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To every woman farmer, fisherman and food 
producer who are standing strong, and to 

everyone who stands beside them...





This book is a tribute to all the women farmers 
across Asia. Let Oxfam take you through the joys 
and struggles that these women face on a daily basis, 
in their quest for basic rights and equality. Though 
diverse in context, these stories of real women portray 
a bonding of vulnerability, inspiration, determination 
and empowerment. We hope that the deep humanity 
you would find in these pages inspire you.

Women represent half of the agriculture labor force 
in Asia. Yet, they remain to be the most vulnerable; 
the most hungry; the most discriminated; and their 
voices, most unheard. We, as Oxfam, through our 
GROW campaign, aim to strengthen the voices of 
women farmers, by creating and opening up spaces 
for them to participate in dialogues and decision 
making. We empower small-scale farmers and work 
on numerous projects that aim to make them resilient 
to climate change.

It is through the GROW Campaign that we were able 
to meet these inspiring women, whose stories should 
be heard by the rest of the world. I strongly hope that 
through this book, you can appreciate the value that 
women farmers bring to their communities and to 
your own homes.

– Kalayaan Constantino
   Campaigns and Policy Manager
   Oxfam in Asia



In a village in rural Bangladesh, there 
lived a strong and determined woman 
farmer named Purnima Rai. 

Purnima knew her land was tired, and 
would not grow enough to feed her family 
without some help. One day, not much 
different from previous days, she was 
returning from the market empty handed, 
without the fertilisers she needed, as it was 
a market where men were given what they 
needed and women weren’t. 

“What to do?” she mused, thinking of the 
vegetables she was trying to grow on her 
family’s piece of land.

On her way to the market one day, she 
passed by a farmer sitting next to a pot 
of earthworms. Curious, she asked him 
what it was for. The man said that the 
tiny wrigglers could make any kind of 
land fertile again. Purnima asked how 
that could be, but the man didn’t utter a 
word, keeping the answer a secret.

Tired from coming home from the 
market empty-handed, and tired from 
seeing her land struggle to grow enough, 
the persistent Purnima decided to take 
things into her own hands.

She went straight to the leader of the 
farmers and demanded that he teach their 
village how to make their land fertile 
once more. She insisted that he teach 
them the secret of the pot of earthworms, 
which would make the land rich again. 

The sympathetic leader pondered a 
moment and, realizing the futility of 
resisting a persistent woman, he agreed. 
The rest, they say, is farmland history.
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Today, in that very same farm village 
where the land is tired and useless no 
more, there lives a woman that every 
villager adores. Her name is Purnima, 
a successful organic farmer. And what 
a woman she is! Once dependent on 
her husband, she now makes her own 
money because of the abundant sales 
of her natural, wriggling fertilizers and 
vegetables. To top it off, she now leads a 
group, 65 women strong. Together they 
teach each other how to be independent, 
and as a team, explore ways on how to 
earn more as women farmers. All of this 
because she took notice of a seemingly 
paltry pot of earthworms.

Purnima Rai is one of 
the many rural women 
farmers that Oxfam 
supports in Bangladesh.

(Photo by Oxfam in Bangladesh)
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3     CAMBODIA

Drought and flood — these are two 
‘monsters’ that tillers of the land in Cambodia 
have to fight against. Like a fire-breathing 
dragon that turned the once green fields into 
barren lands, the drought brought people to 
the edge of their hopes. Not having enough 
access to water for watering crops and 
feeding livestock became a growing curse. 
Women and children were getting sick. 

If not the dried up land, the growing 
menace of seasonal flooding also turned 
once fertile areas into a watery wasteland.

Survival was the utmost in Sao Khea’s 
mind. A mother of three daughters and 
one son, she lived in a small village 
in Pursat province in Cambodia. Once 
upon a time, this hard-working woman 
farmer’s vegetable crops and chicken 
thrived, which gave them enough food 
and income to live on.

Alas, with the twin curses on the land, 
Sao Khea’s life drastically changed — 
her crops were damaged and the chicken 
died — forcing the whole family to look 
for other ways to earn income. 

But hope continues to float in Sao Khea’s 
heart. She found a genie in the form of 
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a rural farmer’s group, which empowered 
her with skills to overcome challenges 
brought about by the twin curses. She 
learned how to lessen the risks involving 
disasters. She learned how to be creative 
— in business, livestock raising, and using 
less water when growing vegetables. 

Sao Khea did not just sit and wait for her 
wishes to come true. She worked really 
hard and showed her community what 
women can do if they put their minds to it. 
Soon, she was growing pineapple, sugar 
cane, jackfruit and mango trees that thrive 
even in hot temperatures and flooded 
lands. Other fruits and vegetables, such as 
morning glory and watermelon, even grew 
in abundance, enough that she was able to 
sell these and earn for the family.

