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Kurzfassung 

Diese Masterarbeit untersucht die Arbeitsbedingungen von Frauen in der tunesischen Obst- und 
Gemüseproduk:on mit dem Ziel, insbesondere die Region Sahil zu analysieren und zu verstehen. Die 
zentrale Frage, die diese Studie leitet, ist, wie Frauen selbst ihre Situa:on beschreiben, unter 
Berücksich:gung ihres sozioökonomischen Hintergrunds, formeller und informeller Ungleichheiten 
und wie diesen Ungleichheiten entgegengewirkt wird. Die Arbeit stützt sich auf die verschiedenen 
Ebenen von Machtverhältnissen und Intersek:onalität, um zu analysieren, wie sich diese auf die 
Lebenserfahrungen dieser arbeitenden Frauen auswirken. Die Studie stützt sich auf qualita:ve 
Interviews, die eine umfassende Untersuchung der verschiedenen Ebenen (Mikro-, Meso- und 
Makroebene) von Ungleichheiten ermöglichen. Sie konzentriert sich darauf, wie Machtverhältnisse 
bei den erlebten Ungleichheiten eine Rolle spielen und wie diese sich überschneiden. Die Ergebnisse 
der Studie zeigen, dass diese Frauen mit einer Vielzahl von Herausforderungen konfron:ert sind, 
darunter unzureichende Arbeitssicherheit, Beläs:gung, fehlende Transportmöglichkeiten, niedrige 
Löhne, begrenzte Bildungschancen und geringer poli:scher Einfluss. Diese Herausforderungen 
werden durch den globalen Klimawandel noch verschärZ, wodurch bestehende sozioökonomische 
Ungleichheiten verstärkt werden. Trotz dieser widrigen Umstände reagieren Frauen unterschiedlich 
auf diese Herausforderungen und zeigen oZ Resilienz durch die Entwicklung von SoZ Skills und 
Bewäl:gungsstrategien. Die Studie unterstreicht die dringende Notwendigkeit gezielter poli:scher 
Maßnahmen zur Verbesserung der Arbeitssicherheit, zur Gewährleistung einer gerechteren 
Ressourcenverteilung und zur Förderung nachhal:ger landwirtschaZlicher Prak:ken. Die Studie 
unterstreicht ferner, wie das komplexe Zusammenspiel von Geschlecht, WirtschaZsstrukturen und 
ökologischen Herausforderungen die Lebenswirklichkeit dieser Frauen prägt, und unterstreicht die 
Notwendigkeit eines mehrdimensionalen analy:schen Ansatzes. Diese Forschung leistet einen 
bedeutenden Beitrag zur geografischen Forschung, indem sie die S:mmen von Frauen in der 
tunesischen LandwirtschaZ verstärkt und die Maßnahmen beleuchtet, die für die ZukunZ von 
entscheidender Bedeutung sein werden. Die Ergebnisse unterstreichen die Notwendigkeit eines 
mul:disziplinären Ansatzes, insbesondere im Zusammenhang mit den Herausforderungen, die sich 
aus den Auswirkungen des Klimawandels ergeben. Die Studie betont die entscheidende Rolle der 
Verbesserung des Status von Arbeitnehmerinnen bei der Überwindung struktureller Ungleichheiten 
und hebt die Notwendigkeit einer integrierten und intersek:onalen Perspek:ve in der 
wissenschaZlichen Forschung und Poli:kentwicklung hervor, um eine nachhal:ge Verbesserung der 
Bedingungen von jenen Frauen in Tunesien zu gewährleisten. 

Schlüsselwörter: Landwirtscha., Arbeitsbedingungen, Frauen, Tunesien, Ungleichheit, 
Machtverhältnisse, Geschlechtersegrega=on, Geschlechterstereotypen, Klimawandel 
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Abstract 

This Master thesis examines the working condi:ons of women in Tunisian fruit and vegetable 
produc:on, with the aim of analysing and understanding the Sahil region in par:cular. The central 
ques:on guiding this study is how women themselves describe their situa:on, taking into account 
their socio-economic background, formal and informal inequali:es, and how these inequali:es are 
counteracted. The work draws on the various levels of power rela:ons and intersec:onality to analyse 
how these affect the lived experiences of these working women. The study u:lises qualita:ve 
interviews, enabling a comprehensive examina:on of the various levels (micro, meso and macro) of 
inequali:es. It focuses on how power rela:ons play a role in the inequali:es experienced and how 
these intersect. The study's findings demonstrate that these women face a mul:tude of challenges, 
including inadequate occupa:onal safety, harassment, a lack of transporta:on op:ons, low wages, 
limited educa:onal opportuni:es and liele poli:cal influence. These challenges are further 
compounded by global climate change, thereby reinforcing exis:ng socio-economic inequali:es. 
Despite these adverse circumstances, women demonstrate varied responses to these challenges, 
oZen exhibi:ng resilience through the development of soZ skills and coping strategies. The study 
underscores the pressing need for targeted policy measures to enhance occupa:onal safety, ensure 
fairer resource distribu:on, and promote sustainable agricultural prac:ces. The study further 
underscores how the intricate interplay among gender, economic structures, and ecological 
challenges shapes the lived reali:es of these women, underscoring the impera:ve for a 
mul:dimensional analy:cal approach. This research contributes significantly to the field of 
geographical research by amplifying the voices of women engaged in Tunisian agriculture and 
illumina:ng the measures that will be essen:al for the future. The findings underscore the necessity 
of a mul:disciplinary approach, par:cularly in the context of the challenges posed by the effects of 
climate change. The study emphasises the crucial role of enhancing the status of women workers in 
overcoming structural inequali:es, and it highlights the need for an integrated and intersec:onal 
perspec:ve in scien:fic research and policy development to ensure the sustainable improvement of 
the condi:ons of female agricultural workers in Tunisia. 

Key words: agriculture, working condi=ons, women, Tunisia, inequality, power rela=ons, gender 
segrega=on, gender stereotypes, climate change 
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The use of AI  

Throughout this Master thesis I used transla:on and AI tools such as DeepL Write and ChatGPT solely 
for linguis:c adjustments and paraphrasing to enhance the clarity and flow of sentences or 
paragraphs, as English and French, the languages used in literature, are not my na:ve languages. I 
personally selected, read and analysed all the scien:fic literature cited in this work, and I cri:cally 
discussed all the findings from my field research. 

Language 

In this thesis, the feminine form has been used in the first place if necessary, with the masculine form 
reserved only when referring specifically to men. This choice reflects the structure of Tunisian 
language and social norms, which are primarily rooted in a binary understanding of gender, without 
the separa:on from biological sex that scien:fic research in the Global North tends to make. The use 
of a wider range of gender expressions would have easily led to unnecessary complexity or even 
hindered effec:ve communica:on between myself, as a researcher with a partly Western perspec:ve, 
and the par:cipants in this study. In addi:on, this thesis strives to avoid making generalisa:ons that 
reach beyond Tunisia and to ensure that the language used remains precise and contextual. 
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1. Introduc<on 

This Master thesis examines the working condi:ons of women in Tunisian agriculture, focusing on 
fruit and vegetable produc:on in the governorates of Monas:r and Sousse. Through empirical 
research conducted in Tunisia, it seeks to contribute to the exis:ng literature by exploring the 
structural inequali:es that shape the experiences of female agricultural workers and to give them a 
voice, as current policies fail to do so, making it difficult to ensure labour protec:on, resource 
distribu:on and sustainable prac:ces.   
The increasing par:cipa:on of women in agricultural labour, oZen referred to as the ‘feminisa:on of 
agricultural labour’ (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015), is a phenomenon that has been 
frequently observed across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. As socio-economic shiZs 
drive men out of agriculture, women have come to represent a significant share of the workforce, 
with their numbers con:nuing to rise. However, liele is known about the long-term economic and 
social implica:ons of their involvement in commercial farming, par:cularly as they age and face 
difficul:es transi:oning into less physically demanding roles (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
According to scien:fic studies, the MENA region is already experiencing significant nega:ve effects of 
climate change on agricultural produc:vity and food security, with these challenges expected to 
intensify in the future (Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). Despite differences in economic and clima:c 
condi:ons between MENA countries, the most affected popula:ons remain the most vulnerable, 
par:cularly women (Waha et al., 2017). To fully understand the impact of climate change and its 
implica:ons for female agricultural workers, it is essen:al to analyse not only regional trends but also 
specific country contexts. Tunisia, as a state in the MENA region, stands out for its legal advancements 
in women's rights, as will be explained in more detail later; nevertheless, the present research aims 
to determine whether these rights translate into improved working condi:ons in agriculture and the 
lived experiences of women affected by them and what role climate condi:ons, in combina:on with 
other factors might play (Gregson et al., 2014). 
The thesis is structured into two main sec:ons. The first sec:on draws from peer-reviewed studies 
covering the broader MENA region and parts of the northern Mediterranean to establish a 
founda:onal understanding of the topic and show the state of research. The second sec:on builds 
upon these findings by incorpora:ng more focused literature and first-hand data collected during 
fieldwork in Tunisia. Given the scarcity of gender-disaggregated data on women's formal and informal 
roles in agriculture (Icarda, 2023), this research aims to fill a significant knowledge gap. Due to the 
limited scope and :meframe of this study, fieldwork was concentrated in the semi-arid governorates  
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of Monas=r and Sousse, located in the central-east region of the country, also known as the Sahil1 
region in Tunisian dialect. 
This study adopts a feminist geography perspec:ve (Gregson et al., 2014) to iden:fy inequali:es and 
explore solu:ons to improve women's access to jus:ce. The methodology involves qualita:ve 
approaches, namely interviews, emphasising the intersec:onality of exis:ng inequali:es and power 
rela:ons that define female agricultural labour. The study also considers the role of migra:on, climate 
change, and poten:al adapta:on strategies in agriculture, in addi:on to assessing the economic 
implica:ons of increasing agricultural exports. 
The thesis opens with a geographical contextualiza:on, covering clima:c condi:ons, labour 
structures, and gendered inequali:es in the research region followed by the chapters on theory and 
methods. The theore:cal framework centres on power rela:ons at macro-, meso- and micro-level 
and intersec:onal perspec:ves, forming the basis for the research ques:on. This is followed by the 
author’s own posi:onality, to ensure transparency regarding the researcher's perspec:ve and role 
and to highlight poten:al constraints in the analysis. The methodological sec:on explains the way of 
data collec:on, the data analysis process and a cri:cal reflec:on on the study's limita:ons, leading to 
the presenta:on and interpreta:on of key findings and to highlight poten:al constraints in the 
analysis. Next the thesis delves into the formal and informal inequali:es experienced by women in 
fruit and vegetable agriculture, with a par:cular focus on their poten:al resources, such as soZ skills 
and training op:ons, and concludes the two chapters with a final discussion.  
Finally, this thesis offers recommenda:ons for future research and policy interven:ons to address the 
iden:fied research gaps and prac:cal challenges regarding Tunisian women’s working condi:ons in 
fruit and vegetable agriculture. The conclusion synthesizes the main findings, answers the research 
ques:ons, and underscores the broader significance of the study. By shedding light on the reali:es of 
female agricultural workers in Tunisia, this research contributes to the discourse on gender injus:ce 
in agricultural labour and aims to provide insights for scholars, policymakers, and development 
prac::oners working toward more equitable labour condi:ons.  

 
1 Within Tunisia, the governorates of Monas0r, Sousse and Mahdia are referred to as the 'Sahil region’. On an 
internaXonal scale the Tunisian NaXonal WASH Account (World Bank) refers to the governorates of Sousse, Monas0r, 
Mahdia and Sfax as the 'Central East'. For the purposes of this thesis, the term 'Sahil region' was used because all 
interviews were conducted in the Tunisian dialect, where this term was used.  
The term 'Sahil' in this thesis does not refer to the translaXon of ' لحاسلا ' (Al-Sahl / Al-Sahil) which means 'the coast / 
coastline', nor to the geographical 'Sahel zone’ which refers to the ‘semi-arid transiXonal zone from east to west of Africa 
between the Sahara desert in the north and the dry savannah in the south'. 
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2. State of research 

To understand the research findings and arguments of this thesis, it is important to first gain some 
insight into Tunisia's geographical loca:on. Therefore, the next three sub-chapters will build upon the 
exis:ng literature on this topic and discuss the general clima:c and agricultural condi:ons as well as 
gender inequali:es within and around the country of Tunisia. 

2.1 Climate condi0ons 

The MENA region is highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, a situa:on intensified by the 
rapid social and poli:cal transforma:ons underway in the region (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Climate 
change has become the main determinant of future agriculture in the Mediterranean region, where 
projec:ons indicate that water scarcity will become even more severe, further endangering 
agricultural work. In addi:on, the Adap:ve Capacity Index, represen:ng the ability of Mediterranean 
agriculture to respond to climate change, shows in recent history that the region’s ability to adapt its 
socio-economic and agricultural systems is limited. The increasing pressures and limita:ons in :me 
and costs for adapta:on methods make it even more difficult for the southern Mediterranean 
countries to adapt to climate variability (Iglesias et al., 2011). 
The agricultural sector, which is very important for the MENA region's economy, remains crucial as 
largest employer in many Arab countries, with a total of 22% of employment, increasing to 31% 
among women. Around 70% of the region's poor live in rural areas. For the MENA region, climate 
change is one of the most significant threats to agricultural produc:vity and food security. While high-
income countries can cope with costly self-protec:on measures such as large budgetary resources to 
cushion possible food price shocks and large investments in acquisi:ons of farmland, low-income 
countries such as Tunisia are forced to overexploit their already vulnerable land area (Borghesi & Ticci, 
2019). 
Other authors add that the agricultural sector in the MENA region is heavily rain-fed (70%), making it 
par:cularly vulnerable to changes in temperature and precipita:on, with significant consequences 
for food security and rural livelihoods (Waha et al., 2017). In Tunisia a third of the popula:on is directly 
dependent on agricultural income, yet the sector faces significant water stress, exacerbated by 
systemic problems and climate change (Voigt, 2023). Agriculture in Tunisia highlights the intersec:on 
of economic importance and environmental vulnerability. The sector contributes around 12% to 
na:onal GDP and employs 14% of the workforce (Galal, 2023). However, its dependence on irrigated 
land, which consumes about 81% of the country's water resources, underlines the sector's precarious 
balance (Gafrej, 2016). 
Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive understanding of water availability, climate 
impacts and the social and physical limits to adapta:on (Iglesias et al., 2011). The biophysical impacts 
of climate change, combined with other pressures and a lack of resilience in some countries, 
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contribute to the high vulnerability of both agricultural and social systems in the region (Waha et al., 
2017). Furthermore, the environmental costs of agricultural ac:vi:es, such as soil degrada:on, 
deser:fica:on and overexploita:on of resources, further intensify these challenges (Gafrej, 2016).  

2.1.1 Temperature 

The MENA region is experiencing significant and accelera:ng temperature increases due to climate 
change, making it one of the most vulnerable areas globally. Projec:ons indicate that the strongest 
warming is expected near the Mediterranean coast and in inland areas (Baruah & Najjar, 2022; Waha 
et al., 2017). In Tunisia, for instance, an average annual temperature increase of +2.1°C is projected 
by 2050 (Gafrej, 2016). 
The MENA region has emerged as a hotspot for worsening extreme heat, drought, and aridity 
condi:ons. Projec:ons show that with global warming of +2°C, regional warming in the MENA region 
could reach +3°C, leading to an increased frequency of unusually hot summer months. This trend is 
expected to make June, July, or August consistently abnormally hot, placing significant stress on 
popula:ons and ecosystems (Waha et al., 2017). 
 

 
Figure 1: Temperature projec2ons (°C) for the scenarios RCP 2.6 (leA) and RCP 8.5 (right) and the summer months (JJA) in 2071-2099 

per grid cell (Waha et al., 2017; p. 1625). 

Compounding this warming trend, MENA countries are projected to become global drought hotspots 
by the end of the 21st century, par:cularly under scenarios with limited mi:ga:on measures. 
However, projec:ons of future droughts vary depending on the models and methodologies used, 
which makes precise es:mates challenging (Waha et al., 2017). 
The rise in temperature is not just an environmental issue but also a severe socio-economic challenge. 
The MENA region, which is already host to extensive semi-arid and desert areas like the Sahil region, 
is becoming increasingly drier, with chronic water shortages and peaks of extreme heat. These 
condi:ons have severe consequences for economic ac:vi:es, health, and mortality risk. For instance, 
even if global warming is limited to +2°C, the heat-stress mortality risk for individuals over the age of 
65 is es:mated to increase significantly (3 to 7 :mes) by 2100 (Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). 
Moreover, 2023 was the seventh consecu:ve dry year in Tunisia, highligh:ng the persistent and 
compounding nature of these climate stressors (Voigt, 2023). The Na:onal Ins:tute of Sta:s:cs 
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(Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024), recorded maximum values of 40.6°C 
(Monas=r) and 35.0°C (Mahdia) in 2015, 43.6°C (Monas=r) and 36.5°C (Mahdia) in 2019, and 48.3°C 
(Monas=r) and 47.5°C (Mahdia) in 2023.  

2.1.2 Precipita0on 

The MENA region is facing a significant decline in precipita:on, which is projected to decrease by 10 
to 30% by 2050 compared to 1961-1990 levels (Baruah & Najjar, 2022; Gafrej, 2016). This decline is 
expected to have profound consequences, including reduced groundwater recharge and severe over-
exploita:on of aquifers, exacerba:ng the region's already cri:cal water scarcity (Baruah & Najjar, 
2022). As the most water-stressed region in the world, the MENA region faces the dual challenge of 
scarce precipita:on and high popula:on growth with geographical concentra:on in urban areas 
(Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). 
Projected changes in annual precipita:on show a dis:nct north–south dipole paeern: regions north 
of 25°N are expected to become drier, while southern regions may have slight increases in 
precipita:on. However, given the hyper-arid climate of southern areas, the absolute increase in 
rainfall is unlikely to provide significant relief. This drying trend is consistent with observed increases 
in meteorological drought since the 1960s, highligh:ng a broader regional trend of aridity (Waha et 
al., 2017).  
 

 
Figure 2: The percentage change in the aridity index for scenarios RCP 2.6 (leA) and RCP 8.5 (right) by 2071-2099 rela2ve to 1951-1980. 
Hashed areas indicate uncertain results, with models disagreeing in the direc2on of change. Note that the nega2ve change corresponds 

to a shiA to more arid condi2ons (Waha et al., 2017; p. 1627). 

In Tunisia, data from the Na:onal Ins:tute of Sta:s:cs (2024) recorded rainfall [mm] values of 545.8 
mm (Monas=r) and 668.4 mm (Mahdia) in 2016, 541.2 mm (Monas=r) and 462.8 mm (Mahdia) in 
2020, and 451.0 mm (Monas=r) and 441.2 mm (Mahdia) in 2023. As a result, the rising drought has 
led to dras:c water shortages in Tunisia, with reservoirs falling to less than 30% of capacity and water 
ra:oning introduced by mid-2023 (Voigt, 2023).  
The MENA region’s agriculture, which relies heavily on rain-fed systems with less than 300mm of 
annual rainfall, is par:cularly vulnerable to declining rainfall. Indeed, in such regions, rain-fed 
agriculture is only produc:ve along the coasts and in the mountains in the semi-arid belts (Baruah & 
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Najjar, 2022). But as rainfall becomes less reliable, agricultural produc:vity will be further threatened. 
By mid-century, cropland is projected to shiZ northwards, with shorter growing seasons and lower 
yields, par:cularly for crops such as vegetables and legume plants that are par:cularly sensi:ve to 
summer water shortages (Waha et al., 2017). In Tunisia, the wheat growing season2 is projected to 
be significantly shorter: by 10 days for a +1.3°C temperature increase, 16 days for +2°C, and up to 30 
days for a +4°C increase (Waha et al., 2017). In addi:on, extreme weather events such as floods and 
prolonged droughts are expected to become more frequent and intense, further disrup:ng the 
seasonal distribu:on of precipita:on (Gafrej, 2016). 
The declining availability of water due to reduced rainfall is intensifying compe::on between 
agriculture, industry, municipali:es, tourism and ecosystems. In the Mediterranean region, 
agriculture accounts for more than 50% of total water use, but other sectors such as tourism and 
ecosystem services are rapidly increasing their demands. These compe:ng demands oZen lead to 
social and environmental conflicts, par:cularly in southern countries where water scarcity is most 
acute during the spring and summer months (Iglesias et al., 2011). 
The combina:on of water scarcity, high popula:on growth and geographical concentra:on of 
popula:on exacerbates the region's vulnerability to precipita:on decline. Reduced water quality due 
to higher temperatures and lower runoff puts addi:onal stress on irrigated areas, further limi:ng the 
ability of the agricultural sector to meet the region's food needs (Iglesias et al., 2011). This scarcity 
has already made MENA countries heavily dependent on food imports, a situa:on that is likely to 
worsen as the climate change pressures increase (Waha et al., 2017). 

2.1.3 Soil and groundwater management 

The MENA region experiences severe challenges in soil and groundwater management due to the 
combined effects of climate change, popula:on growth and unsustainable prac:ces. The average 
annual water availability is below the water poverty line of 1,000 cubic metres per capita per year. 
Agriculture, which accounts for 80 to 85% of total water use, exacerbates this scarcity (Baruah & 
Najjar, 2022). The region's soil and groundwater reserves are therefore under significant stress, 
threatening agricultural produc:vity, food security and economic stability. 
Groundwater resources in the region are being exhausted at an unsustainable rate. In Tunisia, 
groundwater levels dropped by an average of 30 metres between 1996 and 2012 due to declining 
rainfall and the prolifera:on of illegal deep wells. Over 120% of Tunisia's renewable groundwater 
resources are currently abstracted annually, leading to severe over-exploita:on and salinisa:on 
(Voigt, 2023). Throughout the Mediterranean, intensive groundwater extrac:on has led to quality 
degrada:on, intensified by excessive pumping, irriga:on return flows containing contamina:ng 

 
2 The present study has determined that the current agricultural season (from the onset of culXvaXon to the compleXon 
of harvest) in Tunisia extends from October to the end of June. 
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agrochemicals, and urban wastewater infiltra:on as well as severe erosion and declines in organic 
maeer adding to the vulnerability of soil organic carbon pools (Iglesias et al., 2011). 
In Tunisia, 60% of soils in public irrigated areas and 86% of soils in private areas are moderately to 
highly sensi:ve to salinisa:on, further limi:ng agricultural produc:vity. Furthermore, the use of 
saline water and unsuitable soils in southern Tunisia has exacerbated these problems, leaving large 
areas vulnerable to declining fer:lity and reduced crop yields (Gafrej, 2016). Poor agricultural 
prac:ces such as monocropping and bad land management have further exacerbated problems of 
salinisa:on, silta:on and reduced soil resilience (Voigt, 2023). 
Ins:tu:onal fragmenta:on and weak governance addi:onally complicate effec:ve soil and 
groundwater management. In many MENA countries, including Tunisia, lack of coordina:on between 
ministries and administra:ve regions leads to conflicts and inefficiencies in water and agricultural 
policies (Iglesias et al., 2011). Poli:cal instability, inadequate funding and poor infrastructure 
maintenance exacerbate these problems. For example, aging water pipes in Tunisia result in water 
losses of up to 50%, while wastewater treatment plants are opera:ng below capacity, with less than 
50% of treated wastewater being reused (Voigt, 2023).  
Despite major development efforts, mismanagement of water resources persists. The Tunisian 
government has produced numerous studies on water management, but implementa:on remains a 
challenge due to shiZing priori:es and poli:cal instability. Mismanagement and the lack of actual 
valid long-term quan:ta:ve data from the Na:onal Ins:tute of Sta:s:cs (2024) highlight this lack of 
oversight. 
 

 
Figure 3: Total water use [Mio. m3/year] (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024). 
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Figure 4: Water balance [Mio. m3/year] (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024). 

Furthermore, limited public confidence in water quality undermines the adop:on of alterna:ve water 
sources, such as treated wastewater, despite their poten:al to reduce water scarcity (Voigt, 2023). 
Efforts to address these challenges include significant investments in water mobilisa:on, 
conserva:on, and infrastructure improvements. Tunisia allocates about 30% of its annual agricultural 
budget to water programmes, with a focus on reducing losses, mee:ng drinking water needs, and 
sustainably conserving resources (Gafrej, 2016). Solar-powered desalina:on plants, such as those on 
the island of Djerba, offer promising solu:ons, although they remain limited in scale (Voigt, 2023). 
To address soil degrada:on, strategies should priori:se sustainable land management prac:ces, such 
as crop diversifica:on, reduced use of agrochemicals and improved irriga:on techniques. 
Strengthening ins:tu:onal frameworks and fostering stakeholder coopera:on are also cri:cal to 
improve governance and resource management. Integra:ng climate variability into agricultural and 
economic policies is essen:al to building resilience to future environmental change (Gafrej, 2016). 

2.1.4 Sea-level rise 

Sea-level rise is one of the most cri:cal challenges posed by climate change, par:cularly for the MENA 
region, where human popula:ons and economic ac:vi:es are heavily concentrated in coastal areas. 
In 2010, approximately 60 million people lived in MENA coastal ci:es, and this number is expected to 
increase to 100 million by 2030 (Voigt, 2023). This concentra:on amplifies the risks associated with 
sea level rise, including flooding and land erosion (Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). 
In addi:on to flooding the main impacts of climate change in coastal zones include damage from 
extreme weather events such as storms and storm surges, saltwater intrusion into coastal aquifers, 
and accelerated coastal erosion. Sea level projec:ons for Tunisia, for example, show significant rises 
under both moderate (RCP2.6) and severe (RCP8.5) climate scenarios. The already exis:ng problems 
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of over-extrac:on for irriga:on and reduced aquifer recharge are expected to be aggravated by sea-
level rise, leading to groundwater salinisa:on, rising water tables and poor soil drainage, contribu:ng 
to the loss of agricultural land (Voigt, 2023). 
In Tunisia's coastal regions, an average sea-level rise of 30 cm to 50 cm is projected by 2050, with 
annual beach retreat of 20 cm to 135 cm, depending on the specific coastline and region (Gafrej, 
2016). This poses a significant threat to agricultural produc:vity and the livelihoods that depend on 
it, par:cularly as salinized soils and reduced freshwater availability make farming even more difficult. 
Adap:ng to all these changes in the Mediterranean and MENA regions is par:cularly complex (Iglesias 
et al., 2011).  
The MENA region's dependence on coastal zones for the living of the popula:on and economic 
ac:vi:es makes it par:cularly vulnerable to the impacts of sea-level rise. However, for the purposes 
of this thesis, sea-level rise will not play a further role, as other issues have a much greater impact on 
the current working condi:ons of women in Tunisian fruit and vegetable produc:on. 

2.1.5 Consequences  

As explained above, the MENA region faces profound and mul:faceted impacts due to climate 
change, exacerba:ng exis:ng vulnerabili:es in water, agriculture, health and socio-economic stability. 
Declining agricultural produc:vity, driven by reduced water availability and increased soil 
degrada:on, threatens rural livelihoods and contributes to internal migra:on, especially from rural 
to urban areas (Waha et al., 2017). The region's popula:on is expected to increase significantly, 
intensifying demand for water and food resources and poten:ally leading to increased social conflict 
in an already poli:cally unstable environment (Waha et al., 2017; Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). 
Health risks are another cri:cal concern, as extreme weather events such as heatwaves and floods 
increase morbidity and mortality, especially among vulnerable groups such as the elderly, children 
and those with chronic health condi:ons. Water pollu:on further worsens public health challenges 
by increasing the prevalence of waterborne diseases (Waha et al., 2017).  
Migra:on, both na:onal and transna:onal, remains a key response to worsening condi:ons. While 
migra:on offers an opportunity to escape unsustainable livelihoods, it oZen creates new insecuri:es 
and vulnerabili:es for the displaced popula:ons. Nevertheless, poor and marginalised groups, 
especially those unable to migrate, s:ll face the greatest risks, including hunger and malnutri:on due 
to reduced crop yields men:oned above (Borghesi & Ticci, 2019). Meanwhile, reliance on food 
imports exposes the region to global price shocks, further threatening food security (Waha et al., 
2017). 
It becomes clear that climate change interacts with exis:ng inequali:es to dispropor:onately affect 
vulnerable popula:ons, such as smallholder farmers and rural communi:es, while undermining 
poverty reduc:on efforts (Waha et al., 2017). 
In summary, while agriculture remains cri:cal for food security, environmental sustainability, and 
socio-poli:cal stability in the MENA region and the backbone of the region’s rural economies, exis:ng 
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risks are expected to increase as a result of climate change. Extreme temperatures, limited 
groundwater and less rainfall, as well as scarce agricultural and arable land pose significant risks to 
the sector and its workers. Priori:sing comprehensive adapta:on strategies that address water 
scarcity, environmental degrada:on and socio-economic resilience through appropriate land and 
water management will be key to sustaining livelihoods and achieving long-term stability in the region 
(Borghesi & Ticci, 2019; Iglesias et al., 2011). 
These significant impacts of climate change are explored in more detail in the discussion and outlook 
chapters of this thesis. 

2.2 Agricultural working condi0ons  

2.2.1 Importance of agricultural work within the region 

As already men:oned, agriculture plays a pivotal role in the socio-economic and ecological fabric of 
the MENA and Mediterranean region, where it is both an economic driver and a cultural base. Despite 
its significance, the agricultural sector faces challenges that highlight its complexity and its 
embeddedness in global systems. 
In Tunisia, despite the contribu:on of agriculture to the GDP and the employment of the working 
popula:on (Galal, 2023), a significant por:on of agricultural workers — over 80% — are employed 
informally, reflec:ng structural vulnerabili:es within the sector. The precarious labour market is 
further compounded by Tunisia's reliance on agricultural imports to meet domes:c demand, 
underscoring a gap between local produc:on and consump:on (Galal, 2023). Similar dynamics can 
be observed across the Mediterranean and MENA region.  Small farmers in the region, par:cularly in 
arid zones such as Gabes, Tunisia, show resilience and crea:vity. These farmers, skilled in 
groundwater-based irriga:on systems, have adapted to challenging condi:ons with remarkable 
exper:se. However, their livelihoods face threats from large-scale investors who exploit water 
resources for intensive irriga:on, undermining tradi:onal prac:ces and local sustainability (Ayeb & 
Bush, 2014). 
Sensi:vity to climate change further emphasises the vulnerability of MENA agriculture to global 
environmental changes, placing addi:onal pressure on already strained ecosystems and rural 
livelihoods. 
The Mediterranean region's importance of agriculture extends beyond local consump:on. According 
to Gertel & Sippel (2014), North African countries serve as vital suppliers of early harvests and 
supplementary produce to European markets. This dynamic is reinforced by trans-Mediterranean 
agricultural systems that create ‘fluid spaces’ of labour migra:on, market integra:on and free trade 
(Boeckler & Berndt, 2014). These systems, however, oZen externalize European produc:on needs to 
the South, tying regions like Morocco — and to a lesser extent, Tunisia — into global commodity 
chains with France, the last colonial power in the two countries, as a major endpoint (Sippel, 2014). 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   State of research 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 18 

Gender and labour rela:ons also shape agricultural prac:ces in the Mediterranean. Seasonal work, 
such as the cul:va:on and harvest of strawberries in Morocco or tomatoes and peppers in Tunisia, 
highlights the precarious nature of agricultural employment. Workers, oZen women, face long 
working days and low wages, reflec:ng broader paeerns of inequality and exploita:on (Nieto, 2014). 
To conclude, agriculture in the MENA and Mediterranean region is both a lifeline and a site of 
contesta:on. Its role in suppor:ng rural livelihoods, contribu:ng to na:onal economies, and 
integra:ng into global markets underscores its importance. Yet, the challenges agriculture faces — 
from climate vulnerability to labour exploita:on — demand cri:cal aeen:on and sustainable 
strategies to ensure the sector's resilience and equity. As North African countries such as Morocco 
and Egypt are much more researched, my mo:va:on for this thesis was to understand the first link 
in the commodity chain of Tunisian agriculture, working women, and their involvement into the global 
agricultural market. 

2.2.2 Ongoing management  

Given that the northern side of the Mediterranean, countries like Spain and Italy, as well as Morocco 
on the southern side, are much more the subject of Western scholarly research, I have included some 
findings on management and working condi:ons in the agricultural sector from these regions in the 
current thesis.  
Agricultural management in the MENA and Mediterranean region reflects a complex interplay of 
environmental fragility, socio-economic dispari:es and geopoli:cal pressures. Agricultural policies 
and prac:ces in the region reveal clear contradic:ons: while aiming for modernisa:on and efficiency, 
they oZen marginalise small farmers and degrade local ecosystems, leading to unsustainable 
outcomes.  
Policies such as market protec:on and price guarantees in Mediterranean Europe have encouraged 
high produc:on per unit of land but at significant environmental costs. Intensified irriga:on, 
monoculture expansion, and large-scale land conversion projects have led to soil and water pollu:on, 
aquifer deple:on, and landscape simplifica:on (Perez, 1990). These prac:ces impose unsustainable 
pressure on the fragile ecosystem of the Mediterranean. The ecological consequences of such policies 
are mirrored in Tunisia, where rapid irriga:on development — par:cularly in regions like Sidi Bouzid 
— has transformed agricultural landscapes, oZen at costs of small farmers (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). 
The neoliberal reforms and structural adjustment programmes adopted in Tunisia since the 1980s 
have further intensified inequali:es among the popula:on. While large-scale investors and 
agribusinesses have benefited, small farmers have faced reduced subsidies and increased exposure 
to market forces (Ayeb & Bush, 2014).  

“It’s not the government that subsidises the farmer. It’s the opposite”  
[tomato farmer, Sidi Bouzid] (Ayeb & Bush, 2014; p. 6). 
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Over half of Tunisia's farmers own less than five hectares of land, yet they collec:vely share just 11% 
of the total farmland. By contrast, a small elite controlling over 50 hectares exploits a dispropor:onate 
share of resources (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). This paeern of ‘depeasan:sa:on’, observed in Morocco as 
well, marks a shiZ from peasant-led farming to wage labour, driven by unequal access to land and 
water resources (Sippel, 2014). 
Export-oriented agricultural policies in both Tunisia and its neighbouring countries, for example Egypt, 
priori:se high-value crops for interna:onal markets, oZen at the expense of local food security. In 
Tunisia, this strategy has intensified compe::on for limited water resources, with already men:oned 
over-pumping leading to groundwater exhaus:on — a trend also evident in Morocco (Sippel, 2014). 
The geopoli:cal push for a free trade area between the EU and its Mediterranean partners has further 
reshaped agricultural priori:es, favouring agribusiness investments over sustainable prac:ces 
(Boeckler & Berndt, 2014). 
The marginalisa:on of small farmers is not random but a direct consequence of development policies 
that priori:se large-scale, mechanised agriculture. In Tunisia, state-driven narra:ves dismiss small-
scale, tradi:onal non-mechanised farming as inefficient, despite the adaptability and knowledge 
demonstrated by these farmers, par:cularly in arid regions like Gabes. The absence of farmer 
consulta:on in policy design has deepened rural discontent and resistance. Protests, such as those 
by tomato farmers in Sidi Bouzid, underscore the growing frustra:on with policies that fail to address 
the economic reali:es and concerns of rural communi:es (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). 
Efforts like those by the Agence de la Vulgarisa=on et de la Forma=on Agricoles (AVFA), which will 
play a key role in chapter 7.4.3, aim to support farmers through educa:on and resource management. 
However, overlapping ins:tu:onal responsibili:es and underfunding hinder sustainable resource 
management, as seen in both Tunisia and Morocco (Development Aid, 2024; Sippel, 2014). The need 
for coordinated well-funded policies that balance economic priori:es with ecological and social 
sustainability remains urgent. 
Today’s agricultural management in the MENA and Mediterranean region requires a power shiZ. 
Rather than perpetua:ng policies that favour elite interests and external markets, it is recommended 
that governments focus on inclusive strategies that empower small farmers, protect fragile 
ecosystems, and ensure equitable resource distribu:on (Sippel, 2014). As Perez (1990) suggests, 
success may depend on interven:ons that are adapted to local ecological and social contexts, 
avoiding a one-size-fits-all approach that could risk intensifying exis:ng inequali:es. 

