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Celebrating Female Small scale Food Producers  
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On a planet with enough food for everyone, 821 million people – one 
in nine – go hungry everyday. It doesn't have to be this way. An 
innovative Oxfam project shows how local female food producers can 
help end world hunger through its global GROW Campaign- Food. Life. 
Planet. 
Launched by Oxfam and local partners in 2012, the Female Food 
Heroes initiative is an annual award that champions female small 
scale food producers who are examples of what millions of women 
around the world are doing to ensure food security.
The Female Food Heroes project first started in Tanzania and has 
been replicated in Nigeria and Ethiopia. 
In Ethiopia, the project increased the recognition of female small 
scale food producers through a range of awareness-raising activi-
ties, such as art exhibitions and television and radio documentaries. 
The project also provides a national platform bringing together 
awardees and policymakers at the award ceremony, watched on TV 
by 30 to 40 million people.

Further, the project has established a regional and national 
platforms in which Female Food  Heroes identify their gender and 
food security challenges and bring the issues to the attention of the 
local and national level policy and decesion makers. 

Oxfam’s position on women in agriculture

Oxfam believes that women are the key to poverty reduction, but 
sadly enough, women all over the world remain underestimated, 
underappreciated and largely sidelined especially in economic and 
public spheres.
From a productivity point of view, more than 80% of the people of 
Ethiopia are engaged in agricultural work and more than 50% of 
those are women. Ignoring half the production force in any sector 
just means simply losing out on the benefits of the strength, motiva-

tion and insights of half of our available resources.
Correcting the gender balance in agriculture sectors would reduce global food 
shortage by at least 17 percent. Women have an incredible role to transform 
societies. To a large extent, they are the untapped human resources who will 
drive growth and development. After all, women are often the ones who trans-
form families, the ones who feed the children and push for their children to 
receive basic health and education services.
With the right information and inputs, women can and will change the yield of 
farming which in turn means the start of many new small businesses from their 
savings which will in turn grow the economy. 

Rural poor lack access to basic social services 
such as health care, schools, and safe drinking water.

Ethiopia has over 102 million people

2nd most populous country in Africa

Nationally, 59% of men and 43% of women are 
literate. In rural areas, this drops to 55% for men and 37% for 
women  Rural women have significantly higher rates of illiteracy.

83% of the population lives in rural areas depend-
ing on subsistence agriculture.  Agriculture highly 
underdeveloped. People are more vulnerable to food insecurity.
Agriculture is affected by land degradation, climate change, 
growing population, low agricultural investments and the global 
market.

About Ethiopia



                                                                                      Grow Campaign in Ethiopia 

GROW is the name of Oxfam’s global campaign -a fight against 
hunger under the theme Food, land rights and Climate justice for 
Life, and the Planet.

Ethiopia’s Grow campaign is also part and parcel of the global 
campaign and was launched in July 2012 under the theme a 
‘Food Secure Ethiopia’ which later became the Female Food 
Heroes campaign agenda.  The project forms part of a broader 
agricultural programme focused on sustainable agricultural 
investments and resilience of smallscale farmers to address 
hunger and poverty in Ethiopia.

The aim of the campaign is to promote and recognize female 
small scale food producers and raise awareness around their 
work and living conditions. The project is centred on the ‘Female 
Food Heroes award, which is given to one female food producer 
from each of Ethiopia’s regions based on nominations from local 
officials and a jury selection. 
Its undeniable that women play a substantial role in farming and 
are increasingly involved in agricultural management in Ethiopia. 
However, they are generally overlooked or undervalued and not 
recognised as farmers. In the agricultural sector, some of the 
major constraints for rural women include time availability, high 
work burdens, less access to credit inputs and extension 
services than men, and lack of access to appropriate technolo-
gies. However other issues such as Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM), violence, early marriage, trafficking, also present evidence 
of women’s low status. Gender norms and women’s status varies 
regionally, particularly related to local histories.

Female Food Heroes (FFH) programme aims to: 

• raise awareness and contribute to wider recognition of 

smallscale female food producers through awarding, acknowledging and 
celebrating their efforts and contribution to agriculture and food security; 
• help develop an enabling environment for women female small scale 
food producers to be in the centre of future debates and solutions; and
• contribute to changes in policies and practices that address 
challenges faced by women female small scale food producers, such as 
access to natural resources (e.g. land, water, forests, seeds), information 
(e.g. weather patterns), and extension services. 

Outside of Africa, the Female Food Heroes initiative has also been adapted 
by Oxfam and partner teams in countries including Armenia, Georgia, Indone-
sia, and Russia.
We believe that telling the stories of these women will inspire many others to 
continue to work hard to bring about change to their personal circumstances 
and families in spite of the difficulties they face and be the owners and 
drivers of the change they want to see in society.  