“My family’s life has changed. I now could 
send my children to school. I even bought 
them bicycles so they can bike to school. I 

also am able to provide them clothes and 
study materials,” says a happy Sao Khea.

Like the life wishes she received, she 
also wishes for others to follow her path, 
“I would like to see my children and 
other women have opportunities, so that 
they will be able to get education, health 
care support, nutrition, and practical 
skills to become more self-reliant.”

Sao Khea is one of the 
many rural women 
farmers that Oxfam 
supports in Cambodia.

(Photo by Oxfam in Cambodia)



5     ChINA

Long before severe weather changes 
came upon the land, two villages blessed 
with picturesque landscapes were home to 
happy women farmers.

In Mrs. Ma’s village in Northwest China, 
there are beautiful terraces carved on 
mountainsides, with long and winding roads 
that zigzag around them. In Liu Juan’s 
community in North China, rows upon rows 
of lush tea plantations extend as far as the 
eye can see. It was heaven on earth.

But suddenly, in the blink of an eye, 
everything changed. A curse in the form of 
drought and flooding struck and damaged the 
crops. Without crops to harvest and sell, the 
women farmers’ income quickly went poof!

Without enough drinking water, Mrs. Ma 
and her son had to drive five kilometres up 
rugged mountain roads to get 1,500 litres 

of water from a cistern. Like Jack and 
Jill who went up the hill to get a pail of 
water, Mrs. Ma and her son had to go up 
the mountain twenty times during certain 
months of the year!

But all this hard work had taken its toll on 
Mrs. Ma’s health. Her back pain had gotten 
worse. Massages could only do so much; 
she had to take painkillers to feel better.

Meanwhile in Liu Juan’s village, severe 
flooding wreaked havoc on her beloved 
tea farm. A very strong storm hit the 
province, and before she knew it, the 
entire village was underwater. Her house 
located near the river was one of the 
worst hit by the storm: her tea farm was 
washed away and, along with it, her 
source of income.
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With steely strength, Liu Juan snapped 
into action. With help from a mothers’ 
group that work together in protecting the 
environment, Liu Juan rebuilt damaged 
houses, built new ones, and constructed 
roads, road drainage, and water stations. 
She also learnt how to deal with disasters 
and minimise the devastation caused.

Armed with these useful tools, Liu Juan 
and her team began a three-year journey to 
rebuild all that was damaged during the flood.

Together, they asked friends and 
acquaintances to help them reduce costs 
by organising volunteers to find materials 
and provide free transportation. They 
inspired villagers to grow organic tea, and 
invited experts to teach villagers how to 
grow good quality tea using less harmful 
fertilisers and pesticides. Liu Juan also 
asked village leaders to use loudspeakers 

as an early warning tool, to let the 
village know about impending disasters. 
Being prudent and well-planned, she 
also convinced village leaders to buy 
and store relief supplies in case another 
disaster hits.

But all work and no play is never a good 
thing to keep her village in high spirits. 
So, Liu Juan also organised a lantern 
festival party with other women, to bring 
excitement and laughter back to the village. 

With these tremendous contributions, 
Liu Juan won the admiration and respect 
of her whole community and their 
neighbouring villages.

Mrs. Ma and Liu Juan 
are two of the many rural 
women farmers that Oxfam 
supports in China.

(Photo by Oxfam in Hong Kong)



7     INDONESIA

I n a community by the seaside, there lives 
Jumiati, a woman who has a unique way 
of looking at the world. Where others see 
challenges, she sees stepping stones to success. 

Life in her village was nothing special – 
women working in the home, and men going 
out to sea to catch dinner. But as days went 
by, Jumiati noticed more husbands coming 
home with less, and more mothers not being 
able to put enough food on their tables. 

A hard-working man, Jumiati’s husband 
began to sail farther out to the sea to find a 
decent catch. That was when she knew there 
was something amiss. What used to be an 
underwater playground for fish and other 
marine life had become a desolate water 
world. The fishermen in the community all 
whispered the same sentence: “There just 

isn’t enough fish.”

Not one to just stand there and wring her 
hands in helplessness, Jumiati, with her 
gift of ‘vision’, saw answers others 
weren’t able to see. She wasted no 
time planting mangrove trees along 
the shore. For the next eight years, 
she would untiringly plant these 
gnarly-rooted shrubs at the edge 
of the water in nearby estuaries 
and rivers.  

Slowly, what was once a 
barren area became a dense 
mangrove forest teeming 
with fish, crabs, and 
shrimps. Food returned 
to her village’s dining 
tables at last.