2.2.3 Current working and living condi0ons  

The current working and living condi:ons in the agricultural sector of the MENA and Mediterranean 
regions reveal significant inequali:es and challenges, with common paeerns of exploita:on, poor 
labour standards, and systemic neglect. Across the region, agricultural workers, par:cularly migrants 
and women, bear the main burden of these injus:ces. 
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To compare, migrant agricultural workers in Spain and Italy oZen endure difficult condi:ons 
characterised by low pay, health risks and limited protec:on due to their lack of power linked to their 
migrant status, fear of nega:ve repercussions and economic necessity. In Spain, workers report 
exposure to hazards such as chemicals, poorly maintained equipment and heavy manual labour, 
intensified by poor safety measures and inadequate health services (Ahonen et al., 2009). Similarly, 
in Apulia, Italy, migrant workers live in gheeos without access to water, hygiene, or basic healthcare, 
which addi:onally increases the physical demands of back-breaking agricultural labour (Di Gennaro 
et al., 2021). 
Gender segrega:on in agricultural labour is pronounced in both Morocco and Spain, where women 
are dispropor:onately employed in low-wage, precarious posi:ons (Gertel & Sippel, 2014; Boeckler 
& Berndt, 2014). In Morocco, women represent nearly 30% of the agricultural workforce, primarily as 
labourers in intensive farming opera:ons such as citrus and vegetable produc:on (Sippel, 2014). 
Recruitment prac:ces oZen involve intermediaries who transport workers in unsafe, overcrowded 
vehicles, stripping them of dignity and agency (Nieto, 2014). 
In regions like Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, the expansion of water-intensive farming for high-value crops has 
displaced smallholders, deepening rural poverty and inequality (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). This ‘green 
mirage’, as described by Ayeb and Bush (2014), reflects a broader trend of commercialisa:on that 
alienates small farmers from their land and livelihoods. 

“I want my right. I want to live for my children to live. I have four children. I want my right that has 
been earned. My father paid for it with his own blood, health and sweat. How is it that they take it 

from us? We want jus=ce” [Egyp:an women, head of her household] (Ayeb & Bush, 2014; p. 8). 

The reliance on seasonal and migrant labour to sustain agricultural produc:on is a recurring theme. 
These workers, oZen undocumented, are exploited to minimise produc:on costs, leaving them 
vulnerable to wage theZ, unsafe working condi:ons, and social exclusion (Boeckler & Berndt, 2014). 
In Morocco, where agricultural labour markets are intertwined with rural livelihoods, workers are 
oZen drawn from poor rural areas with unsafe transporta:on op:ons or few alterna:ves for 
employment, due to low literacy and high birth rates. In this way, cycles of dependency and 
marginalisa:on are perpetuated (Sippel, 2014). 
The exclusion of workers and small farmers from policy-making processes intensifies their 
vulnerability and sustains injus:ce. As Nieto (2014) points out, the absence of labour inspectors 
enables exploita:ve prac:ces to thrive, while the lack of accessible alterna:ves leaves workers with 
liele choice but to endure poor condi:ons. To address these issues, policies must centre the voices 
of those most affected, as I seek to do in this thesis by giving a voice to women working in Tunisian 
agriculture, and ensuring that labour protec:on, equitable resource distribu:on and sustainable 
agricultural prac:ces are priori:sed. 
The current state of agriculture in the MENA and Mediterranean regions is a clear reminder of the 
human cost of cheap food produc:on. Without systemic reforms that address the root causes of 
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exploita:on and inequality, the cycle of marginalisa:on will persist, leaving the most vulnerable 
workers in increasingly precarious condi:ons. One of the consequences is migra:on out of the 
agricultural regions. But, according to Sippel (2014), new wage labour markets also can have the 
reversed effect of people from even poorer regions migra:ng into agricultural regions as will be 
illustrated in chapter 5.  
Despite these challenges, there are examples of workers’ resistance and collec:ve ac:on. In Tunisia, 
strikes organised by agricultural workers in Zaghouan and Grombalia have occurred, through which 
demands for fair wages, beeer working condi:ons, and more fairness in profit-sharing were 
ar:culated. In general, such ac:ons remain limited in scope and impact, as systemic inequali:es and 
weak ins:tu:onal support con:nue to suppress meaningful change. S:ll, the self-immola:on of 
street vendor Mohammed Bouazizi on 7 December 2010, in opposi:on to rural dispossession, 
systemic corrup:on and social inequality, ini:ally triggered a na:onwide revolu:on that spread 
across the whole MENA region (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). 

2.2.4 Socio-poli0cal situa0on (aFer 2010) 

Since 2010, Tunisia's socio-poli:cal situa:on has undergone profound changes that have had a 
significant impact on its agricultural sector and made it stand out within the wider MENA region. 
Events following the Arab Spring catalysed a wave of protests that overthrew President Zine El Abidine 
Ben Ali and set Tunisia on a path of poli:cal upheaval and aeempted democra:c reform (Poulis, 
2015). 
The Tunisian revolu:on was a reac:on to years of authoritarian rule marked by corrup:on, nepo:sm 
and economic stagna:on. In contrast to other MENA countries, Tunisia's post-2011 trajectory has 
been unique in its aeempt to ins:tu:onalise democra:c reforms. While countries such as Egypt 
reverted to military-dominated rule and Libya descended into protracted conflict, Tunisia's poli:cal 
transi:ons – despite imperfec:ons – represent a significant, even if poor, departure from the 
authoritarian norm. However, this democra:sa:on has not shielded the country from the broader 
economic challenges facing the region, such as high unemployment, rising food prices and 
dependence on external aid (Cavatorta & Clark, 2022). 
Unlike the oil-rich Gulf states, which have used their resource wealth as a buffer against poli:cal 
instability, Tunisia's resource-poor economy has made it more vulnerable to the economic shocks that 
followed the Arab Spring (Hibou et al., 2011). Despite ini:al hopes for democra:sa:on, Tunisia has 
struggled, and is s:ll struggling, to achieve stable governance. The so-called 'cons:tu:onal coup' of 
2021, which centralised power under President Kais Saied, illustrates the fragility of the poli:cal 
system and the recurring tension between reformist and authoritarian oriented groups (Cavatorta & 
Clark, 2022). 
The economic impact of this instability is enormous. Unemployment, par:cularly among youth, 
remains a persistent problem, exacerba:ng regional inequali:es between the urbanised coastal 
regions and the underdeveloped interior. Addi:onally, public services and infrastructure in the 
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interior regions lie significantly behind those on the coast, perpetua:ng cycles of poverty and 
disenfranchisement (Hibou et al., 2011). 
 

 
Figure 5: Poverty. Small farmer uprisings and rural neglect in Egypt and Tunisia (Ayeb & Bush, 2014; p. 2). 

The agricultural sector, long a pillar of the Tunisian economy, has carried the burden of these socio-
economic dispari:es. The fragmenta:on of agricultural land, oZen owned by families unable to 
compete in a liberalised market, forces rural youth to migrate to urban centres or abroad in search of 
beeer job opportuni:es. This rural exodus has led to the feminisa:on of the agricultural labour force, 
which will be further described in chapter 2.2.6.  
Due to outdated prac:ces, insufficient government support and poor resource management, 
agricultural produc:vity has not kept pace with the state development goals. Subsidies and price 
controls, while intended to stabilise the economy, have dispropor:onately benefited wealthier 
farmers and urban consumers, to the detriment of rural smallholders. This has created a structural 
inequality that reflects wider socio-economic divides within the country and the MENA region as a 
whole. As a result, Tunisia remains a net importer of agricultural commodi:es, a vulnerability that 
undermines food security and economic sovereignty (Hibou et al., 2011). 
For Tunisia to address its agricultural and wider economic challenges, a rethink of its development 
model is essen:al. This includes a fair redistribu:on of subsidies, modernisa:on of agricultural 
prac:ces and investment in rural infrastructure to reduce regional inequali:es. Without such 
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measures, the economic grievances that fuelled the revolu:on risk perpetua:ng cycles of discontent 
and instability (Hibou et al., 2011). 
Tunisia's struggle to balance poli:cal reform with economic jus:ce offers both cau:onary lessons and 
hope for the MENA region. It highlights the importance of addressing socio-economic inequali:es as 
a founda:on for building sustainable poli:cal systems and vice versa. The legacy of the Arab Spring, 
while marked by disappointment, remains a reminder of the power of collec:ve ac:on to challenge 
entrenched systems of inequality and oppression (Hibou et al., 2011). 

“The revolu=on was good but the dream – the dream of freedom, social jus=ce and human dignity – 
has not been fulfilled” [small farmer] (Ayeb & Bush, 2014; p. 1). 

2.2.5 Development plans  

Agricultural modernisa:on in the MENA region, including Tunisia, has introduced significant changes, 
including the liberalisa:on of produc:on and the adop:on of labour-intensive crops. This has created 
new employment opportuni:es, especially for women, while increasing agricultural produc:vity 
(Nieto, 2014). However, these advancements have come at a cost. The shiZ away from tradi:onal 
prac:ces like fallow systems, once valued for maintaining soil fer:lity, has led to dependency on 
fer:lisers and other inputs that harm the environment. Furthermore, modernisa:on policies such as 
the Farm Moderniza:on and Cessa:on of Farming schemes by the European Economic community 
(EEC) have s:mulated land abandonment, contribu:ng to rural depopula:on and ecological 
degrada:on (Perez, 1990). 
In Tunisia, the AVFA has taken steps to align agricultural prac:ces with labour market demands. By 
offering voca:onal training and extension programmes, AVFA seeks to enhance the skills and know-
how of agricultural workers. These efforts aim to bridge the gap between tradi:onal farming 
knowledge and the demands of modern agricultural systems. However, the challenge remains in 
ensuring that these programmes are accessible and responsive to the needs of small farmers and 
labourers, who are oZen marginalised in policymaking processes (Development Aid, 2024). 
Throughout the MENA region, small farmers and agricultural workers have resisted the impacts of 
commercialisa:on and dispossession. In Tunisia, the aZermath of the 2011 revolu:on saw a wave of 
land occupa:ons, with workers reclaiming farmland previously controlled by elites or private 
investors :ed to the old regime. Protests for improved access to irriga:on water and reduced 
electricity costs for pumping highlight the struggles faced by rural communi:es to sustain their 
livelihoods. The establishment of the Farmers’ Union of Tunisia reflects a growing demand for 
representa:on and advocacy in the agricultural sector, especially among those dissa:sfied with 
tradi:onal unions such as the Union tunisienne de l’agriculture et de la pêche (UTAP) (Ayeb & Bush, 
2014). 
The health and well-being of both, documented and undocumented agricultural workers remain 
cri:cal concerns in the Mediterranean. The lack of legal protec:ons and basic living condi:ons for 
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low-wage migrant workers in Italy’s Apulia region or in Spain underscores the need for a 
mul:disciplinary approach with integrated strategies addressing health, migra:on, and economic 
jus:ce (Di Gennaro et al., 2021). Development plans must priori:se the provision of legal protec:ons, 
healthcare access, and workplace safety to address these vulnerabili:es (Ahonen et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, development plans must navigate the tension between economic growth and 
environmental preserva:on. The rapid expansion of water-intensive farming prac:ces has placed 
immense pressure on fragile ecosystems, as seen in Tunisia's semi-arid zones, and high electricity 
costs (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). Efforts to liberalise agricultural produc:on should be balanced with 
sustainable resource management to prevent long-term environmental degrada:on. Programmes to 
integrate tradi:onal agricultural and ecological knowledge with modern prac:ces, such as 
afforesta:on ini:a:ves or adap:ve irriga:on systems, should be implemented with cau:on and 
tailored to local contexts (Perez, 1990). 
To sum up, for development plans to succeed, they must incorporate the voices of small farmers, 
labourers, and marginalised communi:es. Recognising the interconnectedness of social, cultural, 
economic and environmental dimensions in agriculture is crucial. As Nieto (2014) emphasises, 
understanding the en:re commodity chain and the organisa:on of labour within it can inform policies 
that promote equity and sustainability. 

2.2.6 Feminisa0on of agricultural labour 

The feminisa:on of agricultural labour in the MENA region reflects significant structural and cultural 
shiZs within the sector. As men increasingly migrate to urban areas or abroad in search of beeer job 
opportuni:es, women are leZ to sustain rural agricultural ac:vi:es. This trend has resulted in women 
comprising over half of the agricultural workforce in several MENA countries, with figures surpassing 
60% in some cases (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). However, this increasement is oZen 
shaped by structural inequali:es and deeply rooted gender norms. 
The rise in women’s involvement in agriculture is closely :ed to globalisa:on trends, popula:on 
growth, and agricultural intensifica:on. These factors have transformed labour market dynamics, 
crea:ng a new division of roles in response to supply and demand (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). In many 
countries, the agricultural workforce is becoming increasingly dependent on women, par:cularly in 
export-oriented industries. However, this dependency oZen exploits women as a source of cheap and 
segmented labour while reinforcing their vulnerability (Nieto, 2014). 
Women in agriculture are oZen relegated to low-paying, labour-intensive jobs based on stereotypes 
about their physical aeributes and perceived obedience. For example, in Morocco’s strawberry 
industry, women are employed under the jus:fica:on that their hands are more delicate and that 
they possess ‘natural’ pa:ence (Nieto, 2014). Such narra:ves devalue women’s skills, normalise their 
exploita:on, and maintain systemic inequali:es. This trend is mirrored across the region, where 
women perform unpaid family labour or take up wage labour under unjust condi:ons, including post-
harvest and agro-processing ac:vi:es (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
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Women’s experiences in agricultural work are shaped by intersec:ng factors such as age, marital 
status, educa:on, and socio-economic background. In Morocco, young (under 15), single, and oZen 
illiterate women with low level of formal educa:on dominate fieldwork, while older, married women 
are more likely to work in packaging or processing. In contrast, Tunisia's agricultural workforce is 
composed predominantly of older women (over 30), reflec:ng varying social structures across the 
region (Nieto, 2014; Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). Despite these differences, women across the MENA 
region share common challenges, including limited access to produc:ve resources, technology, 
markets, and social protec:on (ICARDA, 2023). 
Women in agriculture frequently bear the double burden of labour and domes:c responsibili:es. 
Agricultural work is oZen seen as a temporary ac:vity to supplement family income, which 
undermines the recogni:on of women’s contribu:ons and maintains their undervalua:on  In Tunisia, 
for example, women juggle mul:ple roles, bringing children to work or taking care of household 
chores during breaks. In addi:on, agricultural work is oZen s:gma:sed, with patriarchal a�tudes 
ques:oning women's autonomy and reinforcing cycles of marginalisa:on and dependency. Exis:ng 
gender rela:ons interact with other power rela:ons that structure women's experiences and 
iden::es (Nieto, 2014). 
To address the feminisa:on of agricultural labour equitably, there is an urgent need to break down 
stereotypes that devalue women’s skills, improve their working condi:ons, and include women in 
policy-making processes. Investment in educa:on, healthcare and social protec:on for women is 
essen:al to ensure that their s:ll growing par:cipa:on in agriculture becomes a pathway to 
empowerment rather than con:nued exploita:on (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Addi:onally, raising 
awareness about women’s rights and addressing issues such as informal employment, lack of 
contracts, and inadequate safety measures are cri:cal steps toward achieving gender equality in the 
sector (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 

2.3 Structural gender inequali0es  

As discussed in the previous chapter, while there are similari:es in agricultural working condi:ons 
across the Mediterranean due to climate and security challenges, women face addi:onal 
vulnerabili:es rooted in gender inequali:es within their socie:es. This chapter analyses the various 
intersec:ng inequali:es experienced by women across the MENA region.  
Gender inequali:es remain a deeply rooted issue in the MENA region as well as in Tunisia, par:cularly 
in the agricultural sector. In fact, Tunisia ranks 115th out of 146 countries in the Global Gender Gap 
Index (Global Gender Gap, 2024). Women, despite being key contributors to agriculture, are oZen 
not recognised as legi:mate workers and are excluded from legisla:on that guarantees equal pay and 
protec:on (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). This lack of social protec:on is compounded by informal 
recruitment prac:ces, long working days, exposure to hazardous condi:ons, and discrimina:on based 
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on gender or socio-economic status, as highlighted in recent studies from Morocco (Jehouani & 
Meryem, 2023).  
Structural adjustment programmes in the region frequently overlook the patriarchal family structures 
that exacerbate women’s vulnerability and limit their access to educa:on, training, and integra:on 
into the labour force (Karshenas & Moghadam, 2001). These programmes fail to address gender as a 
cri:cal factor in labour market evolu:on, undermining the region’s poten:al for economic growth 
and interna:onal compe::veness. Moreover, the migra:on of men from rural areas to urban centres 
or to the Global North has leZ women to shoulder most agricultural responsibili:es under inequitable 
condi:ons (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
As has been explained, climate change further intensifies these challenges, crea:ng hotspots of 
climate-agriculture-gender inequality where women’s vulnerabili:es are heightened. The MENA 
region faces significant climate risks, with low adap:ve capaci:es and persistent gender inequali:es 
worsening the adverse effects on women in agriculture (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Despite these 
obstacles, advancing gender equality and empowering women remain essen:al for achieving 
sustainable development, poverty reduc:on, and the United Na:on’s Millennium Development Goal 
of reducing extreme hunger and poverty (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). Efforts such as raising awareness 
of women’s rights, providing educa:on for rural girls, and implemen:ng gender-sensi:ve strategies 
are crucial steps toward addressing these injus:ces (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). However, 
these measures will have limited impact if systemic problems persist, problems like a lack of 
protec:ve measures such as protec:ve clothing, regularisa:on of rural women's work, free health 
care and safe transporta:on, and insufficient government budgets (Bajec, 2020). In addi:on, it is 
crucial for each MENA country to be wary of over-generalising about women's needs and experiences 
in such a diverse range of geographical, environmental, cultural, socio-economic, poli:cal and 
ins:tu:onal contexts (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
This thesis aims to contribute to the discourse on gender inequality in the MENA region, with a special 
focus on Tunisia, by shedding light on the intersec:on of agriculture, climate change, socio-economic 
condi:ons and cultural gender norms, highligh:ng the urgent need for inclusive policies and prac:ces 
to empower women in this historically marginalised sector. 

2.3.1 The ‘Patriarchal Bargain’ 

The concept of the ‘Patriarchal Bargain’ sheds light on how women in patriarchal socie:es navigate 
systemic constraints to create space for agency and survival while upholding the broader patriarchal 
structure. The term, first introduced by Kandiyo: (1988), describes a trade-off where women accept 
their subordinate status in exchange for physical protec:on, economic security, and social 
respectability, thus reinforcing male domina:on (Salem & Yount, 2019). This framework is par:cularly 
relevant in the MENA region, one of the most gender-unequal regions globally (ICARDA, 2023). 
In agriculture, women’s par:cipa:on is oZen shaped by deeply entrenched gendered power 
dynamics, par:cularly in access to produc:ve resources like land, services, and jobs. Despite having 
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rights under civil, customary, or Islamic law, many women cannot exercise these rights, frequently 
ceding inheritance claims to male kin in exchange for familial support. Consequently, most rural 
women work as unpaid labour force on male-controlled farms. However, they also generate hidden 
incomes through ac:vi:es like selling hand-made products or engaging in seasonal labour, revealing 
a nuanced form of economic contribu:on not captured in formal surveys (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de 
Pryck, 2015). 
Women contractors in agriculture face addi:onal challenges due to societal percep:ons of their roles. 
Entering tradi:onally male-dominated spaces like labour contrac:ng requires persistence, with many 
women demonstra:ng ‘power from within’ to assert themselves in these roles. Their self-confidence 
enables them to develop dis:nct management styles, oZen marked by coopera:on and empathy. Yet, 
this agency is constrained; decisions about entering the labour force are frequently dictated by male 
family members, and cultural restric:ons limit women’s mobility and poten:al business expansion 
(Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). For example, younger, unmarried women oZen have their 
wages controlled by fathers and are socially obligated to contribute to household expenses, leaving 
them with liele bargaining power (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
In Qatar, women’s increased labour force par:cipa:on amidst the vanishing of ‘classic patriarchy’ 
illustrates how the patriarchal bargain evolves. While employment opportuni:es grow, systemic 
accommoda:ons, such as gender-segregated workplaces, preserve elements of patriarchy. Women 
adopt clear strategies. They self-select certain occupa:ons and sectors. Some also choose to work 
exclusively with women to maintain reputa:onal respectability, a cri:cal factor in securing family 
support and marriage prospects. These adapta:ons highlight how economic par:cipa:on oZen 
preserves rather than disrupts macro-systemic patriarchal norms in economy, poli:cs and religion 
(Salem & Yount, 2019). 
Structural barriers like male-biased inheritance laws and limited land ownership compound these 
issues. With only 5% of women documented as landowners in the MENA region, cultural norms 
effec:vely render their ownership nominal. The inability to access land rights leaves unmarried, 
divorced, and widowed women par:cularly vulnerable to poverty and climate risks (Baruah & Najjar, 
2022). MENA governments’ focus on the development of skills, while crucial, fails to address these 
root causes of inequality. 
Ul:mately, while the patriarchal bargain enables women to exercise agency within restric:ve systems, 
it also reinforces structural inequali:es. Addressing these requires transforma:ve policies targe:ng 
the underlying norms and laws sustaining patriarchal control. 

2.3.2 Gender roles 

Public space 

In public spaces, gender roles are strongly shaped by cultural norms, values, and structural 
inequali:es that dictate women’s par:cipa:on in the labour market. Women are oZen constrained 
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to lower-status manual jobs, in contrast to the higher-status technical occupa:ons typically occupied 
by men, or specific job sectors due to occupa:onal segrega:on based on gender, a system that 
devalues women’s contribu:ons and serves to jus:fy their exclusion from managerial and skilled 
roles. Even in countries with legisla:on guaranteeing equal pay, wage dispari:es persist, reflec:ng 
systemic discrimina:on (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
In many rural contexts, women’s par:cipa:on in agriculture is overlooked, with their contribu:ons, 
as has been touched upon, viewed as extensions of domes:c responsibili:es rather than produc:ve 
labour in its own. Men typically dominate public labour transac:ons and decision-making spaces, 
while women remain sidelined, their work framed as simply assis:ng male rela:ves (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 
2011). Similarly, social expecta:ons and percep:ons oZen relegate women to informal or home-
based work, limi:ng their access to produc:ve resources, technology, finance, markets, and 
informa:on (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). With regard to Tunisia, it is revealing to look at the ques:onnaire 
of the World Value Survey (WVF, 2017-2022):  
 

Ques:on Agree 
strongly 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

No 
Answer 

Men make beeer poli:cal leaders 
than women do 

31.0 % 26.7 %  30.5 % 10.7 % 0.5 % 0.6 % 

Job scarce: Men should have more 
right to a job than women 

41.1 % 23.6 % 12.1 % 4.0 % -- --  

 
In urban contexts, patriarchal norms influence gender segrega:on in workplaces, with women 
predominantly employed in sectors like educa:on, healthcare, and public administra:on (Salem & 
Yount, 2019). Cultural concerns about gender mixing restrict women’s freedom in professional 
se�ngs. Respectability, assessed by women’s reserved behaviour towards male colleagues, is a 
crucial metric for societal approval. These restric:ons place the burden of maintaining appropriate 
socio-cultural boundaries on women, oZen leaving them vulnerable to blame if interac:ons are 
deemed inappropriate (Salem & Yount, 2019). 
Efforts to integrate women into the public economic sphere oZen fail to translate into real 
empowerment. While financial assets or wage labour provide a degree of economic autonomy, they 
rarely lead to greater control over resources or decision-making power. Instead, social and structural 
constraints oZen allow men to appropriate these benefits (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). Furthermore, 
ins:tu:onal neglect of women’s contribu:ons in public policy intensifies their marginalisa:on, 
leaving their role in economic development largely invisible (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 

Private space 

Within the private space, entrenched societal norms and expecta:ons posi:on women as primary 
caregivers and homemakers, responsibili:es that persist regardless of their par:cipa:on in paid 
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labour. Women are typically responsible for tasks such as nutri:on, healthcare, and children 
educa:on within the household, roles that are rarely compensated or shared equally with male family 
members (Karshenas & Moghadam, 2001). These domes:c du:es limit women’s mobility and their 
ability to engage fully in economic ac:vi:es outside the home (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). With regard 
to Tunisia, it is again revealing to look at the ques:onnaire of the World Value Survey (WVF, 2017-
2022): 
 

Ques:on Agree 
strongly 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

No 
Answer 

Pre-school child suffers with working 
mother  

37.3 % 33.6 % 24.3 % 4.0 % -- 0.2 % 

Being a housewife is just as fulfilling 31.7 % 40.9 % 22.1 % 4.6 % 0.7 % -- 

 
Gender ideologies oZen frame women’s economic contribu:ons as supplementary to men’s 
breadwinning roles, even when women earn more than their male counterparts. For example, 
women’s wages are frequently spent on household expenses or investments such as home 
renova:ons for future genera:ons, but these contribu:ons rarely translate into property ownership 
or greater autonomy. In extreme cases, women’s earnings are controlled by male family members, 
reflec:ng a systemic lack of empowerment in the domes:c sphere (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 
2015). 
Women’s aspira:ons for their daughters also highlight the persistence of tradi:onal norms within the 
private space. Many mothers con:nue to value marriage and domes:c roles as ideal outcomes for 
their daughters, though some express a desire for beeer educa:on and career opportuni:es for the 
younger genera:on (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
Cultural norms further reinforce the separa:on of gender roles in the home, where men’s 
involvement in tradi:onally female tasks is oZen s:gma:sed as ‘shameful’ or ‘devaluing’ (Abdelali-
Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). It has to be noted, that gender roles apply not only to women, but 
also to men, who are culturally expected to protect female rela:ves or lose their respectability in 
society (Salem & Yount, 2019).  
These rigid dis:nc:ons perpetuate a cycle of inequality and injus:ce, keeping women 
dispropor:onately burdened by unpaid domes:c labour while limi:ng their opportuni:es for 
empowerment in both public and private spheres. 

2.3.3 SoF skills 

The network-based social soZ skills, rooted in trust, rela:onships, community engagement, and 
shared experiences, plays a significant role in women's labour, par:cularly in the MENA region. 
Women who engage in agricultural work and other informal labour se�ngs oZen develop valuable 
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soZ skills that contribute to their personal growth and collec:ve success. These skills, including 
communica:on, teamwork, and the ability to build trust, are instrumental in fostering both individual 
and community resilience. 
One of the most notable aspects of soZ skills among women in agricultural labour is the trust they 
cul:vate within their workgroups and with their contractors. Female group leaders, for instance, 
achieve success by demonstra:ng reliability and fairness. By paying workers on :me and crea:ng a 
comfortable working atmosphere, these leaders earn respect and loyalty from the members of their 
teams. Such prac:ces not only strengthen their rela:onships with workers but also boost their 
reputa:ons beyond their immediate communi:es, aerac:ng more work opportuni:es from 
surrounding areas (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
For many women, the social working environment is as valuable as the wages they earn. Labour 
groups provide a rare opportunity to connect with other women outside their families, breaking the 
isola:on oZen imposed by cultural norms. These interac:ons foster a sense of solidarity, as women 
share common challenges, joys, and aspira:ons. Working together under difficult condi:ons creates 
bonds that lead to new perspec:ves, networks, and friendships. This solidarity exemplifies the ‘power 
with’ (community) dynamic, where collec:ve effort enhances both individual and group well-being 
(Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
The informal nature of these labour groups, opera:ng without unionisa:on or formal recogni:on, 
underscores the importance of trust in their success. Verbal commitments to payments and 
produc:on targets rely on this trust, which is deeply embedded in the social and economic system of 
exchanges characterising tradi:onal environments. As women increasingly par:cipate in these labour 
groups, their visible presence in the public domain begins to challenge restric:ve social norms and 
prac:ces, gradually legi:mising women's work outside the home (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 
2015). 
Moreover, women’s ability to navigate familial and societal expecta:ons is another soZ skill. In 
contexts like Qatar, women face familial objec:ons to gender-mixed workplaces, oZen rooted in 
concerns about maintaining the family’s reputa:on. Gaining and sustaining familial support requires 
women to balance respect for cultural norms with their claim for financial independence and 
professional growth. This interplay highlights the instrumental role of familial approval in reducing 
women’s financial and social vulnerability (Salem & Yount, 2019). 
Nevertheless, despite the poten:al of soZ skills, women in MENA’s agricultural sector face significant 
barriers to organising and mobilising for collec:ve ac:on. Farmers’ unions priori:se issues like 
subsidised fer:lisers and water rights rather than workers’ rights or fair wages, leaving women 
without a strong plahorm to advocate for beeer working condi:ons (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). This lack 
of ins:tu:onal support worsens challenges such as erra:c incomes, insecure employment, work-
related injuries, unaffordable or unavailable childcare. In the absence of social security nets, women 
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oZen con:nue working into old age to support their families. This highlights the cri:cal need for 
structural changes to support their labour (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 

2.3.4 Educa0on and training  

Educa:on, as a cornerstone of human capital, plays a significant role in shaping the opportuni:es for 
social par:cipa:on and the (self)empowerment of women in the MENA region. While the region has 
seen notable progress in educa:onal aeainment, par:cularly among women, significant inequali:es 
persist, especially between urban and rural areas. These inequali:es are closely linked to socio-
economic, cultural and poli:cal factors that collec:vely limit women's ability to use educa:on for 
economic and social empowerment. 
In urban areas, improvements in educa:onal infrastructure have led to impressive female enrolment 
rates at all levels of educa:on, oZen surpassing those of males (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). This progress 
has contributed to the ‘democra:sa:on of educa:on’, fostering greater gender diversity in the 
workforce and restructuring tradi:onal divisions of labour (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). However, 
rural areas face starkly different reali:es. Limited infrastructure, poor school availability beyond the 
primary level, and patriarchal family structures restrict educa:onal opportuni:es for women and 
girls. Illiteracy rates among female agricultural workers remain alarmingly high — reaching 80% in 
Egypt, 92% in Morocco, and 96% in Tunisia (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Families in rural areas oZen value educa:on but are constrained by poverty and the immediate need 
for income. This economic pressure forces children, par:cularly girls, to leave school and contribute 
to household incomes by working in agriculture. Seasonal agricultural tasks, such as olive picking, are 
controlled by its supply and demand (Al-Aear, 2023) and draw en:re families into labour, further 
disrup:ng children’s educa:on and exposing them to harsh working condi:ons. Boys, too, are at risk 
of dropping out, par:cularly in households where fathers are absent due to migra:on. Without these 
paternal figures as role models, school aeendance and performance oZen decline (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 
2011). 

“Literacy has been clearly recognised by The Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 
1995, as to have the capacity to empower women’s par=cipa=on in decision-making in society as 

well as to improve families’ well-being”  
[United Na:ons, 1995-1996] (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011; p. 7). 

Despite progress in some areas, quality educa:on for women remains a challenge, par:cularly in rural 
communi:es where literacy levels are low, and schools lack essen:al resources (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 
2011). Moreover, educa:onal benefits are oZen undermined by systemic barriers. For instance, while 
women outperform men in educa:onal aeainment in some MENA countries, this success does not 
translate into greater economic or poli:cal par:cipa:on — a phenomenon referred to as the ‘MENA 
paradox’. Only 18.5% of women in the region par:cipate in the labour force, the lowest rate globally 
(Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   State of research 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 32 

Beyond that, the marginalisa:on of women in land and property ownership further limits the benefits 
of educa:on. Although women may possess advanced agricultural knowledge, including the 
conserva:on of agro-biodiversity, their lack of access to resources like land, credit, and training 
inhibits their ability to apply this knowledge effec:vely. This connec:on gap highlights how 
educa:onal gains are not always sufficient to overcome structural inequali:es and gain control over 
resources (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
The precarious quality of educa:on also has long-term social implica:ons. For women, illiteracy oZen 
reinforces dependency on patriarchal structures and limits their ability to navigate external systems 
or advocate for their rights. Addi:onally, the absence of educa:onal opportuni:es for rural children, 
par:cularly girls, reinforces cycles of poverty and social inequality. Many young girls leave school to 
work in agriculture, where they face not only physical strain but also limited prospects for social or 
professional advancement (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Despite these challenges, educa:on remains a cri:cal pathway for fostering change, as will be pointed 
out in the discussion (chapter 8). 

2.3.5 Socio-economic condi0ons within the agricultural sector 

Gender segrega3on 

Gender segrega:on in the workplace is a structural outcome deeply intertwined with patriarchal 
norms and prac:ces (Salem & Yount, 2019). In the agricultural sector, this phenomenon manifests in 
various forms, including differen:ated roles, restricted access to certain ac:vi:es, and wage 
injus:ces. These paeerns reflect both societal expecta:ons and prac:cal accommoda:ons to cultural 
behaviours, reinforcing a division of labour based on gender. 
In many countries of the MENA region, women are bound to specific roles and tasks that align with 
social norms. Their labour oZen involves manual and physically demanding ac:vi:es such as weeding 
and collec:ng water or fuel, par:cularly in rural and mountainous areas of countries like Morocco 
and Algeria (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). By contrast, men typically perform mechanised tasks such as 
ploughing and plan:ng, which are less :me-consuming and allow them to also engage in non-
agricultural work. This division not only perpetuates gender segrega:on but also has an impact on 
the economic autonomy of women, as men are frequently responsible for marke:ng agricultural 
produce and managing the resul:ng income (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
The prevalence of wage injus:ce further underscores gender segrega:on. Women, despite 
increasingly contribu:ng to agricultural labour, are paid significantly less than men and oZen occupy 
seasonal, low-paid posi:ons. Their tasks are less secure and more precarious compared to the 
permanent and technologically advanced tasks oZen reserved for men. While certain trends, such as 
male migra:on, occasionally disrupt these stereotypes, the overall wage gap remains a cri:cal issue. 
Interes:ngly, large-scale commercial farms and export-oriented crop markets tend to exhibit smaller 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   State of research 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 33 

gender wage gaps and beeer working condi:ons than smaller, family-owned farms, yet the reliance 
on cheap female labour remains widespread (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
Cultural behaviours also shape workplace arrangements, such as the crea:on of gender-segregated 
environments, par:cularly in se�ngs where interac:on between unrelated men and women is 
restricted. In Morocco, for example (as in Qatar, see p. 27 of this thesis), women oZen prefer to work 
in women-only workplaces as part of a ‘patriarchal bargain’, minimising their contact with men 
outside their families. However, these arrangements are largely top-down decisions with minimal 
input from the women involved. While younger women may recognise these structures as 
ins:tu:onalised, their a�tudes reflect a nuanced understanding of the risks associated with mixed-
gender workspaces (Salem & Yount, 2019). 
Moreover, s:gma:sa:on further limits women’s labour opportuni:es. In some cases, their 
involvement in agricultural work is viewed through a lens of societal judgment, reducing their ability 
to fully par:cipate in the agricultural labour market (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). Women’s limited 
mobility in combina:on with societal expecta:ons confine them to labour-intensive roles within 
sectors like vegetable and legume produc:on, where manual labour predominates, while men 
dominate less labour-intensive and higher-paying mechanised ac:vi:es (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Ul:mately, gender segrega:on in agriculture is not merely a reflec:on of economic factors but is 
deeply rooted in cultural and social norms. The resul:ng dispari:es in roles, wages, and working 
condi:ons highlight the ongoing challenges women face in achieving equity in the agricultural sector 
(Baruah & Najjar, 2022).  