                                                                                      

2019  Female Food Heroes from Addis Ababa during the award 
ceremoney
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The FFH project follows a multi-faceted approach, working with various 
arms of the government of Ethiopia, Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and 
networks to secure visibility and enabling conditions to advance rural 
women’s agenda and to change the terms of debate at various levels for 
women in agriculture. The project was managed and implemented by 
Oxfam while the FFH selection and nomination process was implemented 
through partnership with Sustainable Environment and Development 
Action (SEDA). Activities included: identification and award of FFH awar-
dees; capacity building of FFH awardees (e.g. record keeping, advocacy, 
family planning, productivity etc.); media campaign (e.g. social media, 
television and radio); mobilization events; FFH award events and meetings 
with parliamentarians to present ‘Policy Asks’.
The project began in 2012 to promote the status of Ethiopian female small 
scale food producers  and raise awareness and visibility of their working 
and living conditions in the country, and is ongoing. 
As of April 2019, 111 FFH have been awarded, received training in a range 
of topics and received a cash prize including medals, certificate and 
trophy . A range of awareness-raising activities, such as music videos, art 

exhibitions, television and radio documentaries featuring the 
awardees, are used to increase the recognition of female small 
scale food producers. The project also provides a national platform 
bringing together awardees and policy makers at the award 
ceremony, and meetings with parliamentarians for awardees to 
present a set of ‘Policy Asks’ based on issues in their communities. 

What Would the Awardees Benefit?

Besides the recognition and cash-prizes, the FFH awardees receive 
one-week training on  basic business skills, entrepreneurship, 
agricultural marketing, saving and credit and record-keeping, public 
advocacy, family planning and climate change adaptation and 
conservation agriculture techniques. The project provides awardees 
with a platform to engage with national government, including 
Ethiopian Minister of Agriculture, along with other meetings that 
would be held with parliamentarians to present a set ‘Policy Asks’ 
derived from challenges women face in their communities, and 
participation in international advocacy events such as the World 
Food Day where Female Food Heroes share their stories  and 
demands with world leaders. 

The project also involves a range of other awareness-raising events 
including e.g. music videos and song, art exhibitions etc.).The FFH 
award is widely covered by regional and national media and the 
different social media platforms. The project also worked with 
state-media in promoting project messages such as via TV and 
radio documentaries that enabled female small-scale food produc-
ers to describe their experiences in their own words. This has also 
presented opportunities for public debate on gender issues.

The Female Food Heroes have travelled to Brussels (different 
European Union institutions), Washington, Rome, and The Hague to 
lobby politicians and civil servants on the need to invest on female 
small-scale food producers in Ethiopia.



The Relevance and Contributions of the Project 
Towards Changing Lives

One of the most significant contributions of the project was 
changing the lives of FFH awardees, particularly in terms of 
boosting their confidence, which was noted by all the awardees. 
It has also further motivated them to expand their business, gain 
leadership positions in their communities and build their network 
with government and agricultural offices. Some awardees have 
experienced these prior to the award and was one of reasons for 
their success in agriculture, however the contribution of the 
project to furthering these impacts is significant. 

There are also examples in Somali and Tigray where awardees 
have demonstrated growing leadership and have successfully 
challenged and demanded local authorities to address service 
challenges prior to and following the award. 

GROW believes that focusing on attitudes is vital for achieving 
gender justice as they reflect gender norms that so often 
discriminate women. In this manner, the project has contributed 
into influencing the attitudes and beliefs of men and local 
officials to have greater recognition of female small-scale food 
producers especially at the regional level. More so, local officials 

in some regions have recognized that the misconceptions they had about 
female small-scale food producers and their skills, efforts and commercial 
orientation has completely changed for the better. 

The FFH project succeeded in building a strong relationship with relevant 
ministries at a time where relationships between the government and Civil 
Society Organizations were strained. The project has documented expres-
sions of political commitment from the different officials of the Ministry of 
Agriculture during their address at our annual award ceremonies.  

The FFH project has made significant contributions to improving the lives 
of awardees. All the awardees consulted are financially independent and 
are major contributors to the household, with some awardees transitioning 
from food insecurity to prosperity. The defining characteristics of these 
FFH awardees are dedication in their farming and enterprise, capacity to 
apply learning and innovation, ability to take risks, and confidence to fight 
injustices and demand for access to services. These characteristics have 
contributed to their success and the reasons for their award. 

In Ethiopia, FFH is a great achievement where Oxfam is honored to 
acknowledge the bravery, strength and perseverance of these and many 
other courageous women who work hard for the betterment of their 
families, society, region and country at large. The next phase the project 
will consider putting greater emphasis on policy implementation at the 
local level to contribute to improving services for women.

 



Sisaynesh, 2019 Female Food Hero from 
Addis Ababa in her farm weeding
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