Upon seeing what she 
was able to create, Jumiati 
discovered a whole new world 
— a world with never ending 
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possibilities. She began harvesting the 
mangrove fruits. Villagers found this 
very strange, indeed. “What is she seeing 
now?”, some wondered. But Jumiati had 
a novel idea – to create food and drinks 
from the fruits. Time passed, and Jumiati 

was able to share her special gift with 
other women. At long last, more 

women were able to see 
what she could — 

possibilities. 

Thanks to her, the once starving village 
is now a living cornucopia of abundance. 
The fish are back, and income is flowing. 
Jumiati is happy to see that the lack of 
food is no longer a problem. With enough 
savings, Jumiati now lends money to 
fishermen’s wives to help them start their 
own ‘visions’. 

Not one to rest on her laurels, Jumiati is 
still seeing more possibilities. All she has 
to do is to close her eyes. And what does 
she see this time? Her village welcoming 
visitors from far and wide, carefully 
showing off how their community looks 
after their piece of the world.

Jumiati is one of the 
many rural women 
farmers that Oxfam 
supports in Indonesia.

(Photo by Oxfam in Indonesia)



9    pakistan

A meena and her fellow women 
farmers lived in a village like no other. 
Wheat stalks swayed gently in the breeze. 
Maize grew straight and tall. White cotton 
buds peeked out from their sheaths and 
bright sunflower blooms basked under the 
sun. Seasonal vegetables grew to feed many 
a hungry soul. 

Women and their husbands worked happily 
together in the fields, as children’s laughter 
filled the air. 

But one year, this all changed.  A dark 
shadow fell on the village. Summer came, 
and the raging heat of the sun dried up all 
the land. Then came the floods after a spell 
of seemingly endless rain. 

This frustrated the women farmers no end. 
“We need to keep water in our canals during 
the summer heat, and we need to protect 
our crops from flooding during the rainy 
season!” cried Ameena. 

But it wasn’t just the changing weather. 
Other challenges piled up on Ameena 
and her community. Harmful pesticides. 
Expensive seeds. The list went on. 

Until one day, Ameena said 
determinedly, “enough is enough!” She 
knew it was time to take things into 
her own hands. It was not easy, but 
Ameena knew they had no choice. 
They had to make these 
changes if they wanted 
their farmlands - and 
families - to survive. 

Together with her 
fellow women farmers, 
Ameena marched to the 
leaders of the land, to 
demand they help them 
change what was wrong. 
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“Let us grow our own natural pesticides!” 
the women demanded. So they grew their 
own neem tree, gathering its leaves and 
creating pesticides that are safer and cheaper. 

“No more middlemen!” the women 
declared in unison. So, they joined 
together in buying directly from the 
growers, meaning there were no more 
greedy sellers standing in between. 

“Let’s tell our fellow women about this!” 
the women cried as one. And so they did 
— reaching out to more women farmers in 
neighboring villages and spreading their 
knowledge on how to protect their lands. 

For Ameena, the fight continues. As she 
looks at what has been done, she smiles 
widely. “But this is not the time to sit 
back and be lazy,” she says, with her heart 
overflowing with passion for her land. “It 
is the time to let those who are given power 
know that folks like us are tired from their 
exploitations. We march on, true to our 
words, as we say, ‘Enough is enough’”.

Ameena is one of the many 
rural women farmers that 
Oxfam supports in Pakistan.
(Photo by Oxfam in Pakistan)



N ot too long ago, a dark tragedy 
fell on the village of Mamasapano in the 
conflicted Southern Philippines. Women lost 
their loved ones in a senseless battle, and 
were left to fend for themselves and their 
sons and daughters. 

And when the drought came, the once 
peaceful and happy village became a 
cesspool of hunger and famine. Rats plagued 
the farmlands, water sources started to dry 
up, rice and cornfields became barren.

The women desperately prayed for peace. 
Most of all, they longed for ‘kambayabaya’- 
a freedom from poverty, hunger and fear.

“Even if we had to work hard every day just 
to live, it’s all right, as long as we can all 
live peacefully and be free from the constant 
fear of armed conflict!” laments 32-year-old 
mother Warda Dagadas.

With extraordinary resilience, the women 
did not let life’s tragedies bring them 
down. With hope and courage in their 
hearts, they found ways to cope. Hand in 
hand, they endured it all.

51-year-old Bidarya Adam, grandmother 
to eight grandchildren, walked a 
kilometer every day just to fetch water 
for her small vegetable garden.

A widow at 20, after her husband was 
killed in the armed conflict, Sarah 
Langayen was forced to leave her two 
young daughters with her mother and 
work abroad to support them. 