Informal condi3ons 

The agricultural sector in many regions operates heavily within informal frameworks, par:cularly 
where women’s labour is concerned. This informality shapes hiring prac:ces, working condi:ons, and 
societal percep:ons, crea:ng challenges that dispropor:onately affect women (Abdelali-Mar:ni & 
Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
One example of informality is the hiring of casual daily workers who are typically employed for tasks 
such as ploughing, herbicide applica:on, and harves:ng. These arrangements are oZen ad hoc and 
lack formal contracts, leaving workers with liele to no job security (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 
2015). Especially women are affected by the instability and low wages associated with these jobs. 
(Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
Working condi:ons for female agricultural labourers are oZen shaped by seasonal demands. Women 
may start their day as early as 3:00 a.m. in spring and summer, or at 5:00 a.m. in fall and winter. Many 
gather at a public mee:ng point where they compete for job opportuni:es. This involves a literal race 
with women rushing to approach poten:al employers (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
The informality of women’s labour is reinforced by its ambiguous recogni:on in official systems. 
Agricultural work, par:cularly in rural areas, is oZen excluded from formal sta:s:cs due to its 
seasonal and temporary nature, as well as its overlap with unpaid domes:c tasks. Consequently, 
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women’s economic contribu:ons are poorly represented in na:onal economic analyses, limi:ng the 
visibility of their role in agricultural produc:on. This lack of recogni:on perpetuates inadequate 
regulatory frameworks, leaving women without proper legal protec:ons or inclusion in broader 
labour policies (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Moreover, safety and welfare concerns for informal agricultural workers remain unaddressed. Many 
labourers, men and women, are unaware of their rights to safety measures or medical care in the 
case of workplace accidents. In cases of injury, farmers and labour contractors frequently conceal 
these incidents or provide only minimal emergency assistance, highligh:ng the lack of accountability 
and support in informal labour arrangements (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 

Recruitment process and transporta3on 

The recruitment and transporta:on systems in the agricultural sector are cri:cal to how labour, 
par:cularly female labour, is organised and managed.  
Agricultural labour recruitment oZen revolves around seasonal demands, with peak periods such as 
April–May for weeding and harves:ng crops like legumes and potatoes, and October–November for 
the olive harvest. Contractors play a crucial role in this process, maintaining rela:onships with client 
farmers through verbal agreements. They determine the number of workers to hire, allocate labour 
to specific farms, and decide the tasks for each worker. Workers, therefore, have no direct interac:on 
with farmers and are supervised either by the contractor or a delegated supervisor, strengthening the 
contractor’s control over the local labour market. This system allows contractors to efficiently respond 
to fluctua:ng demands while ensuring consistent work for themselves and their labour groups 
(Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
For smaller farms, recruitment is mainly done locally, depending on a small circle of trusted farmers. 
In such cases, mobile phones have become a significant tool, enabling women to nego:ate contracts 
without leaving their homes. This localised and technologically supported arrangement not only 
facilitates recruitment but also allows women to retain social pres:ge by limi:ng their mobility and 
public exposure (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
In Tunisia, women primarily move from rural to urban areas where agricultural land is cul:vated for 
employment. Tasks assigned to female workers vary significantly depending on the region, crop type, 
and farm-specific prac:ces, reflec:ng the diversity of agricultural labour demands (Jehouani & 
Meryem, 2023). 
Transporta:on remains a cri:cal yet oZen hazardous component of agricultural labour. Contractors 
are typically responsible for organising workers' transporta:on, along with their supervision and 
payments (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). While improved road infrastructure has facilitated 
labour mobility in many regions, the quality of transport oZen remains inadequate. Overcrowded and 
poorly maintained vehicles are common, exposing workers, especially women, to significant health 
risks and physical vulnerability (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
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In some cases, the contractor-worker rela:onship is marked by exploita:on, and in extreme 
scenarios, by physical violence and immoral prac:ces, as documented in parts of Egypt (Abdelali-
Mar:ni, 2011). These condi:ons highlight the precariousness of transport and recruitment systems 
within the agricultural labour framework, which exacerbates the difficul:es already inherent in 
informal employment arrangements. 

Physical working condi3ons  

Physical working condi:ons in the agricultural sector are oZen characterised by exhaus:ng tasks, 
health risks, and inadequate protec:ve measures, par:cularly for women. These challenges, 
compounded by the lack of formal protec:ons, significantly affect the well-being of agricultural 
workers. 
Women working in agriculture frequently endure serious health problems due to the physically 
demanding nature of their tasks and exposure to harmful substances. Weeding, harves:ng, and 
working in greenhouses involve repe::ve mo:ons, prolonged bending, and heavy liZing, which lead 
to musculoskeletal disorders, back and knee pain (Adıbelli et al., 2022; Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Prolonged standing and repe::ve bending, combined with working in extreme heat or strongly 
fluctua:ng temperatures, exacerbate these physical issues, making injuries and chronic pain common 
(Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
Chemical exposure presents another major health risk. Pes:cides and fer:lisers, widely used to 
enhance crop yields, are oZen handled without adequate protec:ve equipment such as gloves, 
masks, or appropriate clothing. This leaves workers vulnerable to allergic reac:ons, respiratory issues 
like asthma and bronchi:s, and even long-term impacts on the nervous, endocrine, and reproduc:ve 
systems (Adıbelli et al., 2022; Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). Studies also show that pes:cide exposure 
during pregnancy increases the risks of miscarriages, s:llbirths, birth defects, and developmental 
delays in children, including au:sm and reduced cogni:ve abili:es. Issues such as menstrual 
irregulari:es, infec:ons, stress incon:nence, and spontaneous abor:ons are frequently reported. For 
example, women working in greenhouses oZen experience vaginal infec:ons due to prolonged 
contact with contaminated surfaces. All this highlights the far-reaching consequences of unsafe 
working condi:ons (Adıbelli et al., 2022). 
The absence of proper protec:ve equipment and workplace safeguards compounds the risks faced 
by agricultural workers. Young girls employed in agriculture are par:cularly vulnerable, oZen 
subjected to physical abuse and leZ without informa:on about workplace hazards or access to 
medical services (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). Moreover, the inadequate packaging and handling of 
agricultural chemicals heighten risks not only for workers but also for the environment and water 
supply (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
The workday for women in agriculture is oZen long and gruelling, with shiZs extending up to 10 hours 
under close supervision. These condi:ons, combined with inadequate breaks and the lack of proper 
nutri:on or hydra:on, contribute to extreme physical fa:gue and stress. While employers may 
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provide water and tea, meals oZen consist of simple foods brought from home, reflec:ng the limited 
resources available to workers (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
Given these challenges, addressing the physical working condi:ons in agriculture requires 
comprehensive measures, including systemic changes (see chapter 9 of this thesis). Providing health 
educa:on, counselling services, and regular health screenings for workers could minimise many of 
the risks (Adıbelli et al., 2022). Implemen:ng legisla:ve protec:ons, such as mandatory use of 
protec:ve equipment and ensuring social security is essen:al. Addi:onally, educa:ng workers on the 
safe handling of chemicals and improving workplace ergonomics would enhance both safety and 
produc:vity (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 

Social recogni3on and mental health 

The lives of women working in the agricultural sector are marked by physical, psychological and social 
challenges resul:ng from the interplay of demanding work, societal expecta:ons and limited 
recogni:on of their contribu:on to society. This double burden of intense physical labour and 
persistent social undervalua:on has a significant impact on their well-being, mental health and self-
percep:on. 
Female agricultural workers face gruelling physical demands that oZen spill over into their family lives, 
leaving them exhausted and emo:onally drained. Long working days contribute to a reduced quality 
of life and strained family rela:onships. Many women report a lack of energy and sexual drive to 
engage with their families or care for themselves, leading to increased tension and, in some cases, 
domes:c violence. Verbal and sexual abuse by spouses has been linked to the stress women 
experience aZer long working days (Adıbelli et al., 2022). 
This sense of overwork and dehumanisa:on is oZen ar:culated through metaphors. Women compare 
themselves to machines or trucks to describe their relentless work and the lack of recogni:on they 
receive. One par:cipant poignantly remarked:  

"We are like a truck. When our children are asked what their mother's job is, they are ashamed and 
do not answer. They say their mother is a housewife. I'm not a housewife. I have a job that lasts 

more than eight hours, from morning to evening”  
(Adıbelli et al., 2022, p. 208). 

This quote highlights the social invisibility of their work and its nega:ve impact on self-esteem. 
In addi:on to physical exhaus:on, agricultural work exposes women to psychological stressors, 
including exposure to mul:ple neurological side effects of harmful chemicals, gender discrimina:on 
and economic insecurity, factors explained in the previous chapters. These stressors, mixed with early 
marriage and teenage pregnancy, contribute to depressive symptoms and feelings of vulnerability 
(Adıbelli et al., 2022; Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). Harassment in the workplace, humilia:on by 
employers and lack of autonomy further intensify mental health problems and leave women feeling 
powerless to advocate for improved working condi:ons or personal rights (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
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While some women take pride in contribu:ng financially to their households, especially those in 
leadership roles such as contractors, this empowerment is oZen muted by the unequal distribu:on 
of household responsibili:es. Despite their earnings, women are s:ll expected to manage domes:c 
tasks and care, resul:ng in an overwhelming workload and limited personal agency. (Abdelali-Mar:ni 
& Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
A significant barrier to addressing these issues is the systemic undervalua:on and lack of social 
recogni:on of women's work in agriculture. In regions such as MENA, where women's par:cipa:on 
in agriculture has increased due to economic pressures and male migra:on, their roles are oZen 
classified as 'helping' rather than as independent labour. This systemic misclassifica:on denies 
women the rights, en:tlements and decision-making power afforded to their male counterparts 
(Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
This lack of recogni:on is reflected in na:onal sta:s:cs, where up to 50% of women engaged in 
agricultural work are either not counted or classified as economically inac:ve. This sta:s:cal 
invisibility obscures their contribu:ons and denies them access to cri:cal benefits such as pensions 
and maternity protec:on (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Even within their communi:es, women's work is 
oZen seen as secondary, reinforcing tradi:onal gender roles and perpetua:ng their social 
marginalisa:on (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Systemic change is essen:al to address these challenges. Recognising women's agricultural work in 
na:onal sta:s:cs and trea:ng them as independent contributors to the economy can help to improve 
their status in society. Policies that provide social protec:on, such as protec:on against abuse, health 
insurance, maternity benefits, pensions and basic income, are crucial to improving their economic 
and psychological well-being. In addi:on, promo:ng societal awareness of their contribu:ons and 
implemen:ng gender-sensi:ve reforms can challenge tradi:onal norms and give women the respect 
and recogni:on they deserve (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
One par:cipant's plea for government support sums up the urgency of these changes:  

"The government must support us, the women who work in greenhouses. Each of us must have 
health insurance. Our children should be able to say 'our mother is a farmer' without feeling 

ashamed. Please make the authori=es listen to us"  
(Adıbelli et al., 2022, p. 208). 

2.3.6 Prospects to empower women 

The empowerment of women in the MENA region requires a mul:faceted approach, targe:ng both 
the regularisa:on of women’s work and the reduc:on of gender gaps. Efforts in these areas have the 
poten:al to enhance women’s roles in economic, social, and poli:cal spheres, contribu:ng to broader 
societal progress. 
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Regularisa3on women’s work 

Regularising women’s work, par:cularly in the informal sectors like agriculture or the domes:c 
sphere, is crucial for providing women with greater stability, recogni:on, and benefits. Programmes 
that formalise women’s roles as casual agricultural or unpaid family workers, such as organising 
coopera:ves or ensuring legal recogni:on as female farmers, could significantly improve their 
working condi:ons and economic security (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
Public and private sector investments could generate socially acceptable jobs for women. By crea:ng 
demand for women’s labour, these efforts could lead to improved wages and beeer working 
condi:ons (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). Addi:onally, providing health insurance and 
social protec:on tailored to women’s unique occupa:onal risks, such as injuries from home-based 
work or agricultural ac:vi:es, is essen:al for ensuring decent work condi:ons. Raising awareness 
among policymakers and employers about women’s labour contribu:ons can further strengthen 
support for these ini:a:ves (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Policies aimed at mechanising agricultural sectors must be implemented cau:ously, as many women 
depend on manual labour for their livelihoods. For instance, women involved in len:l harves:ng in 
Syria expressed concerns about losing their jobs if mechanisa:on replaced their roles. Ensuring that 
technological advancements are introduced responsibly and complemented by job opportuni:es for 
women can minimise these risks (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 

Reduc3on of gender gaps 

Reducing gender gaps in educa:on, employment, and resource access is another essen:al step 
toward women’s empowerment. Women in the MENA region consistently outperform men in 
educa:onal aeainment, yet this achievement does not translate into equal economic par:cipa:on or 
control over resources like land and capital, for reasons already described in the previous chapters of 
this thesis (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Addressing these dispari:es requires targeted efforts to eliminate 
barriers to women’s workforce integra:on, including wage and employment discrimina:on, and to 
expand professional training opportuni:es customised to women’s needs (Karshenas & Moghadam, 
2001). 
Improving access to and the quality of educa:on, par:cularly in rural areas, is cri:cal for narrowing 
gender gaps. Establishing primary schools in remote villages, providing financial support for 
secondary and college educa:on, and ensuring equal quality with urban schools can significantly 
increase girls’ enrolment and reten:on rates. Literacy programmes have already shown success in 
empowering rural women by improving their ability to use tools like mobile phones (see p. 123 of this 
thesis), which enhances their par:cipa:on in economic and social ac:vi:es (Abdelali-Mar:ni, 2011). 
Furthermore, empowering women to par:cipate in decision-making processes, both within 
households and in broader community organisa:ons, can drive transforma:ve change. Capacity-
building programmes that raise women’s awareness of their rights and equip them with leadership 
skills are vital. Addi:onally, fostering partnerships with gender-sensi:ve male leaders and 
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emphasising the mutual benefits of gender equality can help shiZ entrenched social norms (Abdelali-
Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
Economic policies must also consider the structural constraints imposed by patriarchal family 
systems. Structural adjustment programmes that reduce household income oZen force women to 
take on addi:onal labour while maintaining their domes:c responsibili:es. Governments must 
address these pressures by integra:ng gender-sensi:ve measures into economic reforms, such as 
designing woman-friendly infrastructure, closing wage gaps, and promo:ng shared domes:c 
responsibili:es (Karshenas & Moghadam, 2001).  

3. Research ques<on and theore<cal concepts  

3.1 Research ques0on 

Building on the insights from the compara:ve literature review and addressing the significant 
research gaps iden:fied, this thesis aims to assess and analyse the working condi:ons of women 
employed in the fruit and vegetable agriculture sector in Tunisia’s Sahil region.  
Most authors who have worked on this topic focus their research on individual areas such as socio-
economic condi:ons or gender inequali:es. What is oZen missing is a look at the interplay and 
interconnectedness between these areas from the perspec:ve of an intersec:onal perspec:ve with 
fluid iden::es. Furthermore, the voices of those affected, the women working in Tunisian agriculture, 
are rarely heard. This is where this study comes in, by contribu:ng to close this research gap and by 
giving a voice to the women. 
It is guided by the following research ques:on: 

Þ How do women working in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture in the Sahil region 
describe their working condi9ons? 

To answer this ques:on comprehensively, it is essen:al to examine several interconnected aspects 
interac:ng on three different levels: the micro, meso and macro level. First, the influence of power 
dynamics on agricultural working condi:ons must be explored. Second, understanding the broader 
socio-economic reali:es and inequali:es faced by women in the country is cri:cal, as these factors 
significantly shape their experiences in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture. 
Three sub-ques:ons will further refine the focus of this research, with the theore:cal framework of 
intersec:onality providing a lens for analysing both the findings from fieldwork and from literature 
research: 

à What kind of women are most likely to choose this type of work (socio-economic 
background)?  
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à How do current power dynamics, expressed as formal and informal inequali:es, impact 
women in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture? 

à How are these inequali:es counteracted? 

By addressing these ques:ons, the thesis seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the challenges 
faced by women in this sector, how their experiences are shaped by broader systemic inequali:es 
and what kind of countermeasures are taken and by whom. 

3.2 Power rela0ons   

The dynamics of North African agriculture, shaped by neoliberal modernisa:on and structural 
inequali:es, reveal systemic challenges that dispropor:onately affect marginalised agricultural 
workers, especially women. These challenges require a mul:faceted theore:cal framework to 
understand and address power hierarchies, labour vulnerability and environmental sustainability. 
Building on the insights of Gertel and Sippel (2014) and their concept of flexicurity, mobili:es – the 
:me-space movements of workers and resources – are central to understanding the precarious 
condi:ons of seasonal agricultural workers. These mobili:es embed human and food insecurity in 
already fragile livelihoods, where power imbalances and instability limit workers' capacity for 
resilience. Flexibility, or the ability to adapt to uncertainty, is constrained by systemic inequali:es that 
priori:se efficiency over the security of vulnerable workers. The concept of flexicurity highlights the 
interplay between flexibility and insecurity, demonstra:ng how marginalised groups must constantly 
navigate condi:ons that expose them to greater risk while offering limited agency. 
Temporali:es, encompassing short, medium and long term impacts, underline the las:ng social and 
economic consequences of these precari:es. Vulnerable popula:ons oZen bear the brunt of these 
dynamics, as the precarious nature of seasonal work perpetuates cycles of insecurity and exploita:on 
(Gertel & Sippel, 2014). 
Building on these ideas, the typology of power proposed by Rowlands (1997) provides a framework 
for addressing these inequali:es. ‘Power from within' (change) emphasises self-awareness and 
intrinsic mo:va:on, 'power to' (choice) focuses on access to resources and decision-making power, 
'power over' (control) calls for structural change to address inequali:es, and 'power with' 
(community) emphasises the role of solidarity and collec:ve ac:on in promo:ng change with the soZ 
skills already men:oned and discussed in chapter 1.3.3 of this thesis. These dimensions represent 
areas in need of systemic reforms that amplify the voices of marginalised groups and challenge 
entrenched hierarchies. 
Sharp's (2011) concept of subaltern geopoli:cs further highlights the importance of centring 
marginalised communi:es in global agricultural discourses. Recognising their agency and lived 
experiences challenges the tradi:onal Western-centric narra:ve that only the great powers needed 
to be understood and calls for equitable frameworks that confront the unequal distribu:on of 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Research ques:on and theore:cal concepts 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 41 

precariousness. Similarly, Gibson-Graham et al. (2013) argue for a reframing of economics to priori:se 
interdependence and ethical decision making that addresses both social and environmental jus:ce. 
This perspec:ve calls for a reassessment of agricultural systems that exploit labour and degrade 
ecosystems, promo:ng inclusivity and sustainability. 
Holmes and Ramirez-Lopez (2023) complement these approaches by exposing the ver:cal labour 
hierarchies within agriculture, where social and economic structural inequali:es stra:fy workers 
based on race, class and ci:zenship. These hierarchies are symbolically represented through ver:cal 
metaphors, such as being 'up' or 'down', which signify different levels of visibility, power and 
vulnerability within the farm structure. Workers at the top, such as farm managers, are more visible 
to external observers and have greater control over their :me and resources, while those at the 
boeom, par:cularly undocumented and female field workers, endure extreme hardships, including 
poor pay, health risks and lack of social protec:on (see chapter 6 and 7 of this thesis). 
Central to Holmes and Ramirez-Lopez’s (2023) analysis is the concept of structural violence, which 
highlights how larger socio-economic forces, rather than malicious behaviour by individuals, create 
and perpetuate inequali:es. Market pressures, coupled with systemic racism, classism, sexism and 
an:-immigrant sen:ment, foster vulnerability throughout the labour hierarchy, affec:ng each level 
differently but perpetua:ng suffering on all levels. For example, while managers face market 
compe::on and economic uncertainty, pickers face the constant threat of job loss and health 
problems, oZen exacerbated by exploita:ve prac:ces such as random wage changes. 
The authors also highlight the role of unofficial policies and social norms in reinforcing these 
inequali:es. According to them, gender segrega:on is not a deliberate act on the part of farm owners, 
but rather a product of structural forces and the anxie:es they generate. They argue that these 
inequali:es are further perpetuated by differences in the access to resources such as educa:on and 
social connec:ons, which limit upward mobility and reinforce exis:ng divisions. 
Ul:mately, the metaphor of the 'grey zone' captures the moral complexity of the dynamics of farm 
work. It reflects how individuals at all levels, from managers to pickers, are embedded in a system 
driven by larger structural pressures. This theore:cal framework offers cri:cal insights into how 
labour hierarchies operate under condi:ons of structural violence, with broader implica:ons for 
understanding inequality in agricultural systems globally (Holmes & Ramirez-Lopez, 2023). These 
hierarchies mirror the North African context, where marginalised workers endure harsh condi:ons, 
precarious employment and limited upward mobility. 
Taken together, these three theore:cal perspec:ves, focusing on flexicurity, power rela:ons and the 
dynamics in labour hierarchies, highlight the need to dismantle entrenched power structures in 
agriculture, promote solidarity and rethink economic systems. By addressing the insecuri:es 
experienced by people  in rural livelihoods, fostering collec:ve ac:on, and centring the experiences 
of the marginalised by giving them voice, a more equitable and sustainable agricultural system could 
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be envisioned. Such efforts require both ethical commitment and systemic change to challenge the 
neoliberal paradigm and amplify the voices of those excluded from decision-making processes. 

Power rela3ons in Tunisia’s agriculture 

 

 
Figure 6: Power rela2ons in Tunisia’s agriculture (own graphic). 

Turning to the region of my research, the Sahil region in Tunisia, women working in the agriculture 
sec:on face a wide range of challenges and opportuni:es, which are influenced by a variety of factors 
interac:ng on several levels. The figure above serves as a visualisa:on of exis:ng power rela:ons 
affec:ng women within Tunisia's agriculture in general. It is based on Holmes and Ramirez-Lopez’s 
(2023) labour hierarchy scheme on the farm (p. 51), and my own research findings on the different 
levels within the hierarchy. The aim is to visualise three different areas of power. At the individual 
micro-level (boeom), women's daily decisions regarding work, resource use, and survival are 
influenced by a range of personal, social, and economic factors and their intersec:on. At the meso-
level (middle), the structure of farms and workplaces affects women's economic par:cipa:on. In the 
Sahil region, the balance of power within the agricultural sector can influence access to resources, 
credit, and decision-making roles, poten:ally perpetua:ng exis:ng hierarchies. At the macro-level 
(top), na:onal policies and interna:onal frameworks shape the broader landscape, with laws, trade 
agreements, and development programmes having the poten:al either to empower women by 
providing resources and protec:ons, or to impose limita:ons through regulatory control. It is 
therefore important to understand these layers in their interconnectedness and with their dynamics 
if we are to gain a full picture of women's roles in agriculture – how they persist, resist, and adapt 
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within a system that is constantly shiZing. Furthermore, Gaillard (2018) argues that the analysis of 
the connec:ons between farm structure, opera:ons, and performance, and their influence on food 
security among adult women in the region is crucial, as this rela:onship is influenced by factors such 
as individual household members' incomes, and women's empowerment.  

3.3 Feminist geography and Intersec0onality   

Feminist geography, a cri:cal branch of human geography, examines the intertwined rela:onships 
between gender, space, and power, emphasising how social categories intersect to perpetuate 
inequali:es. Emerging from feminist theory, it challenges tradi:onal geographic frameworks that 
oZen priori:se male-centred perspec:ves, such as trade or geopoli:cs, while neglec:ng the domes:c 
sphere and caregiving roles commonly associated with women. By bringing gender into focus as an 
analy:cal lens, feminist geography cri:ques the masculinist bias in conven:onal approaches and 
highlights the ways in which societal norms shape spa:al dynamics (Valen:ne, 2007). 
Central to feminist geography is the concept of intersec:onality, which underscores how iden::es 
like race, gender, class, and sexuality intersect to create overlapping systems of oppression and 
privilege. Rather than trea:ng women as a homogeneous group, intersec:onality reveals the 
nuanced ways individuals, made up of all these iden::es, interact within specific spa:al and social 
contexts. For example, rural working-class women oZen face compounded challenges :ed to gender, 
class, and geographic origin, which differ significantly from those encountered by urban middle-class 
women. This framework allows feminist geographers to move beyond singular analyses of patriarchy 
to explore the interconnectedness of sexism, capitalism, and other forms of oppression (Valen:ne, 
2007). 
The spa:ality of power and inequality is another key focus of feminist geography, highligh:ng how 
geographic structures, from urban design to rural labour divisions, reflect and reinforce hierarchies. 
Tradi:onal labour markets, for instance, oZen perpetuate economic inequali:es by assigning roles 
based on gendered assump:ons, such as coding physically demanding jobs as male or devaluing 
women’s work as secondary (Gregson et al., 2014; Coe et al., 2007). In rural Tunisia, for example, 
unpaid caregiving and agricultural work performed by women reinforce binary categorisa:ons of men 
as breadwinners and women as homemakers, revealing how patriarchy and capitalism intersect to 
sustain systemic inequali:es (Gregson et al., 2014). 
Feminist geography also explores embodied geographies, examining how spa:al arrangements shape 
physical and emo:onal experiences. A woman naviga:ng a poorly lit urban street at night and risking 
harassment, for instance, embodies the lived reality of gendered power dynamics in public spaces 
(Hyndman, 2001). Similarly, the globalised feminisa:on of labour, such as women taking on 
precarious domes:c work roles in wealthier na:ons, demonstrates how economic and spa:al 
inequali:es converge to exploit marginalised groups (Coe et al., 2007). 
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Through its intersec:onal lens, feminist geography not only cri:ques systemic inequali:es, but also 
iden:fies avenues for resistance and empowerment. Marginalised groups, par:cularly women, are 
ac:vely challenging spa:al injus:ces through grassroots ac:vism and community organising. For 
example, women in low-income neighbourhoods are reclaiming public spaces by advoca:ng for safer 
urban environments or crea:ng informal networks for economic survival (Oberhauser, 2008). 

Thus, the overall scien:fic aim of this thesis is to connect feminist geography and the concept of 
power rela:ons with the lived experiences of women in Tunisian agriculture, challenging binary and 
Western-centred narra:ves of development. By focusing on 'what women experience and need', this 
thesis seeks to uncover the mul:faceted ways in which gender and power intersect within the 
agricultural sector. But, instead of seeing women only as vic:ms of social inequali:es, as some 
authors do, it sheds a light on the unique and ac:ve roles women play in naviga:ng their 
circumstances, also referred to as women’s agency. In par:cular, it shows how binary categorisa:ons 
such as 'breadwinner' and 'homemaker' fail to capture the complexity of Tunisian women's roles, as 
they oZen embody both simultaneously. 
Based on my own research findings, the vulnerabili:es and insecuri:es inscribed in rural livelihoods, 
characterised by seasonal work, are further analysed. By focusing on the skills, resources and 
ac:vi:es essen:al to livelihoods, it aims to unravel how social categories are lived and experienced 
in dynamic and mul:faceted ways. The ul:mate aim is to advance geographical thinking by 
interroga:ng the rela:onships between mul:ple intersec:ng iden::es and how they are con:nually 
made, unmade and remade in fluid and oZen precarious contexts of power rela:ons. This approach 
underscores the importance of understanding each woman's experience as unique and contributes 
to a broader discourse on equity and social jus:ce.  

3.4 Posi0onality  

As a researcher, my posi:onality is shaped by a variety of factors, including my social iden:ty, cultural 
background, educa:onal experiences and personal values. Acknowledging these influences is crucial 
to understanding how they shape my perspec:ve and interac:ons within my field of study. 

Social iden:ty and cultural background 

I am a cisgender woman of mixed origin, born to a Swiss mother and a Tunisian father. I grew up in a 
racially and socio-economically mixed neighbourhood in Zurich and was exposed to a wide range of 
cultural prac:ces and socio-economic reali:es. This and my bicultural upbringing have given me a 
unique perspec:ve on issues of ethnicity, iden:ty and inequality. My personal experiences in dealing 
with different cultural contexts have sharpened my sensi:vity to the nuances of intersec:onality and 
the complex interplay of different social iden::es. 

Educa:onal experiences 
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My educa:onal path took me to the University of Zurich, where I successfully studied geography and 
Arabic to the bachelor‘s degree. My academic training in human geography and social sciences has 
strengthened my commitment to understanding and addressing inequali:es in different areas and 
stages of life. It has also provided me with a theore:cal framework and methodological tools to 
support my research, par:cularly in the areas of social jus:ce/injus:ce and equality/inequality.  

Personal values and beliefs 

My commitment to social jus:ce is deeply rooted in my personal values and beliefs. I believe in the 
fundamental dignity and worth of all individuals and am driven by a desire to contribute to a more 
just and inclusive society. This concern  informs my approach to research, leading me to priori:se 
par:cipatory methods that empower marginalised communi:es and amplify their voices. I am 
par:cularly drawn to qualita:ve research methods that allow for a deeper explora:on of lived 
experiences and the complexi:es of human behaviour. For this reason, the analysis within this thesis 
is informed by frameworks taken from feminist geography and the concept of power rela:ons.  

Posi:onality in research 

In my field research, I am aware of the power dynamics that exist between researchers and 
par:cipants, especially when working with vulnerable popula:ons. I strive to mi:gate these 
imbalances through a reflexive approach, constantly examining my own biases and assump:ons. I am 
commieed to ethical research prac:ces that respect the autonomy and agency of par:cipants and 
seek to create spaces where their stories and perspec:ves are valued and appreciated. 

My posi:oning as a researcher is a dynamic and evolving aspect of my iden:ty. It is shaped by 
constant self-reflec:on and engagement with different perspec:ves. By acknowledging and 
expressing my posi:onality, I aim to conduct research that is not only rigorous and credible, but also 
socially responsible and transforma:ve. 

For this master’s thesis in par:cular, I believe it has been an advantage to have personal experience 
of the socio-cultural aspects of Tunisia as a half-Tunisian, Arabic-speaking woman, and to be able to 
assess, to some extent, the relevance of norms and values to the lives of the women working in 
Tunisia’s agriculture. 
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4. Methodology  

For this Master thesis, I applied the following methods: 

4.1 Literature research 

Literature in English, German, French and Arabic was compara:vely analysed and discussed. This 
literature focused on women working in the agricultural sector of Tunisia as part of the MENA region 
and the mul:ple factors that shape their working condi:ons. The analysis was guided by two key focal 
points: first, the clima:c condi:ons and agricultural dynamics in the Mediterranean and MENA 
regions, and second, the livelihoods and inequali:es experienced by women in these areas. It is 
hoped that the findings will provide a basis for a deeper understanding of the reali:es faced by 
women working in agriculture in the governorates of Monas=r and Sousse in the Central East of 
Tunisia. 
This thesis addresses a significant research gap in scien:fic literature by shedding light on the under-
researched intersec:onality of gender, agriculture and socio-environmental condi:ons in the region. 
By combining the theore:cal concepts explained in chapter 3 with the findings of own field research, 
it provides valuable insights into the challenges and inequali:es faced by women working in the 
agricultural sector as well as their prospects for the near future, offering a nuanced perspec:ve on a 
cri:cal but oZen overlooked issue. 

4.2 Data collec0on 

4.2.1 Geographical localisa0on 

The study lasted five months and included three separate field trips of roughly 2 weeks each in 
January, February and May 2024. This approach allowed for the observa:on of different agricultural 
seasons in the governorates of Sousse and Monas=r in Tunisia's Sahil region in the Central East of the 
country. This area is known for its fruit and vegetable produc:on on small and medium-sized farms, 
which rely heavily on the labour of Tunisian women, but has been significantly under-researched by 
academics. Only two studies3 included the governorate of Sousse, and none included Monas=r. This, 
and the fact that I am originally from the city of Monas=r and have rela:ons there, led me to choose 
these two regions for my fieldwork. 

 
3 Bensaad, 2019 & Al-Atar, 2023 
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4.2.2 Facebook  

Facebook plays a central role in this research, both as a source of data and as a context for 
understanding social and poli:cal dynamics in Tunisia. Its widespread use, interac:ve capabili:es and 
unique features make it an indispensable plahorm for examining how digital technologies influence 
social behaviour, collec:ve ac:on, informa:on distribu:on and educa:on and training opportuni:es. 
In Tunisia, Facebook is the most popular social networking plahorm, reaching a penetra:on rate of 
22.49% in 2011, with 1.5 million users already ac:ve in 2010 (Malin, 2010; Alhindi et al., 2012). This 
is significant given that Tunisian internet users at the :me of the surveys were predominantly young 
(over 60% under the age of 25) and socially and poli:cally highly engaged, with many using Facebook 
as their primary means of communica:on and organisa:on. The plahorm's introduc:on of an Arabic 
interface in 2009 further expanded its accessibility, opening the digital sphere to a wider demographic 
(Malin, 2010). 
Facebook's demographic reach extends beyond individuals to include the public sphere, for example 
businesses, poli:cal actors and ac:vists. Its func:ons as a poli:cal tool, informa:on plahorm, and 
media outlet are par:cularly relevant to this study (Marzouki et al., 2012). For businesses, Facebook 
is essen:al for communica:on and marke:ng, reflec:ng its broader social integra:on. These 
dimensions make Facebook not just a social network, but a cri:cal node for understanding Tunisia's 
digital landscape (L:fi, 2014). 
Facebook's role during the Arab Spring, par:cularly the 2011 Tunisian revolu:on, underscores its 
importance to this research. As a decentralised plahorm not controlled by government, Facebook 
provided an accessible, non-hierarchical means of collec:ve communica:on and ac:on. It enabled 
the rapid distribu:on of informa:on, facilitated the organisa:on of protests, and created a public 
sphere for the exchange of ideas and the inspira:on of ac:vism (Alhindi, et al., 2012). 
The plahorm's ability to amplify emo:onal density – allowing individuals to experience others' 
percep:ons of events – played a key role in mobilising ci:zens. For example, the self-immola:on of 
Mohamed Bouazizi in December 2010 triggered widespread protests because the organisa:onal 
infrastructure and social networks on Facebook were already in place (Alhindi et al., 2012). These 
dynamics illustrate how Facebook can accelerate the flow of informa:on and emo:ons, foster 
collec:ve consciousness and enable leaderless revolu:ons (Marzouki et al., 2012). 
In addi:on to its role as a tool for poli:cal mobilisa:on, Facebook func:ons as a cri:cal plahorm for 
informa:on exchange. The quality and credibility of informa:on shared directly influences user 
engagement, with credible sources promo:ng sustained use and trust in the plahorm (L:fi, 2014). 
This aspect is par:cularly relevant to this research, as it sheds light on how individuals evaluate and 
interact with informa:on in a digital environment. 
The plahorm also offers a wealth of user-generated contents, providing insights into public sen:ment 
and collec:ve behaviour. During the Tunisian revolu:on, Facebook emerged as a key medium for 
sharing uncensored videos and images, providing a counter-narra:ve to state-controlled media. This 
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dual func:on as a communica:on tool and alterna:ve media plahorm underscores its transforma:ve 
poten:al in shaping public discourse and facilita:ng social change (Alhindi, et al., 2012). 
While Facebook provides a rich source of data for this research, it is crucial to address ethical 
considera:ons. The decentralised nature of social media plahorms such as Facebook makes them 
vulnerable to surveillance and manipula:on, par:cularly in authoritarian contexts. As such, this 
research adopts a cri:cal perspec:ve that acknowledges both the empowering and poten:ally 
exploita:ve aspects of digital media (Alhindi, et al., 2012). Al-Aear's (2023) findings are clear: the 
majority of women working in Tunisia's agricultural sector have lost the desire to speak to the media 
and civil society. Despite extensive media coverage, no advantage was brought to them, and their 
iden:ty was shown all over the country. 
Furthermore, the collec:on and analysis of Facebook data must respect user privacy and ensure that 
findings are presented responsibly. This includes contextualising the data within its social and cultural 
framework to avoid misrepresenta:on and misinterpreta:on. The significance of Facebook for this 
research lies in its mul:faceted role as a social, poli:cal and informa:on plahorm (Alhindi, et al., 
2012). 

