both on and off the farm to their family situation: when their
children are small, they scale back their on- and off-farm employment whilst investing more time in
childcare.

A comparison with the 1974 survey shows that the time spent on household and farm activities
has fallen, whilst that spent on child-rearing and off-farm employment has risen. In 2011 there were
already three times more farming women in non-agricultural employment than in 1974, and the off-
farm employment of these women is gaining in importance. Over the past four decades, the total
number of hours worked per week by the farming women has fallen by 17%, and that of their
partners by 15%.

The results of Agroscope's 2011 time-budget survey show that farming women continue to
make a major contribution to family farms. Their varied input in the household, family, farm and
administration as well as their farming-related and off-farm employment unquestionably contribute
to the proper functioning of the family farm.

(Source: Agroscope Transfer No. 21, June 2014)
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