17-year-old farm worker Zaharimin 
Amilil continues to work in the field, 
despite the danger of setting off 
dormant grenades in the cornfield.
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The women were filled with compassion 
for one another. They helped each other, 
giving whatever they could to those who 
need it the most. Rice and sugar were 
generously given away, and they would 
take turns taking care of children, while 
their mothers are out to look for work.

Without their knowing it, an unknown 
force has taken over the land and 
strengthened women’s spirits. They 
continue to struggle but they have 
become stronger, more hopeful, and more 
vocal about their desire for peace. No more 
bloodshed in the cornfields, they said. 

These grieving ‘healers of the land’ 
need not worry. Although they are still 
waiting for justice for their dead loved 
ones, the spirit of ‘kambayabaya’ is alive 
and well in their hearts and minds, and 
this is the grace that will protect and 
help them triumph in the end.

The women of 
Mamasapano are just 
a few of the many rural 
women farmers that Oxfam 
supports in the Philippines.

(Photo by Oxfam in the Philippines)
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T he women of Baan Pong in Chiang 
Mai, seem to have an unwritten rule of “No 
retreat. No surrender’. Without their own 
land to till, their livelihood depends on 
‘borrowed’ lands — tracts of fields owned, 
but abandoned by private investors. Their 
only hope? To righteously access the unused 
land for them to make a better living.

In the meantime, women like Kasem 
Satansatid have cultivated the Climbing 
Wattle, a vegetable that they sell to earn 
income not only for each household, but to 
sustain the ‘Climbing Wattle Fund’, which 
they use to support their land movement. 
The funds are managed by a small group of 
5 male and 12 female members. 

The women are experts at negotiating 
for a fair price for these plants in the 
market, while the men voice up to seek 
for support in different cities for their 
land movement. With established roles 
and responsibilities, everyone has his and 
her place in the sun, so to speak. Even 
humble households are doing their part 
— by contributing 20 Baht per kilogram 
of Climbing Wattle into the Fund.
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“So far, I have no problem collecting 
money as all members know where 
the funds will be used for,” says 
Kasem, adding that they have enough 
determination to resolve their land problem. 
“I believe that with collective support from 
our community, we will, one day, own and 
finally have rights over this land.”

The women of Baan Pong 
are just a few of the many 
rural women farmers that 
Oxfam supports in Thailand.

(Photo by Oxfam in Thailand)
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15    nepal

Two women. One powerful earthquake. 
But this disaster did not put 30-year-old 
Sita Nagarkoti and 33-year-old Dhanmaya 
Magrati’s spirits down. Instead, this 
powerful tremor that destroyed their homes 
a year before brought these mothers’ 
resolve to courageously rise back from the 
devastation, and find ways to ensure their 
families’ survival.

It’s been three years since Sita’s husband, 
who works in a land far from home, last 
sent money. Left on her own, Sita 
began cultivating tomatoes, 
cauliflower, cabbage and 
other seasonal vegetables in 
a polyhouse, which helped 
her feed her children, send 
them to school, and take 
good care of their health. 

In Dhanmaya’s town, the damage from 
the quake was just as terrible. Her house 
was completely destroyed, and the whole 
family was forced to seek refuge in a 
small shelter. With a husband suffering 
from mental ailment, she has to fend for 
herself and her family. She used to work 
as a laborer in a neighbor’s farm but 
could not make enough money. 
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One day, a generous gift from a benevolent 
benefactor arrived in these two mothers’ 
villages. The benefactor supported both 
mothers (as well as the other villagers) — 
to be able to buy tools so they could go 
back and till their lands.

Sita was able to buy tools for planting. 
“These have saved me time, made my 
life easy, and I don’t have to borrow tools 
from my neighbors” says a thankful Sita, 
who was able to buy planting tools. Thus, 
she was able to recover and even double 
her earning from the year before.

“I am planning to grow vegetable crops 
to get more income,” states a smiling 
Dhanmaya, the sole breadwinner who was 
able to buy planting tools as well. With a 
small piece of land where she grows her 
food crops, she had enough extra income 
for her family’s survival.

Indeed, no matter the challenges, these 
two strong women have weathered 
nature’s blows and because of their 
perseverance, were rewarded by the 
kindness of generous souls.

Sita and Dhanmaya are 
just two of the many rural 
women farmers that Oxfam 
supports in Nepal.

(Photo by Oxfam in Nepal)





The women featured in this e-book 
are just a few of the many farmers 

from Asia being supported by Oxfam. 
Together with different partner 

organizations, Oxfam – through its 
GROW campaign – empowers the rural 
agriculture labor force in the region by 
making agricultural investments work 
for small-scale producers; ensuring 

land rights especially for women 
farmers; and making food producers 

resilient to climate change.

@OxfamAsiaGROW/OxfamAsiaGROW
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