4.2.3 Semi-structured interviews 

For the fieldwork, a qualita:ve interview guide was developed, and revised several :mes, specifically 
direc:ng at women working in the fruit and vegetable sector in the governorates of Monas=r and 
Sousse, Tunisia (for the interview ques:onnaire see Appendix, p. 151 to 157 of this thesis). Based on 
Helfferich's (2019) theore:cal approach, the guide combines narra:ve explora:on of par:cipants' 
experiences with targeted, guideline-driven ques:ons. The aim was to gain a deeper understanding 
of women workers' livelihoods and working condi:ons seen from their perspec:ves. Some of the 
ques:ons have been aligned with those used in online interviews in other studies to allow for 
comparison of findings across different regions of Tunisia. 
As a cornerstone of qualita:ve research, semi-structured interviews provide a structured yet 
adaptable framework for collec:ng detailed and meaningful data. They balance prepared ques:ons 
with the flexibility to follow the natural flow of conversa:on, allowing for the explora:on of complex 
issues while remaining aligned with the research objec:ves (Ma�ssek et al., 2013). 
According to Flick (2011), the guided interview format is more focused than open-ended discussions 
and,  especially in its problem-centred variant (Lamnek, 2010), incorporates theore:cal concepts into 
a flexible guide. The guide acts as a pre-planned structure, outlining key issues in interrelated sec:ons 
without being overly fixed. This ensures that the interviews address core societal or theore:cal 
concerns while leaving room for spontaneous discussion (Ma�ssek, 2013). 
For this study, the interview guide was carefully prepared in Arabic to ensure effec:ve 
communica:on. Wherever possible, standardised structures were used to enhance comparability, 
and simple yes/no ques:ons were avoided unless they were paired with follow-up ques:ons. 
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Effec:ve semi-structured interviews rely on ac:ve listening, cultural awareness and a pa:ent, non-
judgmental approach. A focus on understanding the par:cipant's perspec:ve involves interpre:ng 
verbal and nonverbal cues such as tone, pauses, and body language. For example, pauses are seen as 
moments of reflec:on rather than disengagement, and oZen provide valuable insights (Helfferich, 
2011). Contextual details – such as the interview se�ng, par:cipants' behaviour and environmental 
factors – were documented in a research diary, supplemented by photographs, which, however, due 
to the protec:on of the dialogue partners, do not provide any iden::es for deeper analysis. 
The interviewer's role is to guide the conversa:on while allowing par:cipants the freedom to share 
their experiences. This involves using guiding ques:ons to introduce new topics and sustaining 
ques:ons to keep the narra:ve flowing. Closing ques:ons such as "Is there anything else you'd like 
to add?" allow par:cipants to share addi:onal insights, while acknowledging poten:al fa:gue in 
longer interviews (Helfferich, 2011). 
Par:cipants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Specific geographical areas 
were visited and links were made through local networks, oZen facilitated by rela:ves and 
acquaintances of the author of this thesis who knew farmers. While this approach provided access, it 
also introduced selec:on bias, poten:ally limi:ng the diversity of perspec:ves. Expert par:cipants 
were recruited through a more formalised process, with interview guides shared in advance to ensure 
clarity and preparedness. 
Expert interviews were designed to trigger specialist knowledge, contextualised by professional 
experience, to serve as a reference point for interpre:ng broader findings. Challenges such as 
reluctance to share cri:cal opinions or straying off topic were addressed by avoiding overly sensi:ve 
or irrelevant ques:ons and maintaining a neutral tone throughout the interviews (Ma�ssek, 2013). 
Cultural and situa:onal factors played an important role in shaping the dynamics of the interviews. 
Non-verbal cues such as gestures and eye contact were context dependent and not interpreted 
directly. Instead, greater emphasis was placed on vocal elements such as tone, pace and pauses, as 
well as emo:onal expressions such as laughter or sighs, which oZen conveyed addi:onal meaning. 
Recognising that par:cipants' truths were situa:onal, the interviewer avoided judgmental ques:ons 
such as "Why?" and instead used open-ended prompts to encourage detailed, subjec:ve narra:ves 
(Helfferich, 2011). 
The interviews were carefully documented. Detailed logs recorded contextual factors such as the 
par:cipant's appearance, es:mated age, and interview se�ng. Brief pre- and post-interview notes 
provided addi:onal situa:onal insights and reflec:ons and formed a crucial part of the analy:cal 
process. The data were later coded4 to iden:fy paeerns and themes relevant to the research 
ques:ons. 

 
4 With MAXQDA24 
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In total, I conducted 14 interviews (one-to-one and group interviews). The interviewees included two 
male employers, a male expert, the director of the agricultural training centre in Jemmal, a female 
expert, the head of the rural women's monitoring unit within the agricultural development 
delega:on, and 16 Tunisian women involved in fruit and vegetable produc:on. The interviews with 
the women workers were conducted either in the back seat of my own car or during lunch breaks at 
the agricultural site. My interviewees chose their preferred loca:on from the two. It is important to 
note that I made it clear in advance that no male employers or workers were to be within earshot. 
The reasons why interviews were not conducted at the women’s home, at my home or in a café are 
as follows: None of the interviewees invited me, and in order to avoid them having to accommodate 
me with the culturally expected hospitality, I did not men:on this op:on myself. I did not invite them 
to my home because all the interviewees were either under :me pressure during their break or :red 
aZer work and eager to go home. The reason for not conduc:ng the interview in a café was firstly 
that the women were at or coming from work, so naturally their clothes were dirty and sweaty. 
Secondly, I wanted to make sure that my interviewees felt free to express themselves avoiding the 
risk of other people overhearing our conversa:on. So, I did not expect them to appreciate a public 
place.  
The interview with the employers was conducted on their farm in the early evening aZer work. The 
interviews with the experts were conducted in their offices at the Ministry of Agriculture, Water 
Resources and Fisheries in Monas=r and at the training centre in Jemmal, at a :me of their choosing.    
All par:cipants agreed to have their interviews digitally recorded. The interviews lasted on average 
30 minutes with a range from 11 to 60 minutes, resul:ng in a total of 8 hours of recorded material. 
The interviews were conducted in Tunisian dialect, with the experts occasionally speaking in a mixture 
of Arabic and French. The recordings were transcribed and translated into English by hand in 
accordance with the ethical guidelines of the University of Zurich. 

4.2.4 Ethics 

Throughout the study, par:cipants' anonymity and confiden:ality were rigorously protected. 
Iden:fying informa:on was excluded from transcripts and data storage, and non-verbal 
communica:on was only noted when it did not compromise privacy. Par:cipants were fully informed 
of the purpose and aims of the Master's thesis prior to the interviews. Their par:cipa:on was en:rely 
voluntary and they were free to withdraw at any :me. All transla:ons were done in person and 
thoroughly checked for accuracy. 
Ethical considera:ons were fundamental to this qualita:ve research, par:cularly given its focus on 
human dialogue partners. The study adhered to the principles of respect, cultural sensi:vity and 
fairness. Informed consent, anonymity, reflexivity and awareness of power dynamics were priori:sed 
throughout the interview process. Verbal consent was obtained by taking into account the varying 
literacy levels of the par:cipants and the cultural context in which wrieen consent was less valued. 
Respect for cultural preferences was integral; all par:cipants explicitly requested that photographs 
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only from the far could be included and names must be excluded, a condi:on that was strictly adhered 
to. 
Interview guides were shared in advance with the experts from the Ministry and the training centre 
in Jemmal to ensure that only comfortable and appropriate ques:ons were asked. This approach 
fostered trust, encouraged openness and respected par:cipants' autonomy and boundaries 
(Ma�ssek et al., 2013). Reflexivity, as outlined by Vorbrugg et al. (2021), played a key role in the 
research, acknowledging that knowledge is always co-constructed and shaped by the posi:onality of 
the researcher. The impact of my iden:ty, background and social posi:onality, as outlined in chapter 
3.4 of this thesis, on my interac:ons with the par:cipants was cri:cally examined in order to uphold 
ethical research standards. 
The interplay of gender, social status (class belonging) and cultural differences influenced how 
par:cipants perceived me and our interac:ons. Ac:ve listening, crea:ng a suppor:ve environment 
and demonstra:ng genuine curiosity, encouraged par:cipants to share their experiences openly. The 
concept of embodied knowledge and skills, which values lived experiences and emo:ons in shaping 
understanding, was integrated into the analysis. Emo:ons such as discomfort or hesita:on were 
contextualised rather than dismissed (Vorbrugg et al., 2021). 
Recognising the inherent power imbalances in the researcher-par:cipant rela:onship was another 
key aspect which shaped the ethical framework of this study. Par:cipants' agency was respected by 
incorpora:ng their concerns and feedback into the research design. Interviews were conducted at 
:mes and loca:ons convenient to par:cipants, with trusted intermediaries providing ini:al 
explana:ons to ensure clarity and comfort. In keeping with cultural norms, male rela:ves or female 
acquaintances of mine oZen facilitated ini:al contacts, avoiding external pressure or disrup:on to 
cultural prac:ces. All par:cipants were treated as collabora:ve dialogue partners rather than subjects 
(Ma�ssek et al., 2013). 
The experts and employers were given a small giZ (Swiss chocolate) in apprecia:on of their :me. All 
16 workers were paid for their :me, 10 TND (Tunisian Dinar) for the short ques:onnaire and 20 TND 
for the regular ques:onnaire, which lasted 30 to 50 minutes. The payment corresponded to a daily 
wage. The decision to pay the par:cipants was made in full awareness that in ethical research 
guidelines this could be seen as a manifesta:on of a top-down power imbalance. However, aZer the 
first interview, the interviewee was asked what working women would most appreciate as a form of 
valida:on, with op:ons such as chocolate, train :ckets, supermarket or pharmacy vouchers, or 
money. As women struggle daily with their low wages, I was advised to give a day's wage.  
Despite the crea:on of a posi:ve and neutral interview se�ng, the assurance of anonymity and 
voluntary par:cipa:on, the jargon-free interview conduct and ac:ve listening in favour of the 
par:cipants' open speaking, this study also has limita:ons and is aware of them. Recruitment oZen 
relied on male facilitators, a fact that may have influenced the diversity of perspec:ves. In addi:on, 
par:cipants' links to state ins:tu:ons or adherence to cultural norms may have influenced their 
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willingness to discuss cri:cal or sensi:ve issues. These challenges were carefully considered in the 
interpreta:on of the findings in order to maintain the integrity of the study. 

4.3 Data analysis 

In order to structure the interview data effec:vely, transcrip:on was followed by a systema:c coding 
process. Coding, a crucial step in qualita:ve analysis, helps to conceptualise and integrate data into 
theore:cal frameworks (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This study used a mixed methods approach, 
combining deduc:ve (concept-driven) and induc:ve (data-driven) coding. Deduc:ve codes, informed 
by the research ques:ons and exis:ng literature, aligned the analysis with established knowledge, 
while induc:ve codes emerged directly from the data, revealing unexpected paeerns or phenomena 
(Rädiker & Kuckartz, 2019). This combined strategy balanced theore:cal grounding with the flexibility 
to capture data-driven insights. 
Framework analysis was used to organise research themes into a structured matrix, summarising 
topics within systema:cally categorised themes (Rädiker & Kuckartz, 2019). The categories, 
developed as interpre:ve tools rather than fixed outcomes, ranged from factual data (e.g. age, 
educa:on) to abstract analy:cal categories like power rela:ons that acted as interpre:ve 'road signs' 
(Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2023). This structured approach provided coherence and richness to accurately 
represent the findings. 
The development of categories followed a mul:-stage process aligned with the research objec:ves. 
While most categories, such as work regularisa:ons and health risks due to various factors, were 
predefined based on the research ques:ons and exis:ng literature, others, including soZ skills, 
mental health, and programmes such as Ahmini and the training centre in Jemmal, emerged during 
the analysis to reflect specific contextual findings (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2023). Categories were 
structured hierarchically to ensure clarity and manageability in interpreta:on (Rädiker & Kuckartz, 
2019). 
During the interview analysis, inequali:es emerged as a prominent theme during the ini:al review of 
the transcripts. A codebook was developed to capture general and gender-specific inequali:es. Open 
codes were created to record visible inequali:es, such as the impact of climate change and socio-
economic factors, represen:ng common experiences. These were later refined into focused codes 
addressing significant invisible aspects such as gender roles, mental health, educa:onal level and 
social connec:ons (soZ skills).  
Qualita:ve data analysis combines interpre:ve, structural and systema:c techniques to derive 
meaningful insights. This study adopted an interpre:ve approach, which emphasises understanding 
through transcrip:on, coding, typifica:on, and interpreta:on (Ma�ssek et al., 2013). Interviews 
conducted in Tunisian Arabic were transcribed and directly translated into English, a :me-consuming 
process that required full concentra:on. Transcrip:ons included :mestamps and interpre:ve 
nota:ons such as tone, emphasis, and external interac:ons. Pauses were marked with [...] and 
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inaudible sec:ons were labelled 'mumbled' in order to preserve context and minimise bias. The data 
were then coded and organised into systema:c categories. 
To deepen the analysis, qualita:ve contrasts were applied to compare statements across cases and 
groups, revealing paeerns and differences in responses (Rädiker & Kuckartz, 2019). In addi:on, code 
configura:on analysis explored mul:dimensional paeerns by examining the co-occurrence of codes 
within the same segments or documents. This layered approach enriched the analysis and highlighted 
complex rela:onships within the data. 

5. Quan<ta<ve results and limita<ons 

 
Figure 7: Localisa2on of 14 interviews (OpenStreetMap, 2024). 

It turned out from the field research that women workers in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture 
were a heterogeneous group with different ages, marital statuses and backgrounds. However, for all 
respondents, the situa:on is generally fragile and unstable. 
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Figure 8: Age of female interview partners (own graphic).  

Figure 9: Popula2on Pyramid, 2021 (Ins, 2022). 

The average age of the 16 female interviewees in this study was approximately 51.4 years. The age 
distribu:on among them largely mirrored the popula:on structure, with the smallest representa:on 
found among women in their twen:es and those over seventy. The study conducted by the FTDES 
surveyed 500 women across ten governorates, yielding comparable results regarding the age 
distribu:on. The study found that 8% of the par:cipants were below the age of 18, 21% fell within 
the 18 to 40 age bracket, 61% were between 40 and 60 years of age, and 10% were above 60 (Al-
Aear, 2023). However, while the general popula:on pyramid (see Figure 9) typically sees a 
concentra:on around 40 years, in the context of the present research, the peak was observed at 55 
years. 
Tunisia has now completed its fer:lity transi:on, but due to the rapid pace at which this shiZ 
occurred, it has significantly influenced the demographic structure. As a result, the country is facing 
an accelerated ageing process, leading to a growing propor:on of individuals over 60 and a decreasing 
ra:o of working-age to non-working individuals. Tradi:onally, elderly care has been the responsibility 
of family members, par:cularly children, but this emerging demographic trend is expected to pose 
substan:al economic and social challenges in the near future (Gas:neau, 2012). 

Most of the female dialogue partners worked more than 2/3 of their lives in agriculture and oZen 
began at a young age. The exact length though is unknown because some women couldn’t remember 
the exact age when they started working in agriculture. Some:mes they changed the governorate or 
grew up working for their father’s agricultural site.  
Among the 16 women, only one finished the Baccalauréat (BAC), yet did not complete the diploma. 
The five women who aeended primary school all dropped out aZer 3 to 6 years, and six did not 
respond because this ques:on was not asked due to :me constraints during their lunch break. 
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Figure 10: Educa2onal level of female interview partners (own graphic)5 

The FTDES report revealed a similar distribu:on, with 29% of surveyed women having received no 
educa:on, 49% having only received a primary educa:on, 12% having completed a BAC, and 10% 
having obtained a university diploma. With regard to marital status, the report showed that 2% were 
not married, 55% were married, 14% were widowed, and 4% were divorced (Al-Aear, 2023). 
In the course of the study, it was revealed that 50% of the female interview partners were married, 
whilst a further 25% had been widowed, therefore relying on their own working ability to support 
themselves financially. It was also noted that two women, despite being married, lived apart from 
their husbands. One par:cipant elaborated on the dynamics of her rela:onship, ci:ng her husband's 
residence in Europe as a contribu:ng factor to their unfulfilled marital and divorce documents in 
progress. The second woman had separated from her husband due to his alcoholism and aggressive 
behaviour, following his several years of living in Europe illegally.  
The two women who were not yet married also had no children. It is noteworthy that only 25% of the 
female par:cipants in the interview had more than two children, thus aligning the demographic 
structure, as previously discussed. 
 

 
5 BAC (French school system) is similar to the Swiss Matura diploma and is completed aoer 17 years of school, without 
repeXXon. 

Donia Noura Ben Khalifa
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Figure 11: Marital status of female interview partners (own graphic).   

                          Figure 12: Children of female interview partners (own graphic). 

All par:cipants (100%) stated that they work without a contract, that although their income is 
insufficient, they have to work in agriculture because of their socio-economic situa:on and the lack 
of other job opportuni:es, and that their work is seasonal. The dependence on the different seasons 
is also evident in the variety of products that the women workers plant and harvest, such as: 
tomatoes, different kind of peppers, courgeees, aubergines, cucumbers and melons inside the 
greenhouses, and potatoes, pumpkins, onions, olives, almonds, grenades, apples, cactus fruits and 
figs outdoors, supplemented by beekeeping. 
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Figure 13: Internal migra2on of female interview partners (own graphic).          

                          Figure 14: Popula2on distribu2on, 2021 (Ins, 2021). 

The women interviewed came from various regions but shared similar socio-economic backgrounds. 
Eleven of them originated from impoverished rural areas within Tunisia — two from Kef, three from 
Kairouan, and six from Kasserine — before reloca:ng to the governorates of Monas=r and Sousse in 
search of agricultural work. They unanimously described the economic condi:ons in their hometowns 
as even more challenging, with limited to no employment opportuni:es. In contrast, four women 
from Kroussia, already recognised for its agricultural ac:vity, remained in their region for work, while 
the self-employed woman from Cherahil, who owns her own agricultural land, did not need to 
migrate. 
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The FTDES report clearly demonstrated that only 10% of the surveyed female workers in the 
agricultural sector came from the city; 90% came from rural parts of whom a total of 700,000 women 
origina:ng from the governorate of Kairouan. The deteriora:on of infrastructure, economic and social 
fragility were iden:fied as the primary push factor (Al-Aear, 2023). 
This paeern of movement from the country’s interior to the coastal areas aligns with data collected 
by the Na:onal Ins:tute of Sta:s:cs on popula:on distribu:on in 2021. The central-western region, 
the poorest in Tunisia, has a poverty rate exceeding 32%, that is nearly three :mes higher than that 
of coastal areas. In comparison, the highest poverty threshold in Tunis is only 14%, highligh:ng stark 
regional inequali:es. These dispari:es dispropor:onately affect vulnerable groups, par:cularly rural 
women, who face higher levels of economic hardship (Al-Manaei, 2016). As Al-Aear (2023) note, 
young people became increasingly reluctant to enter the workforce in financially weak and fragile 
circumstances, and join the movement to immigrate to more urban states. 
Urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) has increasingly been recognised as a viable response to food 
insecurity, unemployment, and environmental challenges (Rejeb, 2011). Addi:onally, some rural 
popula:ons reside in communal peri-urban areas, which many studies classify as part of the rural 
environment, further blurring the dis:nc:on between urban and rural se�ngs (Gueddana, 2021). 

Based on the content analysis of the interviews carried out by me, the following themes emerged:  
— Formal inequali:es such as working condi:ons, recruitment process, transporta:on, contracts, 

work regularisa:on, physical condi:ons, health risks due to climate change, and exposure to 
pes:cides, and social security.  

— Informal inequali:es such as economic condi:ons, gender inequali:es due to the ‘Patriarchal 
Bargain’, gender roles in the public and private/home space, and mental health.  

— The poten:al of resources such as educa:on and training, soZ skills and the influence of ongoing 
training programmes with a special focus on the training centre in Jemmal. 

In addi:on to my own interviews, ten further interviews with various women (Facebook, 2023; 1; 
Facebook, 2023; 2; FTDES, 2024; 1) and a report from the FTDES (Al-Atar, 2023), all focusing on their 
working condi:ons in agriculture were included in the discussion of this thesis. They were taken from 
online sources and literature from Tunisia. The following map shows the loca:ons of these and other 
researches: 
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Figure 15: Researched areas concerning the condi2ons for women working in the agricultural field (own graphic, 2024). 

Some of this literature was wrieen in Arabic or French and oZen not peer-reviewed according to UZH 
standards. Therefore, it is only included for comparison in the analysis of my own research results and 
not as a scien:fic basis. 
Some sources also covered other agricultural work (livestock, pasture, home produce) and the 
transporta:on condi:ons, but as similar vulnerabili:es were found for rural women working in 
agriculture, the findings were included in the discussion of this thesis as well. 

Limita3ons 

This Master's thesis has several theore:cal and empirical limita:ons and poten:al weaknesses that 
affect the results or generalisability of the study. Therefore, to provide transparency and clarify the 
context in which the results should be interpreted, the main limita:ons are explained below.  
One challenge arose from the insufficient scien:fic research carried out within the region and the 
applicability of the theore:cal framework. Due to the limited amount of peer-reviewed literature and 
the unique socio-economic, cultural and poli:cal landscape of Tunisia, it is difficult within the 

 
6 Tunisian NaXonal WASH Accounts (2017).  

 

Localisa)on6  Governorates 

Greater Tunis 
(capital 
region) 
  

Manouba (2) 

Northeast Nabeul, Zaghouan, Bizerte 

Northwest Jendouba (Fernana, Babouch, 
Feija Na:onal Park), Kef, Beja, 
Siliana 

Central East 
(Sahil region) 

Sousse, Mahdia, Sfax 

Central West Sidi Bouzid, Regueb, Kairouan, 
Kasserine 

Southeast Medenine, Tataouine 
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framework chosen for this study to draw compara:ve research findings from outside Tunisia and 
apply them to the working condi:ons of Tunisian women in the agricultural sector. Furthermore, 
unreliable and partly outdated na:onal sta:s:cs as well as a high number of unreported cases meant 
that sta:s:cal figures from the Na:onal Sta:s:cs Office could only be included in the discussion and 
not in the theore:cal basic research. 
In addi:on, due to the limited scope of this Master's thesis, not all phenomena covered by the 
theore:cal frameworks, such as transna:onal exchange, economic interdependence and 
interna:onal coopera:on, that further influence women's working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and 
vegetable produc:on, could be taken into account. Furthermore, , the depth of data collec:on and 
analysis was constrained by the limited :me and narrow regional focus of the field research. To fully 
capture the working condi:ons of Tunisian women in agriculture, year-round data collec:on and 
inter-regional comparisons are essen:al. The restricted dura:on of this study may have overlooked 
seasonal varia:ons or broader regional dynamics. 
This is where future research can start, as will be explained in the Outlook (see chapter 9). 
A fourth challenge stems from the limited regional focus of my research ques:on and its 
generalisability. Despite my extensive literature review and the findings from my interviews, the 
region is geographically limited to the governorates of Monas=r and Sousse, within the Sahil region 
in the Central East of Tunisia, limi:ng the applicability of the conclusions to a broader Tunisian or 
North African context.  
Another limita:on is the small sample size due to the limited availability of par:cipants. The 
comprehensiveness of the field research was limited, on the one hand, by drought resul:ng from the 
current lack of rainwater, which reduced the number of ac:ve agricultural fields producing fruits and 
vegetables. On the other hand, it was difficult to access enough par:cipants due to logis:cal issues 
such as illness, over:me or family commitments by the interview partners. In addi:on, some female 
workers were out of reach due to the unwillingness of their employer to let me speak to them. 
Although this is seen as a limita:on of this thesis, I argue that it may also reflect the precarious and 
unstructured nature of women's work in agriculture, their dependence on the employers and fear to 
lose their job. 
There were also some missed opportuni:es for expert input. Experts such as a local agribusiness 
expert working for the government, the director of Ahmini, the person in charge of SwissContact in 
Tunisia, and a young student from Sousse currently studying agriculture at the university were not 
available for consulta:on despite original commitment, so unfortunately their views could not be 
included in the study. 
Finally, some limita:ons were iden:fied in the way the interviews were conducted. Early interviews 
revealed difficul:es in elici:ng detailed narra:ves for certain ques:ons, highligh:ng the need for 
repe::ve adapta:on of the ques:onnaire. Crea:ng a pressure-free environment by emphasising the 
voluntary nature of par:cipa:on and allowing par:cipants to skip ques:ons created a comfortable 
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environment but may have influenced the depth of responses. Some ques:ons were accidentally 
repeated when asked again later in the guide due to oversight, which may have affected par:cipant 
engagement. The situa:onal use of terms, such as Hamdoullah ('Thank God'), by me occasionally felt 
contextually inappropriate but generally fostered a posi:ve rela:onship, with par:cipants trea:ng 
the researcher warmly, like a family member. In some cases, responses were uninten:onally 
confirmed or validated by findings from other interviews, which could have introduced bias into 
par:cipants' responses.  
While this Master's thesis provides valuable unique insights into women's working condi:ons in 
Tunisian agriculture, the theore:cal and empirical limita:ons outlined above should be considered 
when interpre:ng the findings. Future research should address these gaps by broadening 
geographical coverage, increasing sample size, and exploring seasonal and transna:onal influences 
on women's working condi:ons. 

6. Formal situa<on  

6.1 Labour laws 

Labour laws in the MENA region have evolved to address gender dispari:es, with nearly all countries 
enac:ng na:onal legisla:on prohibi:ng wage discrimina:on based on gender. Many have also 
commieed to interna:onal frameworks, such as the Interna:onal Labour Organisa:on’s (ILO) Decent 
Work Agenda, which promotes equal pay for equal work and emphasises principles of fairness, 
security, and social protec:on (ILO, 2015). However, significant gaps in implementa:on, enforcement, 
and monitoring persist, allowing gender gaps to remain widespread across various sectors, including 
agriculture (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
The enforcement of exis:ng laws and raising awareness among employers are cri:cal steps toward 
ensuring equal pay and improving working condi:ons for women. For rural agricultural workers, 
par:cularly women, who increasingly form the main labour force for reasons elaborated below in 
more detail (see chapter 7.1 of this thesis), this includes addressing issues such as informal 
employment, sexual harassment, and insufficient social protec:ons. The principles of decent work, 
although largely unenforced in the agricultural context, provide a framework for achieving these goals 
by advoca:ng fair treatment and improved labour rights (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
In Tunisia, labour laws offer an illustra:ve case of both progress and challenges. The country’s legal 
framework is characterised by a duality of cons:tu:onal guarantees combined with prac:cal 
difficul:es in transla:ng these guarantees into concrete benefits for rural workers, par:cularly 
women working in sectors like fruit and vegetable agriculture. While Tunisia aligns with universal 
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human rights principles7, prac:cal barriers, as elaborated later in more detail, must be overcome to 
achieve meaningful equity in the workplace. 
Overall, Conven:on No. 129 (1969) on Labour Inspec:on in Agriculture, ra:fied by Tunisia, provides 
a reliable framework for the monitoring and enforcement of labour standards in the agricultural 
sector. Its main provisions aim to safeguard workers' rights, improve their working condi:ons and 
ensure the enforcement of labour laws, thereby contribu:ng to the well-being and dignity of 
agricultural workers (ILO, 1969). The table below lists the most important rights in force for Tunisian 
women who work in the fruit and vegetable sector. 
 

Legal division Law in detail Cita:on 

Right to Work 

 

— Ar:cle 40 of the Tunisian Cons:tu:on of 2014 guarantees 
the right to work for all ci:zens, emphasising fair and 
dignified condi:ons and wages 

— The State is required to take necessary measures to 
ensure equal access to employment opportuni:es 

Laiadhi, 2021 

Right to 
Training  

 
 

— Ar:cle 39 of the Tunisian Cons:tu:on of 2014 guarantees 
the right to training for all ci:zens. 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

Minimum 
Wage and 
Salary 
Regula:ons 

— The guaranteed minimum agricultural wage is set at 
17.664 dinars per day for workers aged 18 and above, with 
addi:onal bonuses for skilled and specialized workers 

Law 768, 2022 

— Payment must be regular and legally compliant Employment 
Code, 2024 

Working 
Hours and 
Res:ng Times 

— The legal workweek is capped at 48 hours, with addi:onal 
pay for over:me 

— Workers are en:tled to 24 hours of weekly rest and 
defined paid leave periods 

Employment 
Code, 2024 
 

 
7  Most relevant Human Right’s ar4cles for Tunisian women working in the agricultural sector:  

Ar4cle 02: No discrimina4on 
Ar4cle 13: Freedom of movement and residence 

 Ar4cle 17: Right to own things 
 Ar4cle 22: Right to social security 
 Ar4cle 23: Right to work 
 Ar4cle 24: Right to rest and holiday 
 Ar4cle 25: Right of social service 

 Ar4cle 26: Right to educa4on 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Formal situa:on 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 63 

— According to the labour code an annual non-working 
holiday in agricultural ac:vity should be granted and 
suspended with pay 

Al-Manaei, 2016 

Protec:on of 
Women and 
Children 

 

— Special condi:ons govern the employment of women and 
children under 18, including rest periods and restricted 
night work 

— Labour inspectors can intervene if the work exceeds the 
child's physical capacity or involves hazardous condi:ons 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

Maternal and 
Parental 
Rights 

 

— Mothers are en:tled to 30 days of paid maternity leave, 
with an op:onal extension of 15 days upon presen:ng a 
health cer:ficate 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

— Protec:ons aim to balance workforce par:cipa:on with 
family obliga:ons 

Laiadhi, 2021 

Workplace 
Safety and 
Hygiene 

 

— Employers must provide a safe working environment, 
including necessary measures to minimise risks from 
machinery, chemicals, and other hazards 

— Workwear must be provided annually, including shirts, 
shoes, and headgear 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

Agricultural 
Worker 
Protec:ons 

— Agricultural workers have specific protec:ons, such as 
regulated transport services and safeguards against 
exploita:on 

Law 51, 2019 

Social Security — Agricultural workers are en:tled to social security 
benefits, including healthcare, maternity, disability, and 
pensions 

Law 30, 1960 

— Decrees regulate and occasionally expand these rights, 
adap:ng them to economic shiZs 

Law 32, 2002 

— “The State guarantees free treatment for those who have 
lost their support, and for those with income limits. It 
guarantees the right to social coverage” (Tunisian 
Cons:tu:on, ar:cle 38, chapter of Rights and freedoms) 

Al-Manaei, 2016 

Comba�ng 
Gender 
Discrimina:on 

— Ar:cle 46 of the Cons:tu:on mandates the State to 
protect and promote women's rights, ensuring parity in 
elected assemblies and measures to end violence against 
women 

Laiadhi, 2021 
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 — Law Nr. 58 (2017) addresses gender-based violence, 
highligh:ng preven:on, punishment, and vic:m support. 

Law Nr. 58, 2017 

Child Labour 
Regula:ons 

 

— Employment is generally restricted to individuals aged 16 
and below. However, children aged 14 can work under 
specific condi:ons, provided it does not interfere with 
their educa:on 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

Termina:on 
of 
Employment 

 

— Contracts must include defined start and end dates, along 
with clear terms for termina:on 

— Workers absent due to illness or force majeure retain 
employment rights for up to three months, ensuring job 
security in emergencies 

Employment 
Code, 2024 

Right to 
Collec:ve 
Bargaining 

 

— Ar:cle 35 and 36 of the Tunisian Cons:tu:on states that 
"freedom to form par:es, unions and associa:ons is 
guaranteed" and "the right to strike, is guaranteed..." 

Al-Manaei, 2016 

— Labour unions play a significant role in nego:a:ng fair 
wages and working condi:ons, fostering intergroup 
solidarity 

— The cons:tu:on encourages collec:ve ac:on to address 
workplace inequali:es 

Laiadhi, 2021 

— The Law 2020-30 on social and solidarity economy aims to 
achieve social jus:ce and a fair distribu:on of wealth, as 
well as formalising the informal economy 

Gueddana, 2021 

 
To gain a comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by women in Tunisia’s agricultural 
sector, this chapter draws on French and Arabic literature, much of which is not peer-reviewed and 
has therefore not been included in the state of research above. These sources, combined with a 
compara:ve analysis of my own findings, provide a nuanced perspec:ve on the formal and informal 
inequali:es that con:nue to shape rural women’s experiences. By examining the structural barriers 
causing many of these inequali:es, the discussion seeks to highlight the reasons for the persistent 
marginalisa:on of women and the urgent need for policy reforms and societal shiZs that recognise, 
protect, and fairly compensate their labour. 
This analysis is grounded in the theore:cal frameworks explained in the first part of this thesis that 
explore power rela:ons, intersec:onal inequali:es, and spa:al dimensions at different levels (see 
chapters 3.2 and 3.3). On a micro-scale (for the three levels exemplified as areas of power, see p. 42 
of this thesis), the focus is on individual resources and agency, examining how women navigate 
constraints and opportuni:es within their immediate environment. At the meso-scale, the role of 
farms and workplaces is considered, shedding light on how labour structures and social hierarchies 
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impact women’s economic par:cipa:on. Finally, at the macro-scale, systemic forces, including 
na:onal policies, economic condi:ons, and broader socio-poli:cal dynamics, are analysed to 
illustrate the interconnected factors shaping women’s roles in agriculture. 
Through this mul:-layered approach, the chapter aims to not only expose exis:ng dispari:es but also 
explore poten:al pathways toward greater inclusion and empowerment. Recognising women as key 
actors in Tunisia’s agricultural and economic landscape is crucial to fostering sustainable and 
equitable development in the sector. 

6.2 Formal inequali0es 

Due to weak oversight, irregular labour inspec:ons, and insufficient legal protec:ons the 
effec:veness of Tunisia’s progressive labour laws is limited (Laiadhi, 2021).  
Women workers in the country’s agricultural sector con:nue to face systemic barriers (Bajec, 2020) 
and experience inequality on mul:ple levels, both formally and informally. Legally, they struggle with 
restricted access to land ownership, financial resources, and decision-making processes, reinforcing 
their dependency on men and limi:ng their economic mobility (Najjar & Baruah, 2024). Government 
programmes designed to support farmers frequently exclude women from training opportuni:es or 
confine them to low-paying seasonal jobs with liele long-term security. Socially, entrenched 
patriarchal norms further restrict their autonomy, leaving many to work in informal condi:ons 
without contracts and fair wages (Al-Manaei, 2016). 
Although women now make up 70% of Tunisia’s agricultural workforce, for reasons explained in 
chapter 2.2.6, only 18% are officially registered, meaning that the vast majority remain in precarious 
employment with no access to formal labour protec:ons (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources 
and Fisheries, 2022). Their par:cipa:on in the economy does not necessarily translate into greater 
agency; instead, they remain dependent on male landowners or intermediaries, reinforcing exis:ng 
power hierarchies. Climate change has further exacerbated these inequali:es, as rural women lack 
access to the resources necessary to adapt to droughts, soil degrada:on, and water shortages — 
factors that dispropor:onately impact their ability to sustain agricultural livelihoods (Najjar & Baruah, 
2024). 
The socio-poli:cal shiZs following the Arab Spring and the COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated 
these challenges. While rural women played a crucial role in maintaining food supply chains 
throughout the crisis, their labour condi:ons deteriorated as economic instability increased and 
access to healthcare and social protec:ons became even more limited (Bajec, 2020). Despite their 
resilience, their work remains largely invisible in na:onal and interna:onal sta:s:cs, preven:ng them 
from being adequately considered in policy making for economic development (FAO, 2023). 
The historical trajectory of Tunisia’s agricultural sector has also shaped the formal inequali:es faced 
by rural women today. The socialist modernisa:on efforts of the 1960s and 1970s led to the crea:on 
of large agricultural coopera:ves, which, while intended to improve efficiency, oZen resulted in small-
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scale farmers losing their land and access to essen:al produc:on resources (Brandenburg, 2024). This 
legacy of land dispossession con:nues to limit women’s financial independence, leaving them with 
few op:ons beyond precarious and exploita:ve work under no or unstable contracts. 
Due to high urban unemployment and limited state support, many have no choice but to accept low-
paid jobs under harsh working condi:ons, oZen exceeding the legal limits of nine hours per day and 
extending up to 13 hours in periods of extreme weather (Brandenburg, 2024). Their economic 
dependence further reduces their bargaining power. In addi:on, broader economic pressures — such 
as rising costs for water, fodder, and fer:lisers — intensify these hardships, as landowners oZen shiZ 
financial burdens onto workers, and so deepening the cycle of exploita:on (Brandenburg, 2024). 

6.2.1 Working condi0ons  

6.2.1.1 Recruitment process 

It is important to note that the recruitment process for women in Tunisia's agricultural sector is largely 
informal and unregulated. It appears that, in contrast to other employment sectors, agricultural work 
does not fall under official job opportunity frameworks, which regreeably leaves women without 
access to structured hiring processes. According to Al-Manaei (2016), for instance, in Sidi Bouzid, 
women were reported to have secured their employment exclusively through kinship networks and 
private agreements, rather than through formal employment offices.  
This informal and unregulated recruitment process reported in literature appears to align with my 
own research findings. All of my dialogue partners, the two experts, the two employers, and all the 
sixteen female workers confirmed that they found their agricultural work op:ons through social 
connec:ons to other women, employers or kins. 

“I find them from before. They come and ask for work. They come to the agricultural sight. And 
when you know a woman, women normally know each other, you just tell her ‘I have work for 1 

week, if you know another woman call her’. They know each other, it’s like a circle. And I also call my 
friend who also employs women and if he has no work he just sends them to me. He needs them for 

tomorrow and the day a.er, and then I need them for two days. The employees go round in this 
area” (Employer2, Pos. 65). 

This reliance on personal connec:ons for employment limits opportuni:es for those without strong 
social :es or soZ skills (see chapter 2.3.3 in this thesis) while also exposing workers to poten:al 
exploita:on, as there are no formal legal protec:ons.  

“… But not regularly, 3 days with him and then 4 days with another, exhaus=ng”   
(W83, Pos. 28). 

 
8 W = Woman 
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There seems to be a division between permanent and temporary workers, which could perhaps be 
seen as a reason for the  precarious nature of women's employment in agriculture. It is es:mated 
that only around 15.1% of female agricultural workers have permanent posi:ons, with the majority 
being hired on a temporary basis (Bensaad, 2019). This corresponds to a certain extent with the 18% 
that are officially registered. 
 

 
Figure 16: Sta2s2cs of agricultural work in Monas2r (region) (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2016-2017). 

The sta:s:cs above from 2016 to 2017 provide further insight into the number of women working in 
the agricultural sector (vegetable, fruit tree) of the governorate of Monas=r. It becomes obvious that 
women appear to work significantly more as seasonal than as permanent workers. It is also interes:ng 
to note that there appears to be a significantly higher propor:on of women working within the family 
unit than as employees, leaving them within the patriarchal system with limited decision-making 
power. This finding corresponds with findings from the literature research and emphasises the 
importance of social (family) networks in finding a job It is important to note, however, that this 
sta:s:cs only take into account part of the agricultural workforce in the governorate of Monas=r. It 
excludes many women, such as the self-sufficient woman I interviewed near Cherahil, who was 
working alone on her father's land. This point was also highlighted by the expert from the Ministry of 
Agriculture, who kindly provided me with the sta:s:cs in ques:on, albeit without any official cita:on. 
She explained that most of these numbers were conducted through in-person visits by herself and 
her team. 
It is important to acknowledge that many of these women accept such working condi:ons due to 
economic necessity, with few viable alterna:ves available to them. Employers are known to favour 
younger women, typically under the age of 40, for their perceived physical endurance, while avoiding 
hiring educated women or trained agricultural specialists in order to keep wages low. According to 
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employer 2, women working in the agricultural sector can learn without having studied, which is seen 
as a posi:ve aspect. They learn how to harvest a tomato by experience, as it should be easy to 
understand (Pos. 157). This preference may uninten:onally exclude women with formal training or 
higher educa:on, which could inadvertently contribute to the devalua:on of their skills and 
contribu:ons in the sector (Bensaad, 2019). The ministries' expert also noted the tendency to rely on 
a woman's 'suitability', highligh:ng the need for a more inclusive and equitable approach.  

“They want them of course young and not pregnant. He, the one employing them, he’s 
choosing/picking them out, because she, the woman is just dependent to work. That’s how it is” 

(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 13). 

It is fair to say that agricultural work can be inconsistent and unstable for many, with numerous 
women working as daily or seasonal labourers on large farms, oZen shiZing between different 
employers. Subject to informal recruitment methods and without steady employment, these women 
may find themselves in a cycle of economic insecurity, unable to plan for long-term stability or 
nego:ate beeer working condi:ons (Bajec, 2020).  
It is interes:ng to note that none of the women with whom I had the opportunity to speak were 
recruited through or in contact with an intermediary, also called samsar in Tunisian dialect. Research 
suggests that such intermediaries play a role in the distribu:on of women between farmers, thereby 
regula:ng supply and demand. This suggests that women working in fruit and vegetable agriculture 
in Tunisia's Sahil region may not be as dependent on male intermediaries as women living in remoter 
rural areas with longer, and much more unsafe distances to their workplace. 

“He’s our neighbour…. Expect from this farmer we don’t go anywhere else. Only with him. His place 
is our place” (W18/W19 _onlineInterviews, Pos. 84). 

Addi:onally, many of my dialogue partners ascribed themselves decision-making power to choose 
their own workplace, where and with whom they feel most comfortable. They expressed a preference 
for being ac:vely involved in the selec:on of their work, rather than being chosen without having any 
input into the decision (W11, Pos. 56). According to Woman1, they support each other in avoiding 
exploita:ve work arrangements (Pos. 82/133), which suggests that the social connec:ons may be 
important in preven:ng exploita:on and enabling individuals to choose to leave 'bad' employers and 
stay with 'good' ones for many seasons (W8 & W9, Pos. 156/157). But there are also women who can 
arrange themselves well, as Woman16 tes:fies: 

“Whoever calls me I’ll go to him. I don’t dislike anyone I work with everyone. Everyone is good with 
me. I work and get paid. That’s about it. Importantly that everything gets on well. And truthfully 

they really like me (laughing). So when someone likes and accepts me I work with him”  
(W16, Pos. 34). 
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It has been observed that there appears to be a higher demand for female workers during the harvest 
season than the number of actual applica:ons (Employer1, Pos. 37 & Employer2, Pos. 40). This could 
poten:ally have a further posi:ve effect on women's ability to decide on their workplace, as the 
harvest is :me-sensi:ve and must be completed on :me.   

6.2.1.2 Transporta0on 

For many women working in Tunisian agriculture, transporta:on is not just a logis:cal necessity — it 
is a daily struggle marked by risk, exploita:on, and structural inequality. Most female farmworkers do 
not have their own means of transport, and so rely on informal intermediaries, known as samsar or 
karhabaji9, who connect them to employers and provide transporta:on for a percentage of their 
already modest wages (Bajec, 2020; Al-Manaei, 2016). While this system ensures their access to work, 
it places them in a posi:on of dependence, where they have liele say over their working condi:ons 
and are forced to accept exploita:ve arrangements without nego:a:on. The transporta:on system, 
rather than being a mere inconvenience, is an expression of broader power imbalances that define 
the agricultural labour market for women (Gueddana, 2021). As Employer 2 explained, he some:mes 
offers to pick up the women living nearby (approx. 4 to 5km) with his own car on his way to work. 
Women who live further away are brought by a samsar, who is paid 20 TND per woman per day by 
the employer and passes on the money to the women aZer deduc:ng transport costs.. However, it 
appears there is no control over how much the samsar charges the woman for the transporta:on 
(Pos. 83). This means that the women are not only dependent on the employers' willingness to pick 
them up, but also on the agreement between the farmer and the samsar concerning their payment.   
It is important to note that the vehicles used for transpor:ng female workers are oZen old, 
overcrowded, and not safe. These vehicles, oZen referred to as 'death trucks', well known and 
men:oned by all my interview partners, travel long distances, some:mes up to 20 kilometres, on 
unpaved roads, which can increase the risk of fatal accidents (Ministry of Agriculture, Water 
Resources and Fisheries, 2022). It is es:mated that between 2015 and 2021, at least 50 women lost 
their lives and around 700 were injured in work-related transporta:on accidents (Brandenburg, 
2024). The following sta:s:c presents the aggregate number of accidents that occurred from 2015 to 

 
9 ‘karhaba’ meaning car.  
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2022, along with the number of fatali:es and injuries. Two accidents occurred in the governorate of 
Sousse, and one occurred in Monas:r (Al-Aear, 2023). 
  

 
Figure 17: Incidents of transpor2ng female workers in the agricultural sector (Al-Aear, 2023). 

It has been reported that in many cases, the vehicles lack proper sea:ng, forcing women to stand 
during the en:re journey, some:mes on surfaces deliberately wet with water or animal waste to 
prevent them from si�ng and making room for more workers (Bajec, 2020; Bensaad, 2019). It has 
also been suggested that sexual harassment is a frequent issue, as men and women are crammed 
together in these unsafe transport vehicles (Bensaad, 2019). 
Women con:nue to endure these transport condi:ons because they have no other op:on. It is 
es:mated that 85.6% of female agricultural workers depend on transporta:on to reach their 
workplaces (Al-Manaei, 2016). However, it is important to acknowledge that many women are aware 
of the poten:al risks but accept these condi:ons to support their families. This economic necessity 
may, regreeably, trap them in exploita:ve labour arrangements and discourage them from 
demanding safer alterna:ves, thus reinforcing a system where their safety is secondary to profit and 
produc:vity (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2022). 
Efforts to regulate transporta:on have not yet been fully successful. Law No. 51, which was 
introduced in 2019 with the aim of improving transport condi:ons for agricultural workers (see p. 63 
in this thesis), remains unenforced due to the absence of regulatory orders (Bensaad, 2019). Even 
pilot ini:a:ves, such as introducing bus lines especially for farmworkers, have not been successful 
due to their incompa:bility with the exis:ng informal labour system, where intermediaries control 
both employment and transporta:on (Bajec, 2020). The absence of viable state-supported 
alterna:ves means that many women remain dependent on private transport providers who oZen 
priori:se their own profits over worker’s safety. According to the report of the FTDES, of the 500 

accidents wounded deaths 
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surveyed women, 80% move to the fields by truck, 10% by carita10, 8% by foot, and 2% by another 
means (Al-Aear, 2023). 
From the research I have carried out, it appears that none of the women were experiencing these 
transporta:on condi:ons extensively. Some had travelled on such 'death trucks' (W2, Pos. 70) in their 
rural hometown or had female workmates who came from far away and therefore had to use such 
transporta:on op:ons (W11 & W14, Pos. 69). The primary reason for the absence of such 'death 
trucks' may be that the majority of the female interview partners lived within or in close proximity to 
the agricultural site, and therefore travelled by foot or were collected by the farmer himself in his 
own car at a pre-agreed mee:ng point, without having to pay a transporta:on fee. The self-sufficient 
female farmer even used to reach her agricultural site on a carita when her donkey was s:ll alive 
(W10, Pos. 142). 
 

 
Figure 18: Distance travelled to work in Tunisia (Gueddana, 2021). 

It could therefore be said that the further away the home is from the workplace, the more dangerous 
and exploita:ve the transporta:on condi:ons become. It would be interes:ng to inves:gate in 
further research if the graphic illustra:ng the distance travelled to agricultural work in Tunisia by 
Gueddana (2021) aligns with higher accident quotes or reported maltreatment of women working in 
Tunisia's fruit and vegetable agriculture. However, it should be noted that the transporta:on vehicle 
would need to be considered as well. The three women who live in Sousse and far away from their 
workplace reported that despite the long journey to the farm, they did not find the condi:ons unsafe. 
They had the opportunity to travel with the metro line, connec:ng the three coast ci:es Sousse, 
Monas=r and Mahdia. While this mode of transporta:on was considered much safer than the use of 
shared taxis or trucks, it did require a significant financial investment, with the price of metro :ckets 
accoun:ng to approximately 12.5% of their daily income (W5/W6/W7, Pos. 184). 
It is worth no:ng that while all of my female interview partners reported no current experience of 
unsafe transporta:on, the fact that some of them had previously endured themselves or heard of 

 
10 Cart carried by her late donkey 
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such experiences is likely to have leZ a psychological mark on them, leaving them to walk armed with 
a s:ck against robbers and ready to defend themselves (W5, Pos. 177).  

“(deep breath) Before I had very bad circumstances. One …. I don’t know… I and my older sister … 
meaning … truly … we knew what’s fear. It was not like now ... You remember before it was all rural 
(meaning: there were not that many buildings and people around). Before at (naming place). Me 

and my sister took a car. A car like that on the road and we’re going the door like that (hands shake 
to demonstrate), it was stolen, they were searching/digging, and a group of robbers, and all, the 

door was moving like we were …. Meaning we experienced something like that. And another =me I 
remember, I was young, a man was in front of us going with a motorcycle, and wai=ng for us and 

calling someone about us to abduct us. truly …. And we were children so what did we do. We let him 
believe that we were going with him. On this road we went in front of him and at the moment he 
went to the side of the road we escaped, running. We escaped and hid in one of the agricultural 

areas un=l he … And we s=ll finished our day (meaning: went to work). We finished our day. Imagine 
if it was now I wouldn’t do that (laughing) and we finished our day and stayed when me and my 

sister were children we finished our day. She was 17 like that and I was like 15 or 14” (W2, Pos. 115). 

Tu sum up, it can be stated, that there may not only be socio-economic reasons behind the 
demographic movement from rural areas to the coast lines, as analysed before (see chapter 2.1.5 in 
this thesis), but also security considera:ons, especially with regard to women.  

6.2.1.3 Contracts 

According to the FTDES report, the number of women working in the agricultural sector in Tunisia 
was 521,306 from 2017 to 2018. The majority of these women, 69%, were labelled as temporary 
‘helping’11, 13% as permanent ‘helping’, 16.5% had temporary wage, and only 1.3% had permanent 
wage. These results clearly demonstrate the feminisa:on of agricultural work, whilst simultaneously 
indica:ng the marginalisa:on of female labour (Al-Aear, 2023). 
For women working in Tunisia's agricultural sector, the lack of formal contracts is not just a 
bureaucra:c gap, but a structural problem that exposes them to widespread exploita:on and 
economic instability. In Sidi Bouzid, for example, not a single one of the 996 female agricultural 
workers surveyed was employed under a formal contract (Al-Manaei, 2016). This finding was 
confirmed by my female interviewees, even those employed by the government and working on 
government land. None of them has ever seen a contract.  

“No they’re all not registered. There isn’t a woman registered. You want to know about contracts 
and stuff? No, they just work like that. We say not clean, like not registered. Just like this” 

(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 14). 

 
11 'Helping' is defined as unpaid labour within a family's agricultural acXviXes. 
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It is important to note that in the absence of formal wrieen agreements, the employment rela:onship 
is not always clearly regulated. This can lead to deficiencies in job security and legal protec:on and 
can result in a certain flexibility in the payment of wages. It is commonly understood that the 
employment rela:onship is largely determined by the landowners or intermediaries involved, who 
may not always be able to provide consistent or fair working condi:ons. Officially published graphics, 
such as the one below, only include registered employees with contracts in place, leaving out all my 
sixteen interview partners and many more. 

 
Figure 19: Employee distribu2on by sector of ac2vity, 2021 (Ins, 2021). 

However, the absence of formal contracts may also reflect the inherently variable nature of 
agricultural work itself. The majority of employment opportuni:es are seasonal and :ed to crop 
cycles, with over 70% of female farmworkers engaged in short-term, irregular labour. Fruit tree 
harves:ng and irrigated crop cul:va:on, in par:cular, dictate the ebb and flow of employment, 
making con:nuity nearly impossible. As a result, only 16.5% of women describe their work as stable, 
while the majority are leZ uncertain about their employment status from one day to the next. This 
instability can have an impact on family life, economic security and long-term financial planning. For 
those women who are the primary breadwinners in their households, the inability to predict future 
income can create an ongoing cycle of precarity (Al-Manaei, 2016). 
This fragility in employment can also lead to further viola:ons, such as arbitrary dismissals, with 
workers oZen losing their jobs without any compensa:on or recourse. The decision to retain or 
dismiss workers is oZen made on the whim of the employer or intermediary and is not based on an 
assessment of performance or necessity. The lack of legal protec:on to prevent unjus:fied dismissals 
puts women in a precarious and vulnerable posi:on (Al-Manaei, 2016). 

“Nononono by word. We don’t have contracts here never. Because one day they work and tomorrow 
they don’t show up. Make a contract or they say I’m sick, other =mes … because I know the law and 
… I worked in tourism and everything…. The one who works with a contract one day holiday, three 

days sick, without a =cket (meaning medical cer:ficate?)” (Employer1, Pos. 58). 
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“No none of the employees are my responsibility. The day he/she comes to work they get paid, the 
day he/she does not come to work, they don’t get paid …. No contract, nothing. And I also don’t 

work with any contracts” (Employer2, Pos. 62 / 69). 

Informal labour has become deeply ingrained in Tunisia's agricultural sector. It is not just an excep:on 
but a defining characteris:c of rural women's employment (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources 
and Fisheries, 2022). This systemic informality may poten:ally limit women's access to fundamental 
labour rights and could contribute to broader social and economic inequali:es. As can be seen from 
the table summarising all ac:ve laws in Tunisia (see p. 62–64), rural women are actually included in 
the formal labour protec:on system. This means that they are illegally excluded from benefits such 
as social security, healthcare, and pension contribu:ons. This exacerbates their economic 
vulnerability, reflec:ng the intersec:on of gender, class, and economic marginalisa:on and leaving 
them without any trust in the protec:on of legal laws. 

“Oh ‘bin=’ contracts are only with God. There is no contract no nothing. We work under the table 
(meaning: black). As I told you from place to place. So an ordered life you only have if you’re honest 

with God. Not with a person” (W3, Pos. 53). 

“There is no contract. In general we never hear of it. No contract, no filling (referring to re:rement 
and health insurance), no papers, nothing like that for us. We work in the black. … We in general, I 
talk about us, we are people working unregistered, =red, exhausted, things happening to us which 
don’t (shouldn’t) happen, so people can eat meaning peppers and tomatoes, potato’s, something 

like that. And on top of that the rising expenses. No we’re all together like this. And s=ll we say 
hamdoullah” (W2, Pos. 99). 

6.2.2 Work regularisa0on 

For women working in Tunisia's agricultural sector, the absence of proper work regularisa:ons is not 
just an administra:ve issue — it is a maeer of life and death. While discussions around occupa:onal 
health and safety oZen focus on the dangers of transporta:on, it is important to consider that the 
risks faced by female agricultural workers extend far beyond that. The absence of legal protec:ons, 
safety regula:ons, and social security leaves them exposed to hazardous working condi:ons, where 
accidents are frequent and oZen fatal (FTDES, 2024; 2). 
The dangers they face are not hypothe:cal; they are a lived reality. On June 29, 2022, for example, a 
woman lost her life in Jendouba when a mowing machine killed her while she was working in the 
fields. Later that year, on December 7, another incident occurred in Kef, where a woman died aZer 
falling into a water reservoir while pumping water. These are just the documented cases — many 
more likely go unreported, hidden by the informal and unregulated nature of agricultural labour 
(FTDES, 2024; 2). 
The lack of proper health and safety regula:ons is compounded by broader structural inequali:es 
and the women’s work is oZen considered supplementary, neglec:ng the importance for household 
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incomes and na:onal food produc:on. The issue of work regularisa:on is therefore not just about 
formalising employment, safe transporta:on and safety at work, but also about challenging the 
entrenched power dynamics that keep women in a state of vulnerability. It is encouraging to see that 
many of them are aware of their rights and are demanding social and health protec:ons, but their 
voices oZen go unheard. As one worker, Jamila, expressed: "We want our rights. With what else are 
we Tunisians?" However, without a clear commitment from legislators, employers, and the society as 
a whole, their demands con:nue to be ignored (FTDES, 2024; 1). 
In the following sub-chapters, I aim to shed more light on the structural inequali:es and their 
intersec:ons with gender and exis:ng power rela:ons, as according to the women I interviewed ‘each 
day is different’. 

Wage 

Despite being the backbone of Tunisia’s agricultural sector, female workers face persistent wage 
exploita:on and economic insecurity. The country formally guarantees a minimum wage for 
agricultural work, yet in prac:ce, every surveyed female worker in Sidi Bouzid reported earning less 
than this legal threshold (Al-Manaei, 2016).  
 

 
Figure 20: Evolu2on of the minimum wage [(1) = agricultural guaranteed daily minimum wage in TND] (Ins, 2021). 

Daily wages for rural women vary between 7 and 15 TND, depending on the region, which is far below 
the na:onal average and significantly lower than the already modest earnings of men (Bajec, 2020). 
In Jendouba, for instance, women receive an average of only 8.545 TND per day (Gueddana, 2021). 
According to the FTDES report, 6% of women receive an amount below 10 TND, 48% received 
between 10 and 15 TND, 44% between 15 and 20 TND, and only 2% received more than 20 TND. 
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Furthermore, the study revealed that only 7% of respondents were sa:sfied with their daily income, 
while 93% were not (Al-Aear, 2023). 
In my own research, I found that my female interview partners reached a daily wage of 20 to 25 TND 
aZer having worked for only 5 to 12 TND (W3, W15) in the past. The amount of the wage depends on 
the farmer, loca:on and work rou:ne. While this may be slightly higher than the required minimum 
wage, it cannot be considered 'beeer' as the Sahil region is located on the coastline and has higher 
living costs than rural regions in the interior of the country. According to Employer 1 (Pos. 116) and 
the majority of female workers, wages seem to be responding to rising costs, but it is felt that the 
salary is not always enough to cover living expenses. The increase depends on the willingness of the 
employer and the employee to insist on it. This can be a disadvantage for women who are more 
reluctant or afraid of losing their job.   

“We went to him and told him that everything got more expensive and we couldn’t afford anything 
anymore. So either they increase (the salary) or we quit. So they increased this 2 TND. And then 3 

TND last year …” (W3, Pos. 74). 

Addi:onally, some farmers offer the op:on of ‘box’- wages.  

“… So it’s not ‘by the day’, but only if they want to. Because they can gain more. So one box pepper is 
1 TND. So they can harvest 30 boxes and get 30 TND. There are some who only want to work un=l 
10am, so they harvest 20, 15 (boxes). Everyone as they please, the one who wants to work ‘by the 
day’ can do that. We (meaning: the employer) do not care, whatever they want to work they can” 

(Employer2, Pos. 120). 

For some women, the decision for box-wages offers the op:on to work part-:me or to earn more 
money than if they were employed for a fixed daily wage. However, it should be noted that box-wages 
require a significant amount of physical effort, which, when maintained over a long period of :me, 
may have serious physical effects. Addi:onally, female workers have no control over box-prices, which 
are dependent on market prices and can fluctuate almost daily.  
The situa:on is further exacerbated by the nature of agricultural work, which is predominantly 
seasonal and unstable as discussed above. Temporary employment dominates the sector, with 
around 76% of the workforce being hired on a short-term basis, leaving workers without job security 
or financial stability. Many women, par:cularly in arid and semi-arid zones like the Sahil region, have 
no alterna:ve but to accept these exploita:ve condi:ons, as agriculture remains one of the few viable 
income sources available to them (Gafrej, 2016). The reasons for the lack of other job op:ons will be 
elaborated in more detail later on, but it is important to already state here, that none of the women 
I interviewed, expect the self-sufficient woman, had any other mo:va:on to work in the agricultural 
sector than due to their precarious economic situa:on and the lack of other job op:ons. 
Addi:onally, while labour-intensive tasks require long working hours, over:me is frequently unpaid, 
directly viola:ng legal wage protec:ons, as held in the Employment Code 2024. The lack of bonuses 
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or benefits further exacerbates their precarious financial situa:on of women (Al-Manaei, 2016). I 
found that the answer to the ques:on about addi:onal payments was consistently 'The day you work, 
the day you get paid, a fixed price in cash'. There were no payments for over:me or work experiences 
(W9, Pos. 264), but also no wage reduc:ons when the daily work did not require a full day's worth of 
work. It is my understanding that, regardless of the number of years spent working in agriculture, all 
women received remunera:on within the same wage range.  
Despite facing viola:ons of their rights, women were able to exercise their agency by determining the 
frequency of their payments. While their wages were calculated on a daily basis, my female interview 
partners were able to decide for themselves whether they were paid daily or weekly. 

“When I need it I get it. And when I have money I spend it. I prefer it with him so I find some saving 
for the rent … If I want to get paid daily, I get paid daily”  (W16, Pos. 60). 

Women who work under neighbourhood agreements — where employment is arranged within local 
communi:es — some:mes receive beeer wages and protec:ons than those hired through 
intermediaries. However, these arrangements are not widespread, and the broader issue of wage 
exploita:on remains unaddressed (Brandenburg, 2024). Ul:mately, wage insecurity in agriculture is 
a reflec:on of deeper structural inequali:es, where workers are systema:cally deprived of fair 
compensa:on due to weak labour regula:ons, informal employment prac:ces, and a lack of 
governmental oversight.  
However, it is interes:ng to note that some women were sympathe:c to their employers' situa:on 
and did not appear to be dissa:sfied with them. 

“Well the pay is not much. But the farmer also does not get money”   
(Employer2, Pos. 42). 

I understood that their anger was directed at the government and the perceived lack of protec:on 
they were experiencing on a much larger level than just the meso-level in their respec:ve workplace. 
The women recognised that in Tunisian agriculture they are confronted with a circle that is embedded 
in a much larger context, and that the farmer is a crucial but dependent part of it, as much as they 
themselves are. This could provide a ra:onale for the findings of the FTDES report, which indicated 
that 67% of the 500 surveyed women aeributed responsibility for risks such as truck accidents solely 
to the government. Consequently, 30% characterised their rela:onship with the employer as posi:ve, 
8% as tense, and the remaining 62% reported no rela:onship (Al-Aear, 2023). 

Gender gap 

The gender wage gap in Tunisia’s agricultural sector is one of the most striking indicators of economic 
injus:ce. Women, who make up 70% of the agricultural workforce, earn approximately 50% less than 
men for the same work (Bajec, 2020). On average, male agricultural workers earn between 14 and 30 
TND per day, while women receive between 7 and 15 TND (Bajec, 2020; Bensaad, 2019). In some 
regions, such as Ariana, the wage gap reaches an alarming 40% (Gueddana, 2021). This discrimina:on 
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persists despite Tunisia’s labour code and the human rights explicitly manda:ng equal pay (Bensaad, 
2019). 
In the Sahil region, my research aligned with that of other studies in Tunisia, which suggested a wage 
difference of around 10 TND, with a range of 5 to 15 TND. Many female workers expressed concerns 
about the gender pay gap, ci:ng their work rou:nes and condi:ons as just as exhaus:ng as those of 
men. Some even reported that their male counterparts were more likely to take addi:onal breaks 
and work fewer hours.  

“A man is not bener than us. We also climb up the ladder, we also work. All women: not the same, 
what should we do?” (W5/W6/W7, Pos. 171-172). 

“Men get paid bener. Men always get paid more. They do the same work and some=mes a woman’s 
work is even bener but s=ll men get paid more” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 122). 

The FTDES report clearly showed that only 15% were not bothered by the wage gap, while a strong 
majority of 74% were clearly bothered by it. Out of all the 500 women, 15% believed that the wage 
gap is normal and that men make a great effort (Al-Aear, 2023). This internalisa:on of gender roles is 
evident in their decision to either resign and accept the offered wage, even if it is less than that of 
their male counterparts. This highlights a clear acceptance of the status quo. 

“But we don’t count. What he gives me I stay quiet. And thank him and God bless his parents 
(common saying)” (W4, Pos. 29). 

Or they gave their circumstances a meaningful reason by referring to their employer’s arguments.  

“So the work men do is harder for the body, and that’s why they need a higher payment” 
(Employer1, Pos. 113). 

“Truly I think it-s right, because there are things I can’t do. Ploughing the ground with the donkey I 
can’t do that to be honest. So a men is needed to do this work. And this period to fill up the potatoes 

and to cover the greenhouses (meaning: with plas:c), this also needs a man. And a man also gets 
=red/exhausted. In summer during the heat and he covers the greenhouses… one who’s inside it, 

nothing happens to him but a man gets exhausted doing it. That’s why his salary is bener than the 
one of a woman. We are plan=ng and harves=ng and they no, something heavy they li. it”  

(W16, Pos. 81). 

The gender pay gap is further entrenched by occupa:onal segrega:on, with employers deliberately 
avoiding the hiring of educated women or skilled female technicians to keep wages low, preferring 
instead younger, unskilled workers who lack the bargaining power to demand fair pay (Bensaad, 
2019). Meanwhile, male workers are more likely to be employed in managerial or supervisory 
posi:ons, crea:ng an economic hierarchy that reinforces gendered power imbalances (Abdelali-
Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). 
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Beyond the immediate financial disparity, the wage gap has long-term consequences for economic 
security and poverty cycles. Women’s compara:vely lower earnings limit their ability to save, invest 
in educa:on, or access beeer job opportuni:es, thus reinforcing a cycle of feminised poverty that is 
passed down through genera:ons (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2022). The 
economic dependence created by wage discrimina:on further reduces women’s bargaining power 
within households and communi:es, perpetua:ng their social and financial marginalisa:on. 
It is important to acknowledge that addressing wage injus:ces requires more than just enforcing 
labour laws. It may be beneficial to consider a fundamental restructuring of agricultural employment 
policies. Implemen:ng fair wage regula:ons, strengthening labour protec:on, and ensuring equal 
pay for equal work are essen:al steps toward breaking the cycle of economic and gender-based 
exploita:on.  
However, I found that the female workers themselves have understood that the situa:on cannot be 
solved simply by increasing wages or introducing new policies, because there is a whole price system 
behind it and they are only a part of this circle.  

“This is something that … some=mes women work more than men in agriculture. And harvests you 
more products than a man. This is something were we need …. equality. Why the men get more than 

women. – Okey so a man would not work for less? – No but these are just the prices. So you find a 
construc=on worker geong paid this amount daily. Meaning it’s depending/increasing with cuong 

the olive tree … This prices are controlled by the whole country”  
(W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 155-156). 

It can be argued that this understanding of the system fosters a posi:ve rela:onship between female 
workers and their employers, enabling both par:es to understand each other's circumstances and 
recognise the limita:ons of making small-scale changes. This finding resulted from the observa:on 
that most women did not express any nega:ve feelings towards male employers or work colleagues 
Instead, their dissa:sfac:on was directed towards the government and the perceived inadequacy of 
the enforcement of their legal rights. 

Working hours  

Despite the legal daily working :me being nine hours, many workers report that they exceed this 
limit, oZen working between eight and twelve hours a day (Al-Aear, 2023). This is further 
compounded by inadequate break :mes and the absence of over:me pay (Bensaad, 2019). The 
average female agricultural worker labours for 7seven to eight hours a day, compared to men, who 
work approximately five hours and ten minutes on average (Gueddana, 2021). In the Sahil region 
working hours ranged from seven and nine hours, which is in accordance with the legal maximum. 
This observa:on was made in the context of an agreement for daily wages, with no considera:on 
given to the manner in which the work was conducted. 
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It is important to note that work schedules can vary significantly based on seasonal demands. In the 
colder months women may begin their day as early as 5:00 a.m., while during peak agricultural 
seasons, this may be as early as 3:00 a.m. (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). My research has revealed a 
dis:nc:on in the women's work schedules based on the season, with varia:ons observed between 
summer, winter, and Ramadan12. During summer, due to the heat, they start their work mainly early 
in the morning, at around 5:00 a.m., and finish around noon. However, Woman1 also explained that 
for most women work stops during the hot summer months (July un:l September), as the harvest for 
the previous season is over and the new season starts only in October (Pos. 12). Woman10 reports 
something different. Her self-sufficiency means that she must return to work in the early evening to 
prepare the fields for the coming season (Pos. 183), whereas this work is usually done by a few men 
employed all year round. During winter, due to the humidity in the morning preven:ng the harvest 
of mainly olives, their work starts around 7:00 a.m., and is over around 4:00 p.m. During Ramadan 
work starts as early as 6 a.m., irrespec:ve of the season, and finishes approximately around noon. 
None of the women reported that their pay was reduced by the six-hour working day, but many 
explained that they oZen feel exhausted aZer a few days into the month due to the suhoor13 and 
prayer before sunrise. Woman 10 explained further:   

“During Ramadan I don’t employ them. I can’t, it’s not sufficient for me. He does not come early. Not 
all the people get up early. Our rhythm here we don’t stay up late. If you would stay up late you just 

can’t… also our sleep is… Meaning many things are just set you’re not free to just… live… meaning all 
your life you just live like this to not lose … because if you would stay up late, go out or move around 

(claps in hand) you would not survive“ (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 185). 

While 79% of women in the agricultural sector work eight hours or less per day, which is in line with 
the legal maximum, the real issue lies in the lack of compensa:on for extra work as already touched 
upon. More than half of female farmworkers (54%) report not receiving over:me pay, despite 
frequently working beyond their contracted hours (Al-Manaei, 2016).  

“Some=mes he profits on purpose. He tells you ‘whalla the truck is coming and the order has to be 
prepared by then’. So you stay a.er the =me and work and go home and get paid for example 15 

TND. It’s the same it does not increase or decrease” (W1, Pos. 148). 

Their workweeks typically consist of 4.66 days, and employment is oZen irregular, averaging around 
seven months per year. This instability leaves women in a constant state of financial uncertainty, as 
their employment is dictated by the needs of landowners rather than any formal structure 
(Gueddana, 2021). In my own research, it appeared that all women worked at least 5 days a week, 
and oZen 6 or even 7 days, depending on the workload. With the excep:on of Woman 10, who was 

 
12 The Islamic fasXng month, the naXonal religion of Tunisia. This period of fasXng extends from sunrise to sunset and is 
based on the lunar year. It therefore advances by 10-11 days each year.  
13 Pre-dawn meal 
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self-sufficient on her father's land, all women only worked from October. They started plan:ng and 
con:nued harves:ng un:l June. None of them had any kind of stability, as their work is also highly 
dependent on the workload within these 10 months. With increasing uncertain:es in the agricultural 
sector due to climate change, it is essen:al to ensure that the voices and lived experiences of women 
are included in the development of future plans that address the necessary and unavoidable changes. 
Beyond the gruelling work schedules, the informal and compe::ve nature of agricultural 
employment places addi:onal pressure on women. In some contexts, workers must gather in 
designated areas, known as mouqef, where they compete for daily jobs by rushing to employers' 
vehicles, hoping to secure a posi:on. While this prac:ce is more common in Morocco, similar 
recruitment dynamics exist in Tunisia, par:cularly in regions where formal employment structures 
are absent (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023).  
The long and oZen exploita:ve working hours of female agricultural workers are not just a labour 
rights issue, but a reflec:on of deeper structural inequali:es. Women perform the hardest and 
longest tasks, yet they remain oZen underpaid and unprotected. The agricultural sector's reliance on 
their labour, without ensuring fair compensa:on, job security, or adequate rest, maintains their 
economic vulnerability and reinforces gendered power imbalances. It also highlights the dependence 
of female agricultural workers on their mostly male employer. 

Work breaks 

For women working in Tunisia’s agricultural sector, break :mes are a combina:on of legal 
en:tlements and customary prac:ces, oZen dictated by the informal nature of their employment. 
While all surveyed female workers reported receiving a lunch break, the quality and dura:on of these 
breaks vary widely depending on the will of the employer and the work environment (Al-Manaei, 
2016). Even during long shiZs, rest periods are minimal, with many workers ge�ng less than an hour 
for lunch (Bensaad, 2019). 
In most cases, women are also granted a short morning break in addi:on to their midday rest, which 
has been confirmed by both the working women and the two employers. For their lunch break, all 
women gave a :mespan of 30 minutes to one hour. However, it should be noted that these breaks do 
not necessarily reflect decent working condi:ons, as they are oZen short and taken in physically 
demanding environments,  next to cans of chemicals, as shown in the picture below, with liele access 
to proper rest areas or shade. Addi:onally, some women explained that their lunch break is too short 
to go home and cook for their children (W11/W12/W13/W14, Pos. 129) and that, if they are close 
enough to home, the situa:on there may prevent them from ge�ng back to work in :me. 

“If you get there, some=mes you won’t have the =me to eat lunch. So I for example have my 
grandfather at home, an old men, I get home and ….. stressed to make him something to eat, 
some=mes I get back (wo work), some=mes I don’t get back because I have to care for him”  

(W2, Pos. 153). 
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Figure 21: Lunch break, Cherahil (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

Furthermore, despite the statement made by Employer 2, who described women's work as not :me-
sensi:ve, easy to learn and without the need to oversee them (Pos. 127), while conduc:ng the three 
interviews during lunch break, I could not help but get the impression that they were in a hurry to go 
back to work and were kind of uncomfortable about being seen 'only' talking. As Woman 1 explained: 

“5 minutes maximum. And during this 5 minutes you’re not really relaxed. Even if you sit down he 
watches you and thinks ‘she’s just siong’. And all the other workers copy you and everyone is going 
to sit down. So this does not suit him (referring to the boss), 5min 5min 5min and then it becomes 1 

hour. So you stand up forcedly” (Transcrip:on_W1, Pos. 138). 

It is important to men:on, however, that, as has been seen with other viola:ons of women's rights, 
women have found ways to navigate the circumstances. It has been observed by and explained to me 
that lunch breaks were used to laugh, eat and talk together. 

“The fun when we eat lunch and all gather together. We talk and the day goes by quickly” 
(Transcrip:on_W8, Pos. 129). 

When it comes to weekly rest, 90% of female agricultural workers stated that they receive one day 
off per week, typically on Sundays. However, for the remaining 10%, this en:tlement is denied, 
primarily due to the irregular nature of agricultural work. Since employment is oZen seasonal and 
unstable, employers frequently argue that workers do not need weekly rest if they are not 
con:nuously employed. This reflects a broader issue in the sector, where the absence of formal 
contracts allows employers to arbitrarily define labour condi:ons, oZen at the expense of the 
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workers' well-being (Al-Manaei, 2016). Addi:onally, I found that women some:mes do not want to 
take a weekly rest as for some there is nothing else to do and they can use the addi:onal pay. 
Religious holidays, par:cularly Eid14, are generally observed as mandatory breaks. However, this is 
more a maeer of tradi:on than legal enforcement, with employers gran:ng :me off in line with 
customary expecta:ons rather than labour laws (Al-Manaei, 2016). While these breaks provide 
temporary relief, they do liele to improve the overall working condi:ons of female farmworkers. Also 
they do not get paid on such religious holidays, even though the labour code (Al-Manaei, 2016) 
demands it. Then as men:oned above, ‘the day you work, you get paid, otherwise not’. 
The way work breaks are structured highlights the intersec:on of informal labour prac:ces, and 
economic precarity. Women’s ability to rest during the workday or take :me off is not based on 
standardized regula:ons but rather on the discre:on of the employer, the unpredictability of 
agricultural work, and deeply rooted social norms.  
Interes:ngly two women did not state the same when asked about the comparison between the past 
and present situa:on which further highlights their dependency on their male employer and that 
maybe some of the regula:ons have had an effect on some of them to ensure beeer working 
condi:ons.  

“Now the employer cares for you when you have your lunch break and when you have to rest. 
Before it was ‘work that’s all’. He does not give you your right for =me (meaning: breaks, work 

hours)” (W14_Kroussia, Pos. 43). 

“Before we rest a bit. Before they gave us =me to prepare our breakfast and get out (of the 
greenhouses) to eat breakfast. And at lunch the same we go out to eat and then go back in. That’s 

it” (W15, Pos. 57). 

6.2.3 Physical condi0ons  

In the extant literature concerning the physical condi:ons of women employed in agriculture, the 
physical consequences of such work are discussed in detail. In the Sahil region, the following problems 
were cited by at least one woman as a direct outcome of their arduous work:  
These included back pain and hip pain due to heavy liZing and repe::ve bending; hernia, 
rheuma:sm, swollen hands, fingers, and feet due to inadequate hydra:on; contusions, high blood 
pressure, and muscle hardening due to the cold and humidity in winter. Others reported health 
concerns including closed throat and nose, dizziness and nausea due to the heat or use of chemicals, 
sleep disturbances due to fa:gue, and hunger resul:ng from extended working hours without 
adequate rest and meals. In general, the women described their situa:on succinctly summarizing 
their experiences in a single word: exhaus:on. 

 
14 Eid al Fitr = Celebra)on of the end of Ramadan 
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“But as much as I’ll tell you, the agriculture we endure the farming, as much as I’ll tell you, truly … 
meaning …. I myself can’t imagen it. Exhaus=on exhaus=on” (W2, Pos. 55). 

“And there is physical exhaus=on. And they don’t have the right to be sick. If they call in sick they 
don’t get paid. She can’t bring in a medical cer=ficate that she’s sick and for her to get paid. So they 

have to work while sick because they need the linle money they get” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 98). 

During the course of the interviews, it came to my aeen:on that the women were dressed in dirty 
and smelly clothes, their hands were covered in small scars due to scratches and neele burns, and 
some showed signs of early deafness and blindness. The most concerning observa:on was their 
subop:mal dental hygiene, with some having already experienced tooth loss, which could poten:ally 
lead to serious infec:ons.  
When asked about a possible change in the physical condi:ons of their work, it became evident that 
the actual physical demands had not changed, but that their work had become more difficult due to 
ageing, ongoing exhaus:on over a long period of :me and a sense of resigna:on about the possibility 
of change.  

“I out of the others was working double because I was young and was working working. I had not in 
my mind that my body … I shouldn’t exhaust it a lot. I didn’t think that” (W2, Pos. 69). 

“So their circumstances are very bad. Women, let’s say something very weak, meaning it’s so 
breakable” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 58). 

Despite experiencing exhaus:on, the women I met demonstrated remarkable determina:on to 
persevere, driven by a sense of responsibility to their children and a desire to provide them with a 
beeer life. While their bodies may have been drained and some showed signs of mental resilience 
regarding the prospect of change within their life:me, I never perceived them as weak or fragile. On 
the contrary, their endurance and resilience were truly remarkable, despite the inequali:es and 
hardships described below.  

Sanitary facili3es 

The lack of sanitary facili:es on farms is one of the most overlooked yet deeply impachul issues 
affec:ng female agricultural workers in Tunisia. With no designated rest areas or toilets provided by 
employers, women are forced to relieve themselves in open fields, oZen behind trees, exposing them 
to embarrassment and discomfort (Bensaad, 2019). This lack of privacy clearly robs them of their 
dignity.  

“Some=mes you’re pressed (meaning having to go to the toilet urgently) since the morning un=l the 
evening so that you can release yourself. You explode. If there’s a man he looks, a man from there 

looks. You can’t, there aren’t any toilets. And some=mes the men and women are mixed. Look there 
where the women come out. You don’t find your peace, also to bend down to harvest or something 
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like siong for the toilet. You don’t find, never (hands clarify by clapping). Or there is no water to 
clean yourself (silently) there isn’t, there isn’t, never” (W1, Pos. 182). 

“W9: I hold myself form morning to evening. W8: There are some who hold it. But some can’t do 
that and go to any place. (mumbling) greenhouse…. That’s it. One goes away from the agricultural 

site and goes away. Not within site” (W8/W9, Pos. 317-318). 

Furthermore, the absence of sanitary infrastructure has severe consequences for the physical well-
being of women, par:cularly for their reproduc:ve health. Many female agricultural workers report 
suffering from urinary tract or fungal infec:ons and other gynaecological issues due to prolonged 
delays in relieving themselves. Holding in urine for extended periods increases the risk of infec:ons, 
which, if leZ untreated, can lead to chronic health problems. Addi:onally, many women experience 
stress incon:nence, meaning they struggle to control their bladder even when sneezing or si�ng 
down — an issue that worsens over :me due to repeated strain and the lack of medical aeen:on and 
interven:on (Adıbelli, Kırca, & Özkan, 2022). However, given the taboo nature of this subject for 
women, many of the female par:cipants in this study provided only short answers, occasionally 
accompanied by what appeared to be sarcas:c laughter. This led to the decision to refrain from 
pursuing more in-depth inquiries, as it seemed unproduc:ve to burden the par:cipants with 
addi:onal ques:ons. Furthermore, the subject of menstrua:on was found to be a sensi:ve topic for 
women, with one par:cipant explicitly sta:ng,  

"We Tunisians, we don’t tell this to others you have to understand. We don’t talk about this"  
(W16, Pos. 110), 

thereby indica:ng a reluctance to delve deeper into the topic. Some par:cipants were unable to work 
due to the pain, but were not paid for their absence in the fields. Others took their products with 
them and hid them in the fields.  

“When we get home we’re done. (claps in her hands and laughs) if you make it (others laughing)” 
(W11/W12/W13/W14_Kroussia, Pos. 205-206). 

“When it’s bad I excuse myself and go home … I can’t do it in front of the men. Also if they see me 
they ask ‘where does she go’?” (W15, Pos. 117-118). 

For pregnant women in agriculture, the situa:on is even more problema:c. Many con:nue working 
throughout pregnancy, with some repor:ng complica:ons such as spontaneous abor:ons, one within 
my own research who lost two babies (W10, Pos. 243), and other serious health issues affec:ng both 
themselves and their children (Adıbelli, Kırca, & Özkan, 2022).  
The lack of adequate sanitary facili:es is not just a logis:cal inconvenience; rather, it is a direct 
consequence of broader systemic inequali:es.  
The failure of employers to provide fundamental sanitary facili:es reflects the inability to recognise 
the complexity of the situa:on of female agricultural workers when compared to their male 
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counterparts. This perpetuates a structural power imbalance that increases the vulnerability for 
women, compelling them to endure condi:ons that compromise their health and dignity merely to 
earn a livelihood. 

“The women…. We don’t have a toilet for women. But you see they just look together for a hidden 
place and release themselves there. Like we do. – (Me) But there is a difference between a man and 

a woman. – Yes there is a difference. But they just look for a hidden place. Mostly the women are 
amongst themselves without men around them” (Employer2, Pos. 128-130). 

“No he’s like this, looking, or asking ‘we’re are you going?’. He does not think about that we have to 
go to the toilet you understand. For example the employer comes and asks ‘we’re are the women’ 
and they say ‘oh they went out to stroll. Oh they’re res=ng’. You understand. Also if the employer 

comes you can’t say ‘I’m pressed I have to go’. I’m ashamed, I can’t ask him. So I’m forced to tell him 
‘I was just res=ng’ I can’t tell him …hmmmmm ‘I was…..’ mmmm you understand? Like that”  

(W1, Pos. 186). 

There are toilets for both male and female on the government agricultural site, as Woman15 
explained (Pos, 108-109). Even Employer1 had toilets (Pos, 100), yet a later interview with some 
female employees revealed that these toilets were in fact closed. Addressing this issue requires more 
than the construc:on of toilets. It demands a fundamental shiZ in how agricultural labour is valued. 
Ensuring access to proper sanitary facili:es is a basic necessity, yet its con:nued absence highlights 
the entrenched neglect faced by female workers. The problem of insufficient pipes and good 
infrastructure is not only the fault of the employer, especially the small-scale ones, but also the result 
of a lack of proper financing and modern pipe systems by the government.   

Gender segrega3on and work rou3nes 

The literature shows that the division of labour in agriculture follows strict gender norms. While men 
primarily handle mechanised tasks such as ploughing (59.5%) and carrying heavy loads (65.6%), 
women overwhelmingly perform manual, repe::ve, and exhaus:ng ac:vi:es such as harves:ng 
(78%), weeding (69.5%), and sowing (64.5%) (Gueddana, 2021). However, this division is shiZing and 
thereby increasing the workload and physical burden on women. Indeed, more than one in three 
(36.2%) now undertake carrying du:es, and nearly 10% perform ploughing, tasks previously 
dominated by men. Yet, rather than gaining access to more lucra:ve or decision-making roles, women 
remain relegated to the hardest work, thereby reinforcing economic dispari:es and social 
marginalisa:on (Najjar & Baruah, 2024). 
This division of labour according to gender was similarly found in my own findings. Men and women 
worked together on the same fields, but men had more physically demanding or dangerous tasks, 
such as liZing crates filled with produce or building greenhouses with metal and plas:c, or rou:ne 
mechanised work, such as ploughing the soil with donkeys or tractors.  
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“They can’t li. the boxes (filled with vegetables), tomato, potato, something they can’t do. Women 
are for harves=ng. And men are for li.ing, puong, sort (contains liZing), something very heavy is 

mainly for the men. Work women can’t do the men do” (Employer1, Pos. 33). 

Moreover, cultural norms further constrain women's opportuni:es. In many rural communi:es, social 
expecta:ons discourage women from seeking employment beyond the family farm or working in 
mixed-gender environments (Najjar & Baruah, 2024). These findings were not found within the Sahil 
region as the segrega:on was mainly due to the 'feminine' and 'masculine' ascribed ac:vi:es, and 
less due to the (social) border between the sexes. Despite occasional interac:ons between men and 
women during breaks, they oZen reported that they felt more comfortable with their own gender 
due to their cultural upbringing. (FAO, 2024). 
The sheer physical strain of agricultural work leaves las:ng marks, such as the ones previously 
men:oned, on women’s bodies. Prolonged exposure to harsh weather condi:ons, repe::ve body 
movements, and poor posture contribute to musculoskeletal disorders such as chronic back, shoulder, 
and knee pain (Adıbelli, Kırca & Özkan, 2022). Many female farmworkers suffer from swollen and 
bloodied fingers due to con:nuous manual labour, and their feet ache from wearing protec:ve boots 
— even in the scorching summer heat — out of fear of snakes, scorpions, and other hidden hazards 
in the fields. The repe::ve nature of bending, squa�ng, and liZing heavy products exacerbates 
injuries, leading to long-term health damage such as spinal disc hernia:on and joint deteriora:on 
(FTDES, 2024; 2).  
The following work rou:nes were explained by my interview partners: 
The cul:va:on of the plants is followed by harves:ng the produce from the ground and from the tree, 
the picking of the leaves from the tomatoes, the binding of the plant to strings, the manual weeding 
of the crop – a cheaper method due to the reduc:on in the use of pes:cides, as explained by 
Employer 2 (Pos. 51) – the filling of boxes and their subsequent liZing onto the truck, the fer:lising 
of the ground with chemicals, and the loosening of the ground with a pick. It is worth no:ng that 
these tasks are characterised by movement, bending, crawling on the ground, and repe::ve prac:ce 
over :me, techniques that are learned through experience and embodied over :me. Despite the 
percep:on of women's work as 'the light work' (Employer 1, Pos. 33), the physical consequences are 
profoundly severe. 

“Ah with my body? (D: for example) It hurts. You get up forced. Hmmm in the morning you’ll be 
forced to get up because my back hurts a lot due to picking up, you know. The whole day one is bent 
over. The back hurts a lot. The li.ing of the boxes is very heavy. My hands/arms hurt. Lots of things. 

You understand the body gets =red a lot! Like that” (W1, Pos. 74). 
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Figure 22: Weeding tomato plant, Monas2r (TU) (own picture, 2024)15. 

              Figure 23: Hanging tomato plant, Monas2r (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

 
Figure 24: Olive harvest, Monas2r (TU) (own picture, 2024)16. 

The lack of accessible healthcare in rural areas means that many women working in the agricultural 
sector endure chronic pain and illness without proper medical care, (Bajec, 2020). Despite the 
presence of one of the country’s most modernised hospitals in the city of Monas=r, most of the 

 
15 Woman verbally agreed to be on the picture.  
16 Women verbally agreed to be on the picture. 
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female workers in the study could not take advantage of this opportunity. The reasons for this were 
financial constraints and a lack of support networks. Furthermore, even in the event that medical 
appointments were made, these were oZen scheduled many weeks, if not months, in the future, thus 
offering no immediate relief from their current diseases or health problems. 
Changes in agricultural produc:on towards market-oriented agriculture have altered family labour 
rela:ons and affected the status of women on farms. Tradi:onally, women's work was confined to 
subsistence farming, but economic diversifica:on has increased their par:cipa:on in market-oriented 
agricultural ac:vi:es (Gana, 2008). While this shiZ has allowed them to contribute more to household 
income, it has not necessarily improved their financial security or working condi:ons. On small- and 
medium-size farms that cannot afford to hire workers, farmers' wives and daughters oZen bear the 
brunt of the increased workload, leading to frustra:on and aspira:ons for alterna:ve livelihoods 
outside agriculture. Although some women have gained greater autonomy by managing livestock and 
overseeing financial transac:ons, these cases remain the excep:on rather than the norm (Gana, 
2008). The self-sufficient Woman10 explained that, unlike Employer2, she does not go to the market 
herself to sell and relies on a friend to nego:ate the prices of the crates. Thus, although she is her 
own boss on the farm, she is dependent on a man to successfully sell her products (Pos. 293).   
The persistence of gender segrega:on in agriculture, although in my findings it was more a 
segrega:on of their work tasks than a physical separa:on of men and women, highlights the urgent 
need for structural change at the na:onal level. While women’s increased involvement in commercial 
agriculture has provided some financial agency, systemic barriers con:nue to limit their full economic 
par:cipa:on. Efforts to promote gender equality in agriculture must go beyond simply increasing 
women’s workloads and ensure that women gain ownership of their work and decision-making power 
in agricultural enterprises (Gana, 2008). 

Protec3ve equipment 

For women working in Tunisia’s agricultural sector, access to protec:ve equipment is almost non-
existent. The majority report having no safety equipment provided to them, forcing many to purchase 
gloves and aprons out of their own pocket as a minimal form of protec:on (Gueddana, 2021).  
The cost of gloves is around 2.5 TND for a pair (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 195; W1_Pos. 129), and 
some:mes employers provide gloves as the only form of protec:on. There is a lack of ins:tu:onal 
support for female workers in this regard. It has been observed that the spraying of chemicals is oZen 
entrusted to the male workers who rarely wear protec:on equipment, which might have contributed 
to the percep:on that masks are not a necessity for female workers. Many women reported that they 
either purchase a mdhalla17 or use their Hijab18 as a form of protec:on against the sun. However, 

 
17 Straw heat 
18 Headscarf for women in Islam 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Formal situa:on 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 90 

despite the high cost, they occasionally buy sun cream but none of the women use sunglasses, which 
could poten:ally have a nega:ve effect on their eyesight in the long term.   

“So during summer we do this mdhalla. And the eyes what can you do, also the glasses you just… so 
I just try to not work in the heat. But masks and such when I use the chemicals I put on the gloves 
and suit. But as I told you during the heat the mdhalla and you just try to escape the heat so you 

don’t go out at 11am, 12am” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 193). 

However, even these self-bought items are oZen inadequate against the harsh condi:ons they face 
daily (W15_Pos. 88).  

“They have no protec=on from the sun or rain or cold. They have no clothes to protect them from 
the chemicals or while cuong the trees. Their condi=ons are truly bad” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 58). 

The absence of first aid kits at workplaces further exacerbates the situa:on, making even minor 
injuries poten:ally serious due to the lack of immediate treatment op:ons (Al-Manaei, 2016). When 
health issues arise, female workers must pay for their own medical treatment, as neither their 
employers nor the state provide adequate healthcare coverage. 
The COVID-19 pandemic only deepened these vulnerabili:es. While health protocols were in place in 
many sectors, female agricultural workers were largely leZ without protec:ve measures. Instead of 
proper masks or steriliza:on supplies, many were given only scarves as a subs:tute for protec:ve 
equipment, illustra:ng the systemic neglect they face. Despite the heightened risks of illness, the 
pandemic did not significantly change their working condi:ons or triggered significant discussions 
about improving their health and safety at work. This silence reflects the broader marginalisa:on of 
female agricultural workers, whose health and well-being con:nue to be ignored by employers, 
policymakers, and even public discourse (Bensaad, 2019). This may be the reason why the 
interviewees did not describe the pandemic as a par:cularly difficult :me, even though it was not so 
long ago.  
However, it is important to acknowledge the efforts of the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources 
and Fisheries in the Sahil region, as well as training centres such as the one in Jemmal, which will be 
discussed in more detail later, in providing appropriate protec:on equipment and informing working 
women about the health risks. Unfortunately, they are faced with situa:ons where women are unsure 
about the provided tools and recommenda:ons. It is worrying that the long-term effects of these 
harmful prac:ces appear to be given liele considera:on.  

“And protec=on they don’t have like I told you it’s not offered by their employer. And also if 
protec=on is offered they don’t wear it. ‘It bothers me, let’s me sweat more and breath less.’ Or 
something like that. They don’t think about the consequences, they and their employer. She just 

wants to finish her day and go home” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 108). 
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6.2.4 Health risks due to climate change and chemicals  

Climate change is worsening the already harsh working condi:ons for women in Tunisia’s agricultural 
sector (for the context of climate change see chapter 2.1 of this thesis). Extreme weather condi:ons, 
ranging from severe heat to freezing cold, pose significant health risks, yet female agricultural workers 
con:nue to labour outdoors with liele to no protec:on from these environmental hazards (Bajec, 
2020). They are assigned physically demanding roles which require prolonged exposure to the 
elements. The combina:on of gendered labour divisions and climate-related stressors places them in 
a uniquely vulnerable posi:on, where their bodies endure the long-term consequences of 
environmental degrada:on (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023).  
The high temperatures, which have become increasingly extreme due to climate change, place an 
immense physical burden for the female farmworkers. Heat waves, las:ng for much of the agricultural 
season, result in excessive swea:ng, severe fa:gue, dizziness, debilita:ng cramps, and even the 
unfortunate loss of unborn children. Many women report suffering from headaches and dehydra:on, 
condi:ons that are exacerbated by the absence of shade, adequate hydra:on, and breaks during their 
shiZs. It has become almost normal to be ‘roasted’ (W3, Pos. 112) within the greenhouses aZer 9 
a.m. and to take small breaks to get some fresh air.  

“Truly if it gets hot inside the greenhouses, we come outside to breath a bit. Yes also one cannot 
say….. nono. If one gets =red and needs to breath she can get out a bit. And a.er res=ng get back to 

work” (W16, Pos. 90). 

Despite the evident dangers resul:ng from climate change, it is expected that the same high levels of 
produc:vity will be maintained, oZen with the en:re day being spent working under the intense sun 
without the benefit of protec:ve clothing or access to cooling facili:es. The absence of regula:ons to 
safeguard against heat-related illnesses in the informal nature of their employment leaves the women 
to endure these extreme condi:ons without support (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). Within the scope 
of my research, the work hours have been adapted to the weather condi:ons, yet even during the 
early morning hours, the working environment remains uncomfortably hot. This finding suggests that 
seasonal work may offer certain advantages for the health of informal employed women, as there is 
no work during the hoeest months from July un:l the end of September, when the harvest is over 
and the ground is dry. 

“Before we all planted through the summer. But now with the heat there’s nothing to gain anymore. 
So you just clean the workplace and prepare and do nothing. And then you begin form the 

beginning, autumn things such as potatoes and you get back into the greenhouses. But during 
summer we all were plan=ng but the weather changed it got so hot. And this just does not work you 
only lose water, water, water. And water is expensive and you have nothing to pay with. So we only 

clean and prepare the greenhouses during summer. That’s during the three months in summer 
before the three autumn months” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 144). 
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According to farmers, both male and female, the even more significant problem is the scarcity of 
water during the summer months, which compels them to discon:nue their work (Employer2, Pos. 
44). Conversely, during the spring and autumn months, when temperatures are also increasing 
farmers employ strategies to mi:gate the problem, such as u:lising large quan::es of water 
(W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 106-113) at significant financial costs (Employer1, Pos. 43).  
During the cold months, agricultural work does not become any less gruelling. Soils harden at low 
temperatures, which can render tasks such as harves:ng and digging significantly more strenuous 
(Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). Women are par:cularly vulnerable to the effects of cold weather, with 
frostbite and vasomotor disorders being common among the popula:on in northern Tunisia. 
Prolonged exposure to low temperatures can result in pain and numbness in the fingers (Jehouani & 
Meryem, 2023). This phenomenon was not observed in the Sahil region, where winter temperatures 
do not reach levels sufficient to harden the soil. However, frequent precipita:on, oZen in the form of 
short, intense weather events, results in the ground becoming a s:cky mud, leaving women covered 
in dirt and vulnerable to colds if they are required to work outside the greenhouse. The absence of 
proper work equipment, such as gloves, insulated boots, or warm clothing, intensifies their 
discomfort. The wet and icy ground forces them to exert more energy, leading to increased exhaus:on 
and a heightened risk of musculoskeletal disorders (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
Beyond immediate physical discomfort, climate change is also accelera:ng the development of long-
term health issues. Daily exposure to harsh environmental condi:ons leads to premature skin ageing, 
with many women developing early wrinkles, brown spots, and dry, damaged skin (Jehouani & 
Meryem, 2023). All of the women I interviewed had scars and very dry and damaged skin. 
Furthermore, prolonged work in dust-filled environments and the presence of pes:cide in agricultural 
fields increases the risk of developing asthma, allergies, and respiratory infec:ons. Without 
healthcare benefits or access to medical assistance, many suffer in silence, as they cannot afford 
treatment for chronic condi:ons caused by their working environment (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023).  

Pes:cide exposure is one of the most severe and overlooked health risks faced by women working in 
Tunisia’s agricultural sector. With the increasing mechanisa:on of commercial farming, the 
widespread use of chemical fer:lisers and pes:cides has become a standard prac:ce, yet female 
farmworkers remain largely unprotected from its dangers.  They come into direct contact with toxic 
substances on a daily basis, oZen without any knowledge of the risks involved (Baruah & Najjar, 2022; 
Al-Aear, 2023).  
Shockingly, 89% of women working in agriculture mix pes:cides with their bare hands, like Woman 
15 (Pos. 93 & 96) and Woman 9 (Pos. 273), while 74% have never received any training on their 
toxicity (FTDES, 2024; 2). This lack of awareness is not accidental but a reflec:on of deeper structural 
inequali:es — women are rarely informed about the dangers they face because their health and 
safety are not priori:sed by employers or policymakers, and in rural areas there is oZen a lack of 
educa:onal facili:es. As one worker, Noura al Gharbi, stated: “There are women who have already 
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prepared their burial shrouds because they know the dangers of their daily lives. If they don’t die in 
an accident, they will die from a poisonous bite or by poison itself” (FTDES, 2024; 1). 
I would respechully submit that the cita:on above appears to contradict the asser:on that women 
are unaware of the poten:al dangers posed by heavily used chemicals. My interviews with women 
working in Tunisia's fruit and vegetable agriculture revealed a degree of awareness regarding the 
health risks associated with inadequate protec:on when using pes:cides and fer:lisers. It was 
explained to me that, in considera:on of these health risks and the high market prices, women 
frequently do not apply the chemicals themselves. However, it has been reported that some women 
return to work in the greenhouses shortly aZer spraying, oZen without gloves or masks. It has also 
been suggested that the greenhouses are some:mes used as a hiding spot to relieve themselves.  

“Really bin= some=mes I come out of the greenhouses a.er they used the chemicals and begin 
vomi=ng from the smell of the chemicals. I swear they make one sick but it doesn’t maner I only 

want to save the 10 TND to spend for my children” (W3, Pos. 62). 

“The men do that with the spraying device and they spray it. You understand. But you’re inside… 
meaning in the heart of the greenhouse and they ‘psschschschschnn’ you understand. And also he 

does not care so you could protect yourself” (W1, Pos. 165). 

It was explained to me by the two employers that the women were not permieed to use the 
pes:cides because the men could withstand more ‘danger’, and that the inten:on was to apply them 
correctly themselves. However, it would be interes:ng to know whether the protec:on of the women 
working at the agricultural site was the main reason for this decision, or whether the high market 
prices mo:vated them to avoid was:ng any of the expensive pes:cides.  
The consequences of prolonged pes:cide exposure are devasta:ng. In addi:on to asthma, chronic 
coughing, and bronchi:s, skin diseases, allergic reac:ons, and neurological disorders have been linked 
to pes:cide absorp:on through the skin. Studies have shown that these chemicals suppress the 
immune system, increasing sensi:vity to infec:ons and long-term health complica:ons (Jehouani & 
Meryem, 2023). In my own research, many women explained their health issues using the word 
'exhaus:ng', without providing further details. When I asked some follow-up ques:ons, some 
described symptoms such as dizziness, headaches, vomi:ng, allergic skin reac:ons and a feeling of 
suffoca:on when chemicals were used at their workplace. Some explained that trea:ng themselves 
with a glass of milk at home aZer work would help and let them go back to work the following day.  
The  risks to women's fer:lity from exposure to pes:cides are equally alarming. Women working in 
close contact with these chemicals report higher rates of miscarriages, s:llbirths, and infer:lity 
(Adıbelli, Kırca, & Özkan, 2022). Exposure during pregnancy has been linked to birth defects, 
developmental delays, and an increased risk of childhood disabili:es and respiratory illnesses. Some 
studies have even suggested a correla:on between pes:cide exposure and neurodevelopmental 
disorders such as au:sm (Adıbelli, Kırca, & Özkan, 2022).  

Donia Noura Ben Khalifa
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It is important to note the lack of differen:a:on between fer:lisers and pes:cides — commonly 
referred to as dawah (medicine) in agricultural communi:es — which may be contribu:ng to the 
problem, as many workers remain unaware of the specific risks associated with each chemical. The 
Expert2 from the ministry has addi:onally pointed out that although the government has a specific 
list of approved chemicals and conducts ongoing demonstra:on training on the proper handling of 
the chemicals or how to switch to organic farming, many farmers s:ll buy their products on the black 
market because they work beeer in the short term and are less controlled.  Without proper in-site 
control, it is almost impossible to keep track of which chemicals are used on consumed products and 
sicker into the ground, contamina:ng the groundwater (Pos. 116).  

“There is no organic. It’s not working expect if you’re an organic farmer. But conven=onally, we only 
have 1-2 organic farmers, they don’t use organic chemicals as they’re used to the chemicals. So if 

she uses organic it won’t work. And also the organic harvest is less and expensive. But they want to 
harvest a lot. Organic does not give you that. So they use poisonous chemicals. Some=mes you tell 

them not to use it and they s=ll do. They tell you ‘no I’ve tried to learn about the insects or fungi but 
they s=ll did not die so I bought it.’ Then you ask her ‘why would you do that?’ and then she’ll tell 

you ‘no I didn’t.’ So your exper=se is not appreciated” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 114). 

Farmers are only just beginning to realise that their land may have become less fer:le aZer many 
years of using various chemicals. It is possible that this has also had a nega:ve effect on the 
important bacteria and insects in the soil, which could leave plants less vulnerable to infesta:ons 
(Employer2, Pos, 54; W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 98). Another observa:on I have made is the 
inadequate disposal of empty boeles, as evidenced by the images below. During my visits to various 
agricultural sites, I have no:ced an alarming number of open cans lying around, in close proximity 
to the fruits and vegetables, and even surround the women's lunch break area. This issue, if leZ 
unaddressed, could have a significant and long-las:ng impact on the ecosystem.  

“They have no toilet or a place where they can rest and lie down a bit. They are next to the 
agricultural site where they just sprayed the chemicals and then they sit next to it and eat their 

lunch” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 128). 

During my three fieldwork trips I have seen a number of chemicals in open fields. I would like to point 
out that all of these chemicals were clearly marked with warning signs, similar to the one shown 
below, indica:ng possible toxicity.     

Donia Noura Ben Khalifa
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Figure 25: Pes2cides lying in the field (own picture, 2024). 

   
Figure 26: Peppers sprayed, Monas2r (TU) (own picture, 2024).  

                               Figure 27: Peppers plant infested, Monas2r (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

The intersec:on of climate change, gendered labour divisions, and economic precarity makes female 
agricultural workers par:cularly vulnerable, causing their health to deteriorate further and leaving 
them with no choice but to bear the consequences themselves.  
Ul:mately, pes:cide exposure among female agricultural workers in Tunisia is not just a health risk 
but an example of systemic neglect and short-term thinking. These women perform essen:al 
agricultural tasks, yet they are leZ unprotected, uninformed, and untreated when their health begins 
to collapse. Addressing this crisis requires urgent policy interven:ons, including mandatory safety 
training, access to protec:ve equipment, and the enforcement of health regula:ons in agricultural 
workplaces. 
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6.2.5 Social security 

Having a formal situa:on with informal work condi:ons, low wages and long working hours, as well 
as precarious health risks due to climate change, work rou:nes, lack of protec:on equipment and the 
use of chemicals, the addi:onal issue of a complete absence of healthcare for agricultural workers 
makes their situa:on even worse, as it overlaps with the above-men:oned aspects on the  micro-
level. Without health insurance, many women cannot afford medical treatment, forcing them to 
con:nue working under hazardous condi:ons just to be able to afford the bare necessi:es. Their 
bodies bear the invisible cost of an industry that priori:ses produc:vity and profit over worker’s 
safety (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). It is important to acknowledge the role of employers in providing 
support to their employees, par:cularly in cases of accidents at work. This support, though not 
formalised through social security arrangements, is oZen a valuable benefit for those who rely on it 
(Employer1, Pos. 70-72 &; Employer2, Pos. 80-81; W8, Pos. 293). However, it should be noted that 
this benefit was at the employer's discre:on, and many women were aware of their own 
responsibility to ensure their well-being and health.  

“There’s nothing. There’s nothing. Forget that there’s something like protec=on. Forget it there’s no 
protec=on. People in agriculture in general have no protec=on. If something happens you just have 

to deal with it” (W2, Pos. 168). 

“The solu=on is to heal myself, nothing else” (W4, Pos. 35). 

Despite numerous state and NGO-led ini:a:ves aimed at reducing poverty, rural women remain in a 
cycle of structural poverty. Although programs offering direct assistance — whether financial aid or 
employment opportuni:es — exist, they fail to provide long-term security. The combina:on of poor 
infrastructure, restricted mobility, and financial hardship significantly limits rural women’s ability to 
access cri:cal services (Gueddana, 2021). 

“So there is a law regarding this, since 2019, I think nr. 319 (see table on p. 63: Law 30, 1960). It’s 
about the female workers in agriculture and how they’re geong registered into social security. But 

at the same =me people did not show up. It was officially adver=sed but nothing happened”  
(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 93). 

Illustra:ng this precarity the FTDES report showed that a significant propor:on of the popula:on is 
experiencing a lack of social coverage, with 92% repor:ng that they have no insurance through the 
Na:onal Fund for Illness (Al-Aear, 2023). 
Tunisia has made efforts to improve healthcare access, yet rural women con:nue to face obstacles 
due to systemic deficiencies in the healthcare system. Many rely on poorly equipped Basic Health 
Centres (CSBs) and district hospitals, which lack both material and human resources (Gueddana, 
2021). Long distances to healthcare facili:es, inadequate transporta:on services, and financial 
constraints make medical assistance, including maternal healthcare, difficult to obtain. On average, 
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rural women travel over four kilometres and take more than an hour — oZen on foot — to reach the 
nearest health centre, making prenatal and postnatal care par:cularly inaccessible. This lack of access 
contributes to higher maternal mortality rates, dispropor:onately affec:ng socially and economically 
disadvantaged women (Gueddana, 2021). 
As I men:oned before, it is fortunate that 11 out of the 16 women I interviewed have good access to 
the various treatment op:ons in the city of Monas:r. However, this access does not guarantee good 
health service. Firstly, the na:onal healthcare system is completely overloaded, but women working 
in the agricultural sector may not be in a posi:on to afford private clinics, where the services cost 
much more. They oZen have to rely on credit for their medical bills, which puts pressure on them to 
pay back with such low wages.   

“The doctor (private) wanted 3’000 TND and the doctor (general hospital) wanted 1’000 TND” 
(W5/W6/W7, Pos. 210). 

“Un=l know I have open loans (= medicine bought with credit) you understand”  
(W1, Pos. 218). 

Secondly, the Tunisian healthcare system is organised in different folders, with the colour scheme 
defining the accessible treatment op:ons – private paid health insurance (25% Al-Aear, 2023), a card 
for the disabled (6% Al-Aear, 2023), or a regular payment of 270 TND monthly for the most poor in 
society. In general, the white folder (47% Al-Aear, 2023) offers its holders the chance to get very 
cheap, even free medical treatment, but none of the people I interviewed could explain exactly how 
this system works. Despite the cost reduc:on, Tunisia is facing challenges, including a shortage of 
medica:ons and medical personnel, which results in long wai:ng periods for appointments 
(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 101/103).  
Agricultural work in Tunisia remains one of the least protected sectors, with most female workers 
lacking social security coverage. The informal nature of their employment means they are oZen 
unregistered in the Na:onal Social Security Fund, leaving them without essen:al protec:ons such as 
pensions, maternity leave, and compensa:on for work-related injuries (Bensaad, 2019). Even though 
laws exist to ensure social protec:on, their implementa:on remains weak. Only 12% of employed 
women in rural areas who work in agriculture are covered the Social Security system. (Gueddana, 
2021).  
Agricultural women workers face severe occupa:onal hazards without adequate health and safety 
protec:ons. A study conducted in 2020 found that 60% of them had experienced a workplace 
accident and 80% never received medical check-ups (FTDES, 2024; 2). Moreover, workplace accidents 
oZen lead to severe injuries, with fractures, fain:ng, and even miscarriages being reported (Na:onal 
Working Union, 2020). 
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It has been reported by all the women with whom I have spoken in an interview context that the 
concept of paid sick leave or coverage for work absence due to an accident is not something that is 
currently in place. 
A growing concern within the agricultural workforce is the aging popula:on, par:cularly women, who 
oZen con:nue working well into old age due to the absence of pension funds. The propor:on of 
agricultural workers over 60 has more than doubled in recent years (Gueddana, 2021). Unlike workers 
in formal employment sectors, women in agriculture receive no re:rement benefits and must keep 
working to sustain themselves and their families (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
One of the women I interviewed had been working on governmental agricultural land for more than 
two decades. The government offered a pension, the work condi:ons were less exhaus:ng, and the 
maximum of working hours per day were respected. However, aZer her re:rement, Woman 15 found 
herself with 185 TND per month, while her rent was around 250 TND per month (Posi:on 80). This is 
why I met her working in the fields. Despite having children, she had to con:nue working to ensure 
her livelihood.     
In general, older women seeking agricultural work face addi:onal discrimina:on, as employers 
priori:se hiring younger workers who are physically stronger. As one woman at a press conference 
expressed, “An old woman who has no social security, who goes looking for agricultural work, the 
farmer picks a young woman, because they’re stronger… But she has worked and worked, and when 
she got old and wants to pay social security, he does not accept her anymore” (FTDES, 2024; 1). This 
reality highlights the intersec:onality of age, gender, and economic insecurity, where older women 
are excluded from the workforce despite years of labour that are not even recognised or 
compensated. Without pension funds or re:rement op:ons, they are leZ in a state of perpetual 
vulnerability and complete dependence on their adult children to finance them. This further restricts 
their ability to make decisions about where to live, as they may some:mes need to leave their 
neighbourhood and move with their children, taking over the role of a nanny (W15, Pos. 141). 
To sum up, the precarity of rural women’s labour and this cycle of dependency first on their father, 
then husband, and then mostly sons over a whole lifespan is deeply :ed to exis:ng power imbalances 
and gender inequali:es. Many married women are financially dependent on their husbands, limi:ng 
their bargaining power within both the household and the workplace (Al-Manaei, 2016). Without 
legal protec:ons or employer accountability, they remain vulnerable to exploita:on, unsafe working 
condi:ons, and job insecurity. Pregnancy presents another layer of vulnerability, as many women risk 
dismissal when they become pregnant or health damages when they are allowed to stay at work. 
Maternity leave, while theore:cally guaranteed, is rarely enforced, leaving women without income 
or job security during and aZer childbirth (Al-Manaei, 2016). None of the women I interviewed 
men:oned receiving paid maternity leave, which is a dilemma for them as they have to balance their 
professional lives with their personal responsibili:es This will be explored in more detail in the sec:on 
on gender roles (see p. 109 to 113 in this thesis). 
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To ensure the social security of women in agriculture, systema:c reforms are necessary. Guaranteeing 
legal recogni:on of their employment status, implemen:ng employer accountability, and expanding 
social security coverage are crucial steps toward achieving economic jus:ce for these workers. 
Addi:onally, improving access to healthcare services, transporta:on, and educa:on can help to break 
the cycle of poverty and enhance their overall well-being. As one agricultural worker put it, “We want 
ourselves to be insured. If something happens, one has no insurance. One is afraid to die or have an 
accident. Because our rights are nowhere, not to be found” (FTDES, 2024; 1). 

Applica3on Ahimini 

The launch of Ahmini aimed to close this gap by offering a digital solu:on that facilitates access to 
social security and health insurance and counteracts the fact that social security remains an 
inaccessible privilege for women working in Tunisia’s agriculture. However, its impact has been mixed, 
reflec:ng the deep-seated inequali:es and systemic challenges faced by rural women. 

“So if one dies they find some widow re=rement payments. It’s just unnecessary. So Ahmini for 
example, what should it protect you from? One can’t even make a safe living, how should one 

deposit…” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 172). 

Women working in agriculture oZen earn such insufficient wages to cover even basic needs like food, 
educa:on, and healthcare (Ahmini, 2017). Many remain unregistered in the na:onal social security 
system. Decades of governmental efforts failed to reach them, due to logis:cal barriers, lack of 
awareness, and deep mistrust towards ins:tu:ons (CIHEAM, 2020). I also sensed a certain degree of 
mistrust, as many of the women I spoke to prior to the interview expressed concerns about being 
featured on na:onal television as a marginalised segment of society. They told about instances when 
journalists, government representa:ves and scien:sts visited them at their workplace, oZen 
accompanied by cameras, and made promises regarding improvements to their precarious situa:on. 
Addi:onally, the experts did not seem comfortable to discuss any systemic issues related to the 
working condi:ons of women in agriculture. I always had my UZH card with me, which increased the 
women’s willingness to talk, as this was an interview for a Master's thesis in Switzerland.  
Launched in 2019 by M. Khelifi, an IT engineer from the Kairouan region, Ahmini is a digital micro-
insurance plahorm designed to integrate rural women into Tunisia’s social security system (BIAT, 
2020). The ini:a:ve allows female agricultural workers to pay social security contribu:ons remotely 
via mobile phones, avoiding the need for physical access to government offices. A small daily 
withdrawal of 1 TND from their mobile phone credit covers their insurance, making the system more 
accessible to those with limited financial means. Once registered, women receive their care booklets, 
enabling them to access healthcare services (CIHEAM, 2020). 
By leveraging mobile technology, Ahmini sought to bypass the bureaucra:c hurdles that previously 
excluded rural women from the formal healthcare system. It also aimed to empower them by raising 
awareness about health services and providing updates on medical advancements via SMS. 
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Addi:onally, free transport services were included to ensure easier access to healthcare facili:es 
(Ahmini, 2017). 
Despite its innova:ve approach, Ahmini encountered significant barriers to widespread adop:on. The 
requirement for a smartphone proved to be a major obstacle, as many rural women do not own such 
devices or do not have stable internet access (Bensaad, 2019). Addi:onally, the program relied on 
consistent monitoring through labour inspectorates — an aspect that was never fully implemented. 
Many women, already wary of official ins:tu:ons, remained hesitant to enrol, fearing addi:onal 
financial burdens or bureaucra:c exploita:on (Ahmini, 2017). The forward-thinking idea completely 
collided with the economic and social reality of female workers (Al-Aear, 2023). 

“Ohhh it’s all about money and expenses. Wifi for example we don’t have internet. So Wifi I have to 
pay 50 TND and it’s only enough for 3 days. So each month I have to pay 25 TND for only the Wifi. 

And then they have online courses and you have to pay for it”  
(W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 161). 

It came as something of a surprise to me that none of the 16 women I interviewed had an idea about 
Ahmini, given that Kairouan is a neighbouring governorate to the Sahil region and that the digital 
micro-insurance plahorm has received quite a lot of adver:sing on Facebook, the most successful 
social-media plahorm for reaching wide ranges of the public.  

“I always hear of something and go on because in Tunisia nothing ‘for real’” (W2, Pos. 129). 

“Yes I’ve hear of it but that’s all just talk. It’s like before poli=cal elec=ons the president comes and 
tells you ‘I’ll do this and that’ and then it’s just to get your vote. It’s the same, just talk. Talk for the 

papers” (Employer2, Pos. 107). 

Although the ini:a:ve aimed to integrate 500,000 women into the social security system, by June 
2020, only 15,000 had registered (Bajec, 2020). Misinforma:on, technological illiteracy, and lack of 
trust in digital services played a significant role in this low adop:on rate. Furthermore, Ahmini’s 
effec:veness was hindered by a lack of structured state support. While new partnerships were 
established between the government and private sector startups to enhance access, the ini:a:ve 
struggled to make up for the ini:al enthusiasm (Gueddana, 2021). 

So with the applica=on Ahmini we made a sensibiliza=on of 1’000 women. So you could deposit for 
yourself and also could increase the amount a linle and the you were able to sign up a work 

insurance and ‘capital DDC’. When they started with the project they found women with the white 
folder, let’s say low-tax. And they also have the 270 TND from the government. So they found 

themselves if they would sign up with Ahmini they would lose all this privileges. If you put your 
name on their plaxorm you lose your other privileges. So they quit. … But there is a whole law on 

how to regulate social security. But only 10% of the women made use of this new law. So and Ahmini 
they did not plan to offer them social security but more the op=on to deposit money from far with 
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Telecom. Because for these women it’s difficult to come from Mzaghoua to Monas=r to only deposit 
money. So they tried to offer them SIM cards to deposit their money and in instalments, so every day 
1 TND. So a.er 3 months you saved 75 TND. So this whole project just did not con=nue, I don’t know 

why” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 93). 

The challenges faced by Ahmini highlight the intersec:onal nature of rural women’s struggles. Many 
are burdened not only by economic depriva:on but also by gendered power dynamics that limit their 
autonomy. Without financial independence, some women rely on male family members to facilitate 
registra:on — a dependency that further alienates them from direct access to their own social rights 
(Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
The digital divide plays a crucial role in reinforcing these inequali:es. In order for digital extension 
services to have a posi:ve impact on rural development, they must be customised to the specific 
needs of marginalised popula:ons, and especially women. Approaches such as SMS-based guidance, 
community outreach, and localised registra:on assistance could enhance engagement. However, 
without addressing fundamental barriers like digital illiteracy and mistrust, technological solu:ons 
alone cannot fully resolve the exclusion of rural women from social security systems (Baruah & Najjar, 
2022). As one woman poignantly expressed, “We work and work, but when we get old, no one credits 
our labour. And when we try to secure our future, they turn us away” (FTDES, 2024; 1).  
In the hope of gaining a more in-depth understanding of the applica:on's failure, I tried to arrange a 
mee:ng with Mr Khelifi via Facebook. Unfortunately, when I arrived in Tunisia, he had travelled to 
Qatar and never got in touch again. This meant that I was unable to follow up on the failed approach, 
its connec:on to the na:onal telecommunica:ons service, Tunisie Telecom (TT), and the support 
provided by the government.  

Unions 

In addi:on to the lack of on-site governmental support and fundamental technical barriers, rural 
women’s struggle is compounded by the absence of effec:ve union representa:on. While efforts 
have been made to organise women and improve their rights, systemic barriers con:nue to limit their 
par:cipa:on in trade unions and coopera:ves. 
The agricultural sector remains one of the least unionised industries due to the dominance of 
seasonal and family-based work. The temporary nature of employment makes it difficult for women 
to engage in collec:ve ac:on, and many fear retalia:on from employers if they aeempt to organise 
themselves. As a result, women oZen refrain from union par:cipa:on, further weakening their ability 
to demand beeer wages and working condi:ons (Al-Manaei, 2016). From my observa:ons, it seemed 
that many of the women I interviewed did not appear to have any formal :es to unions or ins:tu:ons 
that might have supported their claims. It came out that their primary focus was on securing a 
livelihood, without necessarily having the energy or inclina:on to engage ac:vely in such unions. The 
one excep:on was W10_self-sufficient, who has some connec:ons to the training centre in Jemmal, 
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which will be discussed in more detail in the sec:on about resources (see chapter 7.4.3 in this thesis), 
where she was one of the first to par:cipate in a training program in 1992 (Pos. 51). 

“A community where we encourage them if they find themselves with problems a.er with the bank, 
organisa=ons, customs, we tell them to call us. So that we can help them and stay in contact” 

(Transcrip:on_Expert1_TrainingCentre, Pos. 77). 

Rural women’s access to professional organisa:ons and coopera:ves is severely limited. Structural 
inequali:es, including lack of educa:on and restricted decision-making power, exclude them from 
poli:cal and economic discussions that directly impact their livelihoods. Without adequate 
representa:on, they are leZ without a voice in nego:a:ons over land leases, agricultural investments, 
or employment contracts (Park et al., 2015). 
Trade unions and civil society organisa:ons play a crucial role in advoca:ng for agricultural women 
workers’ rights. In some regions, such as Zaghouan, farm workers successfully organised strikes with 
the support of the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT), demanding wage increases and fair 
distribu:on of agricultural revenues (Ayeb & Bush, 2014). However, these cases remain isolated, as 
unions historically have not priori:sed agricultural workers, despite the urgent need for 
representa:on (Al-Manaei, 2016). 
To address this gap, ini:a:ves have been launched to encourage women’s par:cipa:on in trade 
unions and coopera:ves. The FAO/IFAD-supported the Agricultural Development Group (GDA) 
Sabaihya in Zaghouan is one of the few examples of a women-led agricultural coopera:ve aimed at 
improving rural women’s working condi:ons and integra:ng them into economic ac:vi:es 
(Gueddana, 2021). Expanding such ini:a:ves to other regions, such as the Sahil region, could 
empower women on a macro-scale by giving them greater financial independence and stronger 
collec:ve bargaining power. 

“You see, Monas=r is seen as a place for tourists and they don’t think that there is agriculture” 
(Transcrip:on_Employer2, Pos. 108). 

One of the primary barriers preven:ng rural women from joining unions is the lack of awareness 
about their rights. Many female workers do not understand the role of unions or see them as a viable 
means of protec:on. Moreover, the absence of local and regional trade union structures makes it 
difficult for agricultural workers to engage in organised labour. The already men:oned fear of 
employer retalia:on also discourages many from par:cipa:ng, as unionising threatens the absolute 
control employers exert over workers (Al-Manaei, 2016). Respec:ng transparency and with the aim 
of fostering a posi:ve rela:onship, it was considered important to inform all employers about the 
objec:ves of this thesis, to preserve the complete anonymity of the interviewees, and to avoid any 
connec:on with governmental ins:tu:ons prior to the interviews. To ensure the integrity of the 
process, it was decided to conduct the interviews during lunch breaks or aZer work, with the 
understanding that this would prevent any influence on their work du:es. During the interviews, it 
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was made clear to the employers and the women that nothing said would have any nega:ve effect 
on their work rela:ons. However, some interviewees seemed to have concerns about poten:al 
nega:ve consequences. 
Government interven:on is essen:al to ensuring the protec:on and inclusion of rural women in 
agricultural unions. In 2020, the Selma Lives campaign, launched by Tunisian feminist NGOs and 
labour organisa:ons, called on the government to implement policies improving the working 
condi:ons of female agricultural workers, par:cularly in terms of transport safety (Bajec, 2020). Such 
ini:a:ves highlight the need for state involvement in enforcing labour rights and facilita:ng women’s 
access to unions. 

“So for example the ministry pays and the syndicate protects. The Union of farmers who pays? So 
the farmers pay the farmers. The big ones pay the small ones. They won’t get in each other’s way, 

some=mes there’s a conflict of interest. That’s the problem, they (women) don’t have something to 
regulate/protect” (Transcrip:on_Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 22). 

Moreover, revising the legal framework governing professional associa:ons could help integrate more 
women into unions and coopera:ves (Gueddana, 2021). Encouraging joint projects and raising 
awareness about the benefits of union membership would strengthen women’s collec:ve power and 
improve their working condi:ons. Organisa:ons like SwissContact, which will be further discussed in 
the sec:on about resources (see chapter 7.4.3 in this thesis), have emphasised the importance of 
collec:ve structures in securing fair wages and safe environments for agricultural labourers (Baruah 
& Najjar, 2022). 
Ensuring that women in Tunisian agriculture are represented in unions is a vital step toward securing 
fair wages, improved working condi:ons, and long-term economic security. The intersec:on of 
gender inequality, economic precarity, and lack of legal protec:ons must be addressed at the macro 
and micro level, through targeted policies and grassroots movements at the same :me. Strengthening 
trade unions, expanding access to agricultural coopera:ves, and providing educa:onal programs on 
labour rights will be crucial in empowering rural women. 

7. Informal situa<on  

7.1 Economic condi0on 

AZer having explained the  formal situa:on of women, working in Tunisia’s agricultural sector, which 
becomes visible when ques:ons are asked at local (Meso-) and na:onal (Macro-) levels, I would like 
to look more closely at why women in the Sahil region chose to work in agriculture, despite all the 
inequali:es they face, and ignore the exis:ng laws and regula:ons.   
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For many women in rural areas, engaging in agricultural labour is not a choice but rather an economic 
necessity due to the high cost of living, which oZen leads to the resor:ng to loans to meet basic family 
needs (Bajec, 2020). This is also the reason given by all the 16 women interviewed, who cited their 
economic situa:on as the only reason for working in agriculture.  

“We life with the bare minimum. We don’t have food. If we worked we have something for dinner to 
eat, if we didn’t work we have nothing to eat» (W18 _onlineInterview, Pos. 45). 

“Tell myself ‘I don’t have to go to work tomorrow’ but then I find myself going to work anyway, as I 
don’t have any other solution. I don’t have anyone to go in my place and I don’t have another 

income source. If I work I get paid, if I don’t work I don’t get paid. No one is caring about you” (W21 
_onlineInterview, Pos. 111). 

Addi:onally, those from small-scale farming households oZen find themselves struggling with rising 
prices of essen:al goods, which can diminish their purchasing power despite earning an income (Park 
et al., 2015).  

«Oh and the expenses. Milk and the expenses for school. So all the things children have whose 
parents are not poor our children also have to have. How can they have it and he doesn’t?»  

(W12_Kroussia, Pos. 197). 

“Mmm you and your living expenses. When the living expenses rise, the salary increases ... The 
world gets more expensive. Everything increases with one another.” (Employer1, Pos. 116). 

As was highlighted, the majority of these women are employed in seasonal, informal jobs, with work 
opportuni:es oZen segmented by gendered work rou:nes and crop type. This labour structure has 
the poten:al to reinforce their economic instability and dependence on fluctua:ng market condi:ons 
(Park et al., 2015). As the table below shows, although lastly updated in 2015, the average 
expenditure per person comes down to 74 TND weekly. When we compare this to the weekly wages 
of my female interview partners of 120 TND, it appears that the weekly expenses account for 62%. 
 

 
Figure 28: Expenditure per person [TND] (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024). 

In order to cover essen:al expenses such as food, rent, electricity and water, transporta:on, 
medica:on, clothes, educa:on and childcare, or occasionally new clothes, many women find 
themselves having to enter the workforce, despite facing challenges such as fa:gue, illness, 
pregnancy, or caring for young children at home (W16, Pos. 63).  



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Informal situa:on 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 105 

It is important to acknowledge the challenges faced by Tunisian rural women, par:cularly those from 
marginalised regions such as the Northwest (Siliana, Jendouba, Beja, Kef) and the central areas 
(Kairouan, Sidi Bouzid, Kasserine). These areas are characterised by high poverty rates, 
unemployment, and underdeveloped infrastructure. It is also worth no:ng that women in these 
regions oZen have lower levels of educa:on, with a significant percentage being illiterate. For 
example, in Sidi Bouzid, 84.2% of illiterate individuals are rural women (Al-Manaei, 2016). Educa:onal 
disadvantages can unfortunately force many into informal, low-paying agricultural jobs, with liele to 
no opportunity for economic mobility (Bensaad, 2019). 
When considering the working situa:on of women working in the agricultural fields in the Sahil 
region, other regions can’t be ignored as all interviewed women originally came from regions such 
Kef, Kairouan, and Kasserine. Their current situa:on is influenced by the experienced inequali:es in 
their hometowns, such as poverty, a low educa:onal background and almost no other work op:ons.  

“Okey so you asked why they work in agriculture. So you mean the ones living in the rural parts. So 
in the rural parts there is only agricultural work, no produc=on. So the nearest workplace for them is 
in their area. So her father or husband is a farmer, so the go to is agricultural work. So she grew up 
with farming and all she’s learned is agricultural work. And in addi=on to that men do not want to 

work in agriculture anymore. It is not enough for them. So women are modest and accept. So even if 
she only gets 20 TND it’s already very important for her livelihood. Men no, …”  

(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 33). 

“Until when I went to school…. I lived in the rural area. And we had a father, may God bless his soul 
(meaning: he passed away) he had livestock. And our circumstances in the rural part and our school 
was bad. They didn’t educate their sons nor daughters. They give us some animals and tell us to go 

guard them in the mountains. While shepherding every day. Then this period passed and we got 
married and had children. It increased more and more, no salary, no life security, no matter how you 

look at it. You find yourself with nothing. I have a son studying. I have four children. So I heard of 
this place and it’s work options for women and men … I came here and my son and daughter are in 
school and I work in agriculture. I can’t quit it. From his first year until he got his Bac (= Matura in 

CH). He did not repeat (meaning: repeat a school year). That’s why I support him. Now he rents in a 
region and we rent here. And I work for him. I reach 50 TND and run to the post office to send it to 
him. So I stayed like this for two years. In the year of the revolution he failed and last year he failed 

again. So this year it’s his third try” (W3, Pos. 14). 

While agriculture remains a key pillar of Tunisia’s economy, the younger genera:on increasingly 
moves away from it. Youth, par:cularly young men, migrate to urban areas due to limited 
employment opportuni:es in rural regions. This shiZ places a heavier burden on women, as they 
oZen take on greater agricultural responsibili:es in the absence of male workers (Baruah & Najjar, 
2022). Many young women enter agricultural wage labour out of necessity, especially those from 
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landless families with no other viable means of income (Najjar et al., 2018). It was also explained to 
me that men either can't find work or work under poor condi:ons, for example in the construc:on 
industry, which means that women, even with children at home or at an older age, have to work to 
support themselves and their families (W3, item 20).  

“My children, the two by my side don’t have a father. So I have to work for them. So now they got a 
little older and help me a little. So we pay rent and the expenses together. So that helps bit by bit” 

(W16, Pos. 64). 

The rela:onship between marital status and economic hardship is evident among female agricultural 
workers. Many single women, oZen young and with limited educa:onal qualifica:ons, turn to 
agricultural work due to a lack of alterna:ve employment opportuni:es (Al-Manaei, 2016; Expert1, 
Pos 21) or to support family members, oZen men, who s:ll have a chance to succeed in higher 
educa:on. Even though it is very cheap to study in Tunisia, young adults who are s:ll studying have 
to be supported by their families, as part-:me work is very uncommon. I think it would be interes:ng 
to see if an efficient realisa:on of part-:me work would change the economic situa:on. This could be 
a topic for a disserta:on. 

«So everyone has their circumstances meaning your circumstances force me too ... We in our family, 
my big brother is studying, we rent him in Sfax, we rent here for us, my mother helps me and also 

got sick. Cancer but she got away from it hamdoullah. Meaning as I told you only the worse will lift 
you from the current» (W2, Pos. 55). 

However, the majority of women engaged in this sector are married, or widowed, and bear a 
significant share of their families’ financial responsibili:es For married women, agricultural work is 
not solely a means of personal income but a crucial financial support for their households. Many must 
engage in parallel forms of labour, extending their working hours to sustain their families. These 
condi:ons lead to fa:gue, chronic health issues, and even malnutri:on, as the burden of suppor:ng 
both their families and their own basic needs becomes overwhelming (Bensaad, 2019).  

“My family didn’t need the money during this time to tell the truth. It was for me, myself, me myself, 
to buy clothes, …. To go out and have fun for example … -- And now (after getting married)? – Now, 

now it’s over (laughing) (W1, Pos. 105-106). 

Climate change and declining agricultural yields are further driving younger genera:ons away from 
farming, exacerba:ng labour shortages in rural areas (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). In addi:on, Employer1 
(Pos. 39) and Woman10 (Pos. 216), who both have their own fruit and vegetable farms, emphasised 
the importance of their children to achieve a high level of educa:on, possibly with studies abroad, so 
that they don't have to follow their parents into farming.  

Donia Noura Ben Khalifa
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“Yes so they do something else. There is no future, .. where are the ones who studied agriculture. My 
brother studied agriculture and now he’s just thrown away (meaning: without employment). He has 

a doctoral thesis” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 216). 

For women, whether young adults or mothers, working in agriculture, there is minimal capacity to 
accommodate addi:onal responsibili:es, such as caring for a sick parent or child. Frequently, young 
adults' future plans are disrupted by the necessity to care for a sick parent or child, consequently 
leading to older grandparents being neglected (W15, para. 148).  

«The circumstances…. The parent was sick and I stayed to care for him that’s it. And then he got 
mentally ill because my father died and all…” (W8/W9, Pos. 39). 

Urgent change is needed, as the mentality and acceptance of 'sacrificing a mother's life so that a few 
children can succeed and Tunisia can be beeer for them' (W17, Pos. 5) should no longer be accepted 
by the system and society. 

“Meaning our work has reached to be under the worst ones. But I couldn’t give up due to my 
children» (W3, Pos. 91). 

7.2 Gender inequali0es  

Efforts to achieve gender equality in Tunisian agriculture are closely linked to broader struggles for 
social change and jus:ce. Addressing these dispari:es requires tackling exis:ng power imbalances 
that shape gender rela:ons within the agricultural sector. The concept of food sovereignty, as 
highlighted by Park, White, and Julia (2015), underscores the importance of control and power 
dynamics within food systems, emphasising the need to challenge the structural barriers that hinder 
women’s full par:cipa:on. 
Women in rural Tunisia cons:tute 32% of the female popula:on (Na:onal Ins:tute of Sta:s:cs, 
201419). Their roles in agriculture vary significantly, ranging from farm owners and decision-makers to 
employees and unpaid family workers. According to data from the Ministry of Agriculture, Water 
Resources, and Fisheries (2017/2018), women’s par:cipa:on in the sector reflects both their 
significant contribu:ons and the deep-seated inequali:es they face. 
Despite their substan:al involvement in agricultural produc:on and economic ac:vi:es, rural women 
con:nue to face significant barriers to equality. Their roles, as has been explained in chapter 6, are 
oZen relegated to unpaid or temporary work, limi:ng their economic independence and reinforcing 
their vulnerability. The gendered division of labour in agriculture reflects entrenched power dynamics 
that posi:on women in roles with less security, fewer rights, and limited access to decision-making 
(Park et al., 2015). 

 
19 Latest update 
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Recognising these challenges, the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources, and Fisheries established 
a support office for rural women in 2001 to enhance their skills, provide necessary financial resources, 
and improve their integra:on into the agricultural development process. However, without 
addressing the deeper structural inequali:es that place women in disadvantaged posi:ons towards 
men, these ini:a:ves remain insufficient to create sustainable change. Achieving true gender equality 
in agriculture requires not only ins:tu:onal support but also a fundamental shiZ in societal 
percep:ons and power rela:ons within the sector. 

“The right of women firstly in general is =ring, (mumbling). As much as I tell you, you won’t stand it” 
(W2, Pos. 55). 

The ‘Patriarchal Bargain’ 

Rural women in Tunisia navigate a complex system of economic dependency that reinforces gendered 
inequali:es within agriculture. This dependency is not merely an economic condi:on but a form of 
structural violence (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources, and Fisheries, 2022). The concept of 
the ‘patriarchal bargain’ (see chapter 2.3.1 in this thesis) helps to explain how women strategically 
accept certain constraints within this system, ‘that’s the world we live in’ (W5/W6/W7, Pos. 174), in 
exchange for security and social acceptance, even when it comes at the cost of their own economic 
empowerment. 

“Because that’s the right of the man and we work the double amount meaning” (W2, Pos. 171). 

“That’s something, if they would own the land, they could have a bener livelihood. She’s always 
beneath the man, the father, the brother and so” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 11). 

The vast majority of rural women remain financially reliant on male family members, with only 19.7% 
having an independent source of income. Even within this small percentage, only 4.07% operate their 
own agricultural enterprises, highligh:ng the limited access women have to financial control and 
decision-making power. In contrast, 80% of rural women remain en:rely dependent on male 
providers, reinforcing tradi:onal power hierarchies (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources, and 
Fisheries, 2022).  
In my own research, I found that at least two of my interview partners did not get their side of the 
bargain, execu:ng their ‘masculine’ behaviour and leadership (Al-Aear, 2023), because their 
husbands did not provide them with social and financial security, leaving them completely 
dependent on themselves.  

“Yes he did not help me and he’s from these one who come back from Italy and always drinks and 
smoke weed and will influence my children badly. So he stays in one home and I’m in another. 

Everyone …. The children just call/visit him. It’s annoying. And the responsibility for the children lies 
upon me alone. School and all … Some=mes I just ignore him because I fear for my daughters that 
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he’ll do something to them. One who’s drunk you don’t know what he’s capable of and you can’t do 
something about it” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 33 & 39). 

“(Hearsay) He le. me and went away. He tell’s me these are your children. He throws all the 
responsibility at the woman. Everything for the woman” (W1, Pos. 197). 

Despite their significant contribu:on to agricultural labour, women’s work is oZen seen as an 
extension of their familial roles (see p. 37 in this thesis) and not as an independent economic ac:vity 
valued by society. Women accept their informal, highly vulnerable posi:on in the hope that their 
employer will keep his word and remain 'respechul' and 'responsible' (W8/W9, pos. 78). Employers, 
on the other hand, do not seem to trust that women, even if they are given formal contracts, will not 
take advantage of them. This view is deeply worrying, as women's rights are consciously ignored in 
order to maintain the 'higher' posi:on with more power.  

“We don’t have contracts here never. Because one day they work and tomorrow they don’t show up. 
Make a contract or they say I’m sick, other =mes … because I know the law and … I worked in 

tourism and everything…. The one who works with a contract one day holiday, three days sick, 
without a =cket (= referring to medical cer:ficate?)” (Employer1, Pos. 58). 

While ins:tu:onal efforts, such as those ini:ated by the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and 
Fisheries, aim to support rural women’s par:cipa:on in agriculture, the structural barriers to financial 
independence remain largely unchallenged. Without systemic change that addresses power rela:ons 
and economic violence, the ‘patriarchal bargain’ will con:nue to dictate women’s roles and posi:ons 
in the agricultural sector. True empowerment requires not only a rethink in economic policy but also 
in society which confines women to dependent roles within their households and communi:es. 

Gender roles (private space)  

The private space for women in Tunisian agriculture is shaped by deeply rooted gender norms, 
economic necessity, and the intersec:on of mul:ple inequali:es. Women’s responsibili:es in the 
household go beyond caregiving and housework; they navigate in a complex power dynamic that 
reinforces their dependence on male family members while playing a crucial role in household 
management and economic survival (Gueddana, 2021). 
The socialisa:on of the 'patriarchal bargain' is reinforced across genera:ons, as some mothers 
con:nue to teach the same values to their children. This is illustrated by the two statements below, 
where a young woman's agricultural salary pays for her brothers' university fees and rent, while she 
also has to care for her grandfather, and a mother who has to cook for her adult son when she comes 
home from agricultural work. While this arrangement provides stability, it also entrenches gendered 
economic inequali:es that limit women's ability to achieve financial independence (Gueddana, 
2021).  
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“I for example have my grandfather at home, an old men, I get home and ….. stressed to make him 
something to eat, some=mes I get back (wo work), some=mes I don’t get back because I have to 

care for him” (W2, Pos. 153). 

“And the other (= adult son) is also at home. He waits there un=l I come home in the a.ernoon to 
cook for him dinner. And some=mes I find him very hungry” (W7, Pos. 208). 

Despite their double contribu:ons in both agriculture and the household, women’s decision-making 
power remains limited. While male family members acknowledge women’s exper:se in managing 
household budgets and tending livestock, these roles do not translate into broader authority over 
land or financial assets. Women’s par:cipa:on in financial decisions is oZen portrayed as a form of 
‘jointness’ rather than an expression of real power. Consequently, while women shoulder much of 
the household’s economic burden, their ability to shape major decisions remains restricted (Najjar & 
Baruah, 2024). 
 The long working hours involved in physically demanding agricultural work, followed by unpaid 
domes:c responsibili:es such as childcare, cooking and cleaning, can be exhaus:ng for these women. 
This relentless workload can lead to high rates of fa:gue and stress-related health issues, with 60% 
of rural women in low-income regions such as Jendouba, Kef, Kasserine, and Gafsa suffering from 
work-related illnesses (Bajec, 2020). 
Many of my female interview partners reported that when they come home from work, despite their 
exhaus:on, they have to cook dinner, clean the house and :dy up , leaving liele qualita:ve :me for 
their children or their husbands (W1, Pos. 45; W16, Pos. 85). 

“Also the homework you won’t find the =me to ask them about it or help them”  
(W12_Kroussia, Pos. 120). 

“Maybe from the exhaus=on you feel =red. You can’t find yourself when you get home, you have not 
cocked nor cared for the children. If you finish your chores you … there is nothing le., you don’t talk 

to your husband nor the children (grinning -> referring to in:macy)” (W11 _Kroussia, Pos. 170.) 

Apart from the physical strain, their situa:on is made even more difficult by the fact that women are 
expected to con:nue caring for children, the elderly and sick family members, oZen without adequate 
support. As one female worker from Sidi Bouzid describes, financial necessity and caregiving demands 
prevent her from looking aZer her own health, even when faced with the need for mul:ple surgeries 
(FTDES, 2024), or experiencing extreme :redness due to lack of sleep, as was described by Woman14.  

“I get up at 4am. 4am is needed so you can cook lunch for your children and wake them up to get 
them ready for school” (W14_Kroussia). 

This situa:on illustrates the complex interplay between economic challenges, social expecta:ons, and 
the impact on individuals' well-being. The home, which should be a space of refuge, is oZen another 
site of inequality and, in many cases, violence. Economic dependency and social norms make it 
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difficult for women to escape cycles of gender-based violence, with many experiencing verbal, 
physical, or moral abuse from their spouses (Bajec, 2020). Long working hours in agriculture, 
combined with the stress of financial insecurity, can exacerbate tensions within the household and 
lead to an increase in domes:c violence. Even when women contribute substan:ally to the family’s 
income, they remain dispropor:onately vulnerable to mistreatment, reflec:ng their lower social 
status within both the home and the broader community (Adıbelli et al., 2022).  
In my own research, none of the women drew such a picture of home, and I did not explicitly ask 
about it so as not to prolong the interviews. Instead, they revealed another worrying issue: the 
neglect of young children due to their mothers' long working hours. Due to the precarious economic 
situa:on, decreasing help from family members or neighbours, or unreliable childcare facili:es, 
babies are some:mes brought to work in a basket covered with a blanket (W10, Pos. 242; W14, Pos. 
280, W11, Pos. 286). Because of the risks involved, many women see no other solu:on than to leave 
their toddlers neglected at home. They prepare their lunch, let them watch cartoons on TV, secure 
the house and, if possible, ask older siblings to look aZer them (W3, Pos. 129; W10, Pos. 242; W11, 
Pos. 286; W16, Pos. 126).  

“Some=mes she locks them in. She’ll leaving nothing with them so that they can’t hurt themselves or 
doing something bad. So she locks them in the room and brings the key with her. She gives them 

toys to play with them a linle and leaves them like that. She does not have the possibility to hire a 
nanny. She does not have the money to pay this woman. For like 50 TND for a month or 80 TND she 
does not have that. For example she worked today for 15 TND. She buys with this money diapers or 

milk for her children and diner. There isn’t any saving. Some=mes the rent is…. She says ‘they’ve 
kicked me out, I don’t have the money to pay the rent because I have the children. My husband 

drinks he does not care for me.’ You understand. Like that. ‘wallah he le. me and went away. He 
tell’s me these are your children. He throws all the responsibility at the woman. Everything for the 

woman. Everything for the woman. You understand, like that» (W1, Pos. 197). 

Tunisia has a unique history of reproduc:ve policies that have shaped family dynamics and gender 
roles within households. Family planning ini:a:ves, including access to steriliza:on, abor:on, and 
economic incen:ves for smaller families, have influenced women’s roles in the private space. While 
these policies have provided women with greater control over their reproduc:ve decisions, they have 
also func:oned as a means of state interven:on in personal decisions, reinforcing the connec:on 
between women’s fer:lity and na:onal economic planning (Gas:neau, 2012).  

Gender Roles (Public Space)  

Despite shiZs in social a�tudes over :me and space, women in agriculture s:ll experience exclusion 
from policy-making and are constrained by gendered stereotypes that reinforce their economic and 
social vulnerability (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). In my research, I found that three dis:nc:ons are 
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made about the roles women are expected to play: physical appearance, behaviour towards men and 
behaviour in society.   
While women's par:cipa:on in agricultural labour is undeniable, public percep:on and ins:tu:onal 
frameworks oZen minimise their contribu:ons. Policies con:nue to overlook their roles, which results 
in the ins:tu:onal neglect of female farm workers and their needs. (Jehouani & Meryem, 2023). 
Historically, social changes, such as the campaign against the sefsari20, symbolized efforts to redefine 
women’s roles in public spaces and their physical appearance, but these efforts have had no effect on 
the agricultural sector (Gas:neau, 2012). When working in agriculture most of the women dressed 
without showing much skin, which protected them from the sun and any kind of harm such as 
scratches and s:ngs. However, the fact that as almost all of them wore a Hijab, was also due to their 
religious beliefs. But as Employer2 explained, they can’t just simply cool themselves with a bucket of 
water.  

“Men are physically more strong, they can endure more, not like women. Men even when it gets 
very hot, they just take off their clothes and empty a bucket of water over himself. It’s not the same 
for women, they don’t have anywhere to shower. So you kill her with the chemicals and leave her 

with a bad smell” (Employer2, Pos. 126). 

The feminisa:on of agriculture has altered tradi:onal gender dynamics, but the overarching 
framework of male superiority remains intact. While men have lost certain privileges in the 
agricultural household structure, women’s economic gains have not translated into full social 
empowerment. Rather than a radical departure from tradi:onal gender hierarchies, these changes 
represent an adapta:on within the same structural framework, where men maintain symbolic 
dominance despite shiZs in economic contribu:ons (Latreille, 2006). 
According to Expert2, a 'no' could be punished with the termina:on of her work (pos. 23), and 
Woman3 (pos. 120) and Woman15 (pos. 103) agreed that women should not behave like men at 
work, such as taking breaks, working slowly and loudly. 'Feminine' things like going to the toilet or 
menstrual cramps are not to be discussed openly, even among women, and it is considered even 
more shameful to men:on it to a man (W1, pos. 186). Also, discussing wages is not accepted (W4, 
pos. 29). But there was also power, where women decided to give me an interview even though their 
employer did not like it and described them as ‘difficult’, or where they felt empowered by using their 
'devilish' tongue, toughness and strong personality when engaging with other male farmers or 
employees (W10, Pos. 203; W16, Pos. 132).  
However, within households, gendered labour segrega:on and intra-family tensions shape women's 
experiences in agricultural work. Married women, par:cularly those entering a household through 
marriage, navigate complex power dynamics. Ini:ally they may fight for autonomy but later they 

 
20 White overcoat to cover the female body and hair as a whole, and at the same Xme serving as a protecXon against the 
sun.  
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assert their authority over younger women who enter the family structure (Latreille, 2006). The 
evolving role of women in agriculture is therefore not only about economic par:cipa:on, but also 
about renego:a:ng power within households and communi:es. Young women should no longer be 
brought up to stay at home, to have no idea of other places (W1, Pos. 61) and to accept being shouted 
at by their male employer. 

“He yells at them yes he yells at them a lot. But if your well-behaved and work he won’t bother you 
the truth. But if he brings you 50 boxes, you have to finish 50 boxes” (W1, Pos. 147). 

Women in agriculture are further disadvantaged by their limited access to organised labour 
structures. Farmers' unions in Tunisia, as well as in the wider MENA region, rarely address issues 
specific to women workers, focusing instead on access to resources such as fer:liser and water rights. 
The lack of advocacy for fair wages, safe working condi:ons and labour protec:ons further 
entrenches their precarious status in the workforce (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Furthermore, their 
exclusion from policy and decision-making structures means that their concerns remain unaddressed. 
Women have fewer opportuni:es to organise or par:cipate in agricultural governance, limi:ng their 
ability to influence decisions that affect their working condi:ons and livelihoods. Efforts to increase 
their par:cipa:on in these spaces require structural change on the micro-, meso- and macro level, 
such as ins:tu:onal support from NGOs, gender quotas, and policies that recognise their dual 
responsibili:es at work and in domes:c life (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
Nevertheless, the women I met felt proud and empowered to have the strength to deal pa:ently with 
their situa:on (Expert2, Pos. 36) and to earn their own money without begging, chea:ng or stealing 
(W3, Pos. 112; W8/W9, Pos. 134; W10, Pos. 256 & 260; W16, Pos. 134).   

Sexual harassment  

But despite this self-given empowerment by some women, the harassment of women in Tunisian 
agriculture in general is a reflec:on of broader societal inequali:es that expose them to various forms 
of violence, par:cularly in workplaces, where they endure harassment in silence (Gueddana, 2021). 
Violence against women is widespread in all sectors, but it is par:cularly common in rural 
environments, where tradi:onal gender roles prevail. Nearly half of all rural women report that they 
have experienced some form of violence in their lives with 48.7% affected in rural areas specifically 
(Gueddana, 2021). This violence manifests itself in various ways, from verbal abuse and physical 
assault to economic exploita:on and harassment at work. One in five women surveyed admieed to 
being harassed or assaulted by their employer, although the real figures are likely higher given the 
widespread reluctance to report such incidents (Gueddana, 2021). The FTDES report (2023) found 
that 78% of 500 surveyed women reported exposure to some form of violence on their way to work, 
with a further 3% refusing to answer the ques:on. The graphic below provides further informa:on 
on the different forms of violence experienced by women working in Tunisia's agriculture on their 
way to work (Al-Aear, 2023). 
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Figure 29: Type of experienced violence (Al-Aear, 2023). 

All the female interviewees, except one younger woman who spoke of being offered money and 
silently ignored the verbal sexual comments (W2, Pos. 183-185), responded quickly to the ques:on, 
giving the impression that they thought it was their fault if it had happened, and denied any such 
experience.  

“No no nonono Let me tell you. There is such a thing, but I have not seen it. There is a God upon me 
and I have not seen me and no one did it to me. Because truly, let me really tell you the truth. It’s 

either you accept it or not. They know me that I’m difficult and strong and nobody talks to me in this 
topic. Understood? That’s it. It did not happen to me! (shou:ng)” (W16, Pos. 129). 

However, when asked if they had heard about sexual harassment from other women, most said that 
it did happen, although mostly 'just' verbally.   

“Only with words, their tongue. They ‘make’ you dirty” (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 251). 

Women working in agriculture face a dis:nct power hierarchy that renders them par:cularly 
vulnerable to mistreatment. Many are subjected to different forms of abuse from their employers or 
intermediaries, who take advantage of their fragile employment condi:ons and limited awareness of 
their rights. Fear of losing their jobs, combined with a lack of union representa:on and legal support, 
prevents many from resis:ng or repor:ng abuse (Al-Manaei, 2016). The prevalence of verbal and 
physical violence, as well as sexual harassment, is well known among workers, yet remains largely 
unspoken due to the s:gma surrounding such topics. A significant number of women prefer to 
maintain their silence, rather than facing the prospect of further marginalisa:on or job loss, due to a 
perceived lack of social and psychological protec:on (Al-Manaei, 2016; Al-Aear, 2023). This is despite 
the government having established a helpline for such cases.  

“They made a green number for anything viola=ng the rights of women. They care for their physical 
and psychological health & moral, and wage loss. But women don’t call there. Because if she goes 

No answer verbal physical mul)ple sexual 
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and talks to the experts and they tell her to report her employer he won’t con=nue employing her. So 
she reports but can’t work anymore. So she won’t do it because she wants to work. She needs the 

work, so she’ll stay silent. Even if the government offers help, and there are officials for their security 
and injuries, from physical or psychological violence. So if the economy tells you to work 15-20 hours 
but you only get paid 10 TND. That’s also violence, economical violence, and you have the necessary 

things to report him. And there is the official office to listen to you but she won’t do it … ‘She 
swallows the garbage’ (takl 3ala ra’sik) and con=nues working … they have the right to speak up, 
but … they’re afraid of the consequences … It’s something everyone experiences, even in a bus” 

(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 89 & 130). 

Furthermore, harassment in agriculture is oZen linked to the social and economic power of male 
employers. The dominant role of landlords and intermediaries in hiring gives them considerable 
influence over female workers, allowing them to commit misconduct with liele fear of repercussions 
(Bensaad, 2019). And if the employer is a woman, like Woman10, she has to learn to 'stop laughing 
and get tough' because men misunderstand her (Pos. 253).  
The way harassment is perceived is deeply shaped by gendered expecta:ons, with women oZen 
blamed for any inappropriate interac:ons. Many rural communi:es hold women responsible for 
maintaining a ‘respectable’ behaviour at work, placing the burden on them to avoid unwanted 
aeen:on. This was strongly confirmed within my own research. On the one hand, male employers 
described the occurrence of sexual harassment as ‘the nature of some women’ (Employer1, Pos. 131), 
or ‘not existent due to the unaerac:ve physical appearance of sweaty, dirty, or old women’ 
(Employer2, 153 & 155). On the other hand, women blamed each other for their ‘seduc:ve’ 
behaviour.  

“Only if a woman has let herself go this path but that’s her choice. But the women respect 
themselves and the men do so as well. Women here do not lead the men onto something” 

(W11_Kroussia, Pos. 255). 

“They respected me all … Because I’m not one of the ‘hahaha’ or ‘here we go’. There my boss said 
I’m mute. Really un=l today they think that. She does not hear, nor speak. I hear people blabber but I 

just stay quiet. I don’t do nothing I don’t care. It’s all between them and their boss. There are 
women, and may God forgive them” (W15, Pos. 136). 

Young, unmarried women, just as Woman2 (Pos. 183-185), are par:cularly vulnerable to workplace 
harassment, yet they are oZen expected to tolerate such behaviour if they wish to keep their jobs. 
Their ability to find work oZen depends on their willingness to remain silent about harassment, 
further undermining their capacity to demand beeer condi:ons (Salem & Yount, 2019). This dynamic 
not only affects their personal well-being but also limits their ability to par:cipate fully in agriculture 
and improve their socio-economic standing (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). 
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Sexual harassment in agriculture is exacerbated by the informal and seasonal nature of the work. The 
lack of social protec:on and support makes it nearly impossible for women to report incidents or seek 
jus:ce without risking financial instability (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). The consequence is a system in 
which harassment is not only tolerated but silence about it is expected, limi:ng women's ability to 
work safely and produc:vely. 

7.3 Mental health  

By coping with all these formal and informal circumstances, the women have developed an agency, 
specific ways of dealing with and accep:ng their working condi:ons in fruit and vegetable farming in 
the Sahil region. Nevertheless, their mental health is characterised by experiences that highlight the 
confluence of economic instability, gendered responsibili:es and lack of ins:tu:onal support, which 
have a stressful impact. (Al-Manaei, 2016). 
Many women express a lack of confidence in their long-term employment prospects and a fear of the 
unknown, yet they also have no viable alterna:ves for financial security. This constant state of 
uncertainty and job instability fosters anxiety and stress, making it difficult for them to envision a 
stable future. The fear of losing work or suffering from unpredictable condi:ons contributes to an 
overwhelming sense of vulnerability (Al-Manaei, 2016; Al-Aear, 2023).   

“What should I do? Tell me. There’s no law. I don’t have another job to do. Nothing else will hire me. 
So I don’t have another solu=on” (W4, Pos. 67). 

Agricultural work demands gruelling physical effort, yet women also carry the burden of household 
responsibili:es. Many report having no :me for themselves, struggling to balance work with childcare 
and household chores.  

“Also my children, I get home and get angry at them because I can’t stand anything” 
(W14_Kroussia, Pos. 118). 

This constant cycle of labour, both paid and unpaid, leads to exhaus:on and emo:onal fa:gue. Some 
women compare themselves with machines or trucks, working :relessly without rest or recogni:on 
(Adıbelli et al., 2022), while Woman16 (Pos. 41) explained that there is nothing to like about her work 
in the agricultural sector, she just endures it to ‘live’.  
The burden is further exacerbated by societal a�tudes that dismiss their labour. Many women feel 
invisible, with their work disregarded both within their families and by the government. The children 
oZen hesitate to acknowledge their mother’s profession due to societal s:gma, reinforcing feelings 
of inadequacy and aliena:on. (Adıbelli et al., 2022). However, although agricultural work is 
considered to be one of the worst job (W3, Pos. 91), all the women I interviewed clearly expressed 
their willingness to con:nue, because although they are not sufficiently recognised by society and 
the government, they felt encouraged in some way to choose to fight (W10, Pos. 260).  
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Mental health struggles among women working in agriculture are not only linked to economic 
hardship, but also to deep-rooted gender inequali:es. Many women suffer from depression, caused 
by early marriage, teenage pregnancy, and limited autonomy. The combina:on of financial insecurity 
and personal hardship oZen leads them to seek medical help for psychological distress (Adıbelli et al., 
2022). None of my interview partners explicitly men:oned that they were seeking medical help or 
were clearly mentally ill;; they simply described their lives to me as ‘exhaus:ng’, always thinking about 
‘surviving’. But there were signs of mental health struggles, one woman started to cry aZer the 
interview, and another men:oned that she disliked the colour green because it reminded her of 
plants in agriculture (W2, Pos. 88). It seemed that they didn’t want to think too much about ‘giving 
up’ because otherwise their livelihood would collapse: “It’s a huge responsibility. Now if one wastes 
a linle, one won’t survive” (W10, Pos. 147) and risk their employment due to their unhappy mental 
state: “You have to look, you can’t employ someone who’s unhappy. One has to get close, he/she 
needs to understand me and I them. … so he/she doesn’t get angry” (Employer2, Pos. 147).  

“Mmm you feel like something closes your breath. I feel like heavy mmm the ache (it hurts) …. You 
feel like the breath leaves you. Of course it bothers me and I tried to tell you the maximum that I 

could. But you keep looking/asking and in general you’ll find the same ache and the same 
exhaus=on and …. Look I started when I was young and I’m aware/clear-headed a linle and wanted 

to … to give you a linle of the maximum … but there is the double and more than the double ….. 
(W2, Pos. 196). 

Within the Sahil region, however, I found that the resilience of the women working in Tunisia’s fruit 
and vegetable sector was remarkable. On the one hand, many of the women found meaning in 
figh:ng for a beeer life for their children. 

“There is nothing. If I have something to find myself in like my son who’s in need, he does not have 
something and I get stressed and have nothing le.. I only want to save the 20 TND to send it to him. 

So my thoughts can rest. I don’t care for myself. You understand. Important is to save …. With the 
exhaus=on and whatever comes. The only important thing is to save for my son so that he does not 

quit his studies” (W3, Pos. 45). 

However, phrases such as ‘I force myself so that my child can be happy’ (W12, Pos. 94) do not mean 
that they are happy, but rather that they accept that there is no other choice in order to provide a 
beeer future for their children. On the other hand, they used the term ‘hamdoullah’ over 60 :mes (!) 
to express their gra:tude to God and that it is God’s will that they try to make the best of their 
situa:on and that only God cares for them and forgives them. Despite social media such as Facebook, 
they try not to focus on those who have more, but on those who have less, using their religion to 
accept their experienced reality of intersec:ng inequali:es (W15, Pos. 83; 
W11/W12/W13/W14_Kroussia, Pos. 297). 
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“And happy at the same =me meaning I out of the others don’t even look at their level because truly 
it will only make me suffer more. I look at the people who are sick, who have diabetes, high blood 
pressure, and so on, hamdoullah. I now with this whole situa=on, I say hamdoullah and more than 

hamdoullah. Because this is all exhaus=ng, and all I’ve lived and all that happened to us, I, when my 
mother got sick, you forget it» (W2, Pos. 97) 

But despite their resilience, the lack of social protec:on intensifies their emo:onal suffering. As 
described, women are expected to endure harsh working condi:ons regardless of extreme weather, 
physical pain, or personal difficul:es. As one worker from Sidi Bouzid describes, the uncertainty of 
daily transporta:on and the fear of possible accidents add to her mental burden. She spends her days 
working in extreme condi:ons, constantly worrying about the well-being of her daughter and, as 
Woman1 (Pos. 143) added, enduring arguments between the women. This constant worry can 
manifest itself as chronic stress, disrup:ng both sleep and overall well-being (FTDES, 2024). 
Despite repeated promises to improve condi:ons for female agricultural workers, meaningful 
changes remain difficult to find. Many women feel a sense of abandonment and a lack of belonging 
in rela:on to the state. Despite migra:ng from rural areas in pursuit of a beeer life, they encounter 
an urban reality that is no less harsh and miserable than the one they leZ (Al-Aear, 2023). They are 
oZen unaware of their legally protected rights and leZ to navigate exploita:ve condi:ons without 
protec:on or recourse. A worker from Kairouan expresses her frustra:on at the government’s 
con:nued inac:on, highligh:ng that women in agriculture remain vulnerable year aZer year (FTDES, 
2024).  Women1 expresses herself like this: 

“And they’re not protected by any law. Nothing! Anyone wo comes, here in Tunisia in general, and 
says she wants to work in the olives and agriculture and this and says she has a contract and 

re=rement assurance and everything’s fine (pause) there isn’t. there isn’t. especially the women” 
(W1, Pos. 101). 

However, there is a movement, which will be discussed in the next chapter, by the government and 
training centres to empower women to have their own projects (Expert1, Pos. 19), so that women 
like Woman2 (Pos. 109) can have a chance to fulfil their hopes for the future (W2, Pos. 109) and not 
remain subordinated to the male employer who gives them ‘pocket money’ (Expert2, Pos 44).  
I would argue that, despite Expert2’s argument (Pos. 118) that they don’t, the women do occasionally 
think about their health and long-term effects, but as they feel that they can’t change the condi:ons 
and thinking about it depresses them even more,  they choose not to do so too oZen and find 
meaning in God’s will. 

7.4 Resources 

Women working in Tunisian agriculture occupy mul:ple roles that intersect with broader social and 
economic structures. Whether as independent farmers, unpaid family workers, or primarily informal 
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agricultural wage workers, their experiences are shaped by overlapping inequali:es and power 
dynamics (Park, White, & Julia, 2015). Facing these challenges, educa:on and soZ skills serve as 
powerful tools for naviga:ng and countering systemic barriers, enabling women to assert greater 
control over their labour and well-being. 
Understanding the diverse reali:es of women in agriculture requires recognising both the common 
struggles they face and the unique ways in which they respond to their circumstances, i. e. their 
agency. Many play essen:al reproduc:ve roles, ensuring food and economic security for their 
households, while also caring for children and the eldery, and managing their physical and mental 
health. These mul:ple responsibili:es oZen limit their opportuni:es for educa:on and professional 
development, reinforcing economic vulnerability and dependency (Park, White, & Julia, 2015). 

7.4.1 Educa0on and training 

The socio-economic background and level of educa:on of women working in Tunisian agriculture 
have a significant impact on their access to resources, employment opportuni:es and overall 
empowerment. Rural women working in agriculture oZen face systemic barriers resul:ng from 
limited educa:onal opportuni:es and entrenched socio-economic inequali:es. Addressing these 
challenges requires targeted interven:ons to improve their access to educa:on, voca:onal training 
and financial resources.  
Abdelali-Mar:ni (2011) highlights the cri:cal role of infrastructure improvements, such as the 
establishment of primary schools in villages, in increasing female enrolment rates. Access to 
educa:on not only provides women with essen:al literacy skills, but also promotes economic 
independence by preparing them for diverse employment opportuni:es. However, significant 
dispari:es remain between rural and urban areas in Tunisia. According to Gueddana (2021), the 
illiteracy rates among rural women remain dispropor:onately high compared to na:onal figures. The 
central regions, such as Kasserine and Kairouan, where nine of my female interview partners were 
born, have some of the highest rates of educa:onal depriva:on, with almost 40% of women over the 
age of ten having no formal educa:on or training.  
In addi:on, voca:onal training opportuni:es for women in the agricultural sector remain scarce. A 
study by Al-Manaei (2016) found that 99% of female agricultural workers surveyed did not receive 
any formal voca:onal training before entering the workforce. Instead, they acquire skills informally 
by learning from more experienced colleagues or through direct instruc:on from employers. These 
findings are backed up by this research, as out of sixteen women, only two have received formal 
training. Among them Woman15, unlike Woman10 who received her training at the training centre 
in Jemmal, did not receive a wrieen diploma from the government (Pos. 67). This lack of structured 
training hinders their ability to move into higher paid roles within the agricultural supply chain. 
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“A training in something one likes. So one even has the trust that one has something. But we… the 
world did not let us do that. You understand. We did not have the situa=on to do something like a 

training or something” (W2, Pos. 109). 

The lack of access to educa:on and voca:onal agricultural training preserves the dependency on 
unskilled labour and limits women’s ability to secure beeer working condi:ons and wages. In my own 
research, I found that the op:ons available to my female interview partners other than agricultural 
work, especially during the summer months when agricultural work was almost non-existent, were: 
cleaning houses; collec:ng water boeles, although some found it humilia:ng to have to search for 
them in dustbins; selling household products such as bread, couscous, and poeery; childcare; raising 
chickens in the backyard or on the roof; collec:ng firewood to produce coal; or staying at home and 
being a housewife.  

“If there is no work in agriculture I go and collect the plas=c bonles. I don’t waste my day!”  
(W16, Pos. 38). 

“I just wait. I can’t bother people. I couldn’t sign with anyone, I just couldn’t do it. I just live the life, 
you can’t find it, I just couldn’t do it. If =me is empty (meaning: no work) I eat for 10 TND, it’s for my 
home and my children and I find myself I was able to breath. I did not go to someone and beg him to 

give me something. I did not do that” (W3, Pos. 43). 

In addi:on, some women had the opportunity to work in sewing or waste factories, but some 
knowledge of the craZ was a prerequisite for employment (W11, Pos. 51) and, although they were 
paid a fixed salary with a small amount of social security payments, the work was mainly preferred 
and taken up by young and unmarried women because of much cleaner working environment and 
their independence from having to look aZer children (Expert2, Pos. 40). However, the main problem 
was not age or long working hours of repe::ve work in large factories, but the lack of transporta:on 
services from rural areas within the Sahil region to these nearby factories. Moreover, it was not only 
women who worked informally in agriculture who struggled with employment. The two employers 
interviewed in this study also had other jobs, such as working in the tourism sector as a cook or car 
painter, in order to survive economically. And a bachelor’s degree, even in agriculture, did not 
guarantee a well-paid job (W10, Pos. 16).  

“So many have a Maitrise (BA niveau) and they don’t find work” (Expert1_TrainingCenter, Pos. 21). 

The FTDES found it to be as much as 24.3% in 2022 who remained unemployed despite their advanced 
degree (Al-Aear, 2023).  
The socio-economic background plays a crucial role in determining the resources available to women 
in Tunisian agriculture. As my own research has shown as well, many women migrate from rainfed 
family farms to irrigated commercial farms in search of paid work, oZen accep:ng lower wages than 
men and enduring precarious working condi:ons (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Their financial vulnerability 
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is compounded by inadequate access to credit, restric:on on land ownership and limited 
representa:on in agricultural coopera:ves. Without financial independence, rural women remain 
excluded from decision-making processes that directly affect their livelihoods. 
Organisa:ons such as the Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social Rights (FTDES) have campaigned 
for greater protec:on for employees and a fair distribu:on of resources. FTDES (2024) calls for a 
reassessment of the state's role in ensuring fair income distribu:on and access to public services, 
recognising that economic inequali:es dispropor:onately affect women in rural areas. Strengthening 
women’s economic rights requires systemic policy changes, including beeer social security provisions 
and legal frameworks that protect female agricultural workers from exploita:on. 
To mi:gate these challenges, mul:-faceted solu:ons need to be implemented. First, the expansion of 
voca:onal training tailored to the needs of female agricultural workers is essen:al. Bajec (2020) 
highlights the importance of integra:ng financial literacy, entrepreneurial skills and ongoing coaching 
into exis:ng training programmes. Ini:a:ves such as 'informa:on points' for women can provide 
guidance on project planning, training opportuni:es and access to microcredits. 
Second, suppor:ng women's par:cipa:on in agricultural coopera:ves and development groups can 
strengthen their collec:ve bargaining power. Women's agricultural development groups (GDAs) in 
regions such as Kef and Nabeul have already demonstrated the benefits of organised women's labour 
in securing beeer wages and working condi:ons (Bajec, 2020). Similarly, organisa:ons such as the 
Union Tunisienne de Solidarité Sociale (UTSS) and the Associa=on des Femmes Tunisiennes pour la 
Recherche sur le Developpement (AFTURD) offer micro-credit programmes and entrepreneurial 
support to enable women to set up independent agricultural businesses. 
Finally, gender-sensi:ve policies must address the structural barriers that perpetuate inequality. 
Ensuring equal access to quality educa:on at all levels is cri:cal to breaking the cycle of rural poverty. 
Government and civil society efforts should focus on reducing girls' dropout rates, par:cularly in 
disadvantaged regions, and providing flexible learning opportuni:es for adult women who have been 
excluded from formal educa:on (Gueddana, 2021). 
Sta:s:cs from the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries (2024) show that the main 
problem is not enrolment in primary school, where the propor:on of girls is high,  but dropping out 
of higher educa:on before gradua:on. However, according to women with young children in primary 
school, mistrust in the professionalism of teachers, the lack of an educa:onal framework, poor 
infrastructure and overcrowding create such poor educa:onal condi:ons that expensive private 
tui:on, known as étude, is increasingly necessary if a child is to succeed at school. This creates a 
widening gap between rich and poor (W10, Pos. 159/191; W11, Pos. 192; Al-Aear, 2023). 

“W12: They have no respect. They don’t respect that some children have families with nothing. 
W11: These are the teachers we have. But then you have classes with 40 children and the schools 
are not good (meaning infrastructure). And also the toilets, and the taps are removed so that the 
children don’t splash the water. That’s not okey but if you would go sue you won’t get your rights. 
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You find your children on the streets. Normally they don’t should get out of school. Your child is in 
first grade and then you find them on the streets” (W11/W12 _Kroussia, Pos. 307-308). 

The intersec:on of educa:onal dispari:es and socio-economic background has a significant impact 
on the resources available to women in Tunisian agriculture. Addressing these issues requires a 
comprehensive approach that priori:ses educa:on, voca:onal training and financial inclusion. By 
suppor:ng women's empowerment through targeted policies and community-driven ini:a:ves, it 
should be possible to create a more equitable agricultural sector where women can fully par:cipate 
as skilled workers, entrepreneurs and decision-makers. As highlighted by Abdelali-Mar:ni (2011) and 
FTDES (2024), bridging these gaps is essen:al not only for women's economic well-being, but also for 
the broader development of rural communi:es in Tunisia as a whole. 
Programmes that address inequali:es like gender norms, financial constraints and structural barriers 
are essen:al to promote gender-inclusive agricultural development. In response to rural poverty, the 
Interna'onal Labour Organisa'on (ILO) has implemented par:cipatory training projects that equip 
women with technical agricultural skills, such as pruning, graZing and packaging agricultural produce. 
These ini:a:ves have enabled women to move from precarious, informal work to more stable, skills-
based employment (OITE, 2023). However, the success of such programmes depends on their 
accessibility, par:cularly in the interior of the country, where limited infrastructure, cultural 
restric:ons or simply a lack of knowledge about such training programmes (W3, Pos. 61/62) and the 
fact that employers do not necessarily need highly skilled women for simple, repe::ve tasks 
(Employer2, Pos. 157) oZen prevent women from par:cipa:ng. However, the following quote shows 
another side, which I think is very important, because women working in agriculture must not just be 
seen as helpless and completely dependent vic:ms of what is certainly a precarious situa:on. They 
must also take responsibility, as will be further discussed in the sec:on on the training centre in 
Jemmal.  

“And we who are responsible for the rural women offer training on how the working condi=ons 
should be and how women should stand up for their rights. And we tell them. But in reality they 

don’t really follow our sugges=ons. Some=mes the employer of these women doesn’t prepare for 
the required circumstances, that’s one thing. And secondly, they, just like W10 to whom you went, 
it’s her own project/land and even she does not prepare for the required circumstances for herself. 
So we even bought them to put on (meaning masks, gloves, etc.) and they wouldn’t wear it. So she 
would say something like ‘it disturbs my breathing’ or ‘the gloves bother me, it’s like I can’t feel my 
hands’. They don’t think about their physical health. That’s the last thing they think about. And we 

show and explain it to them how to use/work, but they don’t follow the instruc=ons. And their 
employer does not follow as well. He just says ‘I did not know about these instruc=ons’” 

(Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 58). 
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Another cri:cal aspect of agricultural educa:on is the integra:on of gender-sensi:ve training. 
Research has shown that many women prefer female counselors because of cultural restric:ons that 
limit their interac:ons with men. Incorpora:ng these cultural sensi:vi:es into training programs  
increases par:cipa:on and effec:veness for women, but also creates new barriers to gender 
interac:on. (Najjar & Baruah, 2024). 
Financial training and entrepreneurship programmes also offer viable pathways for economic 
empowerment. ‘The Raida programme’, ini:ated by the Tunisian Ministry of Women’s Affairs, has 
supported female entrepreneurs by providing financial assistance and business training. However, 
limita:ons in the legal framework and discriminatory lending prac:ces con:nue to prevent many 
rural women from accessing credit (Bajec, 2020). Addressing these systemic barriers is crucial to 
ensure that women can fully benefit from educa:onal and financial resources and are not solely 
reliant on the success of their children to secure a poten:al pension and support  (W2, Pos. 49).  
In addi:on, digital educa:on and extension services have emerged as effec:ve tools for bridging 
knowledge gaps. Digital plahorms, including mobile phone-based training and radio programmes, 
have proven successful in delivering agricultural knowledge to rural women, especially those with 
limited literacy skills (Ragetlie, Najjar, & Ouesla:, 2022). These services can improve access to 
informa:on and empower women to make informed decisions about their agricultural prac:ces and 
household finances. However, as the example of Ahmini has shown (see p. 99–101 in this thesis), 
women working in the agricultural sector in Tunisia are not only excluded from digital plahorms due 
to their lack of skills, but also simply due to the lack of modern mobile devices that would allow them 
to par:cipate in phone-based training due to their economic situa:on 

7.4.2 SoF skills 

In addi:on to the importance of beeer educa:on and training op:ons for girls and women, there is 
a growing recogni:on of the crucial role that soZ skills play in enabling women in agriculture to 
overcome structural inequali:es and assert themselves in an industry that is oZen dominated by rigid 
power structures. These skills, which range from communica:on and leadership to adaptability and 
financial literacy, are considered fundamental tools for naviga:ng complex social and economic 
environments. By developing these abili:es, women can gain greater control over their work, 
nego:ate beeer condi:ons, and build collec:ve power within their communi:es (for the topic of soZ 
skills see chapter 2.3.3 in this thesis). 
As small-scale farming evolves, integra:on into broader networks, including corporate supply chains 
and coopera:ve arrangements, becomes increasingly necessary. The ability to communicate 
effec:vely, manage conflicts, and engage in coopera:ve decision-making ensures that women are not 
marginalised in these developing agricultural structures. (Park, White, & Julia, 2015). 
Leadership skills are par:cularly crucial in challenging tradi:onal power dynamics that oZen restrict 
women's par:cipa:on in agricultural governance and the distribu:on of resources. By cul:va:ng 
decision-making capabili:es, women can ac:vely shape policies that affect their work, ensuring that 
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their voices are heard in coopera:ves, unions, and agricultural organisa:ons. Addi:onally, financial 
literacy enables them to beeer manage farm-related expenses, seek funding opportuni:es, and plan 
for economic stability. 
Furthermore, the ability to adapt to changing agricultural prac:ces and market demands allows 
women to sustain and expand their economic contribu:ons. The modern agricultural sector 
increasingly requires workers to navigate digital tools, advanced farming technologies, and financial 
management strategies. 
Social rela:ons, such as class, gender and ethnicity, have been shown to play a significant role in 
women's access to resources and opportuni:es. The development of soZ skills can help to equip 
women with the means to advocate for their rights, organise within their communi:es, and challenge 
the status quo (Park, White, & Julia, 2015). In a sector where economic and social barriers remain 
deeply entrenched, these skills are essen:al in driving meaningful change and ensuring that women 
can fully par:cipate in shaping the agricultural landscape of Tunisia. When interviewing the sixteen 
female workers, none of the necessary soZ skills men:oned above were evident. However, it turned 
out that they also used soZ skills to strengthen their social rela:onships, obtain various job 
opportuni:es, provide childcare and care for the elderly and maintain their mental health.  The 
women explained that they relocate to agricultural sites within the Sahil region with other family 
members (W1, Pos. 224), that they also help each other to find work (W11, Pos. 56) and protect each 
other from exploita:ve employers (W1, Pos. 82). Furthermore, it appears that they may depend on 
family members, neighbours and work colleagues to ensure childcare or to look aZer the elderly while 
working long days in the fields. 

“We rescue each other thankfully. We are all Tunisians and a family. The day I fainted all gathered 
around me. Nono thank God. And I have a phone to call one of my children (meaning: the sons) like 

if I don’t have money» (W16, Pos. 103). 

Finally, it is worth to note that their mental health appears to be influenced to some degree by the 
quality of their social connec:ons at work. While Woman15 (Pos. 145) explained that she prefers to 
keep to herself due to disputes to avoid ge�ng into trouble, other women such as Woman11 (158) 
emphasised the importance of their posi:ve rela:onships during breaks to maintain their moral. 
Woman16 (Pos. 92) even referred to all people on the agricultural site, male and female colleagues 
as well as the male farmer, as one family. 
It has been suggested that inves:ng in the development of soZ skills could be a way to empower 
individuals and contribute to systemic change. Women who have these skills may be able to break 
cycles of dependency, contribute more effec:vely to economic growth, and challenge the structural 
constraints that limit their poten:als. This is an important aspect, why many women value the social 
working environment as much as the wages they earn. By integra:ng soZ skills training into 
agricultural policies and programs, Tunisia could make significant progress towards a more equitable 
and sustainable agricultural future. 
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“Also the communica=on gets a lot bener. So in the beginning of a training you’ll find them very 
=mid and they don’t know each other and their communica=on is lacking. But with training it gets 

bener, we say it’s the so. skills that count, next to the techniques. Techniques are fine but there are 
other things needed. That’s what makes her stronger. She than has bener connec=ons in economics 

and social” (Expert1_TrainingCenter, Pos. 19). 

7.4.3 The influence of ongoing training programmes21  

The training centre in Jemmal, Tunisia, which I had the privilege to visit and conduct an interview with 
the director (Expert1), along with 32 other governmental training programs in agriculture, plays a 
pivotal role in improving the resources available to women working in the agricultural sector. The 
director was kind enough to share some insights into the structure and purpose of their agricultural 
training programmes with me. The centre is dedicated to organising and offering training for 
individuals interested in agriculture, par:cularly rural women and young people over the age of 18, 
with no maximum age limit.  The training covers fundamental agricultural principles, and par:cipants 
who achieve an aeendance rate of at least 95% receive a diploma. This diploma then allows them 
access to bank loans, helping them to start their own projects.  
 

  
Figure 30: Overview of one agricultural training site, Jemmal (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

                   Figure 31: Centre de forma2on, Jemmal (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

Such ini:a:ves aim to improve skills in agricultural work and soZ skills, promote economic 
independence, and address mul:ple systemic inequali:es, that hinder women's full par:cipa:on in 
agriculture, inequali:es that have been discussed under several aspects within this thesis.  
The Agence de la Vulgarisa=on et de la Forma=on Agricoles (AVFA) was established in 1990 and has 
been working to provide agricultural educa:on and voca:onal training. AVFA is overseen by the 

 
21 This chapter is primarily based on the full interview with the director of the training center in Jemmal (Expert1), 
supported with informaXon from the official websites and Facebook pages of the AVFA, SwissContact, and addiXonal 
scienXfic literature. 
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Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries and has been facilita:ng training programmes 
that have been designed to meet the needs of different agricultural workers, including rural women. 
The centre in Jemmal, for instance, offers specialised training, equipping women with the knowledge 
and skills required to engage more effec:vely in agriculture (AVFA, 2024). AVFA's training programs 
focus on technical development, agricultural counselling, and innova:on in sustainable farming, with 
the agency emphasising inclusivity by offering non-university con:nuing educa:on programs 
designed to accommodate the reali:es of rural life. Women par:cipa:ng in these training sessions 
gain valuable exper:se in sustainable farming techniques, agribusiness, and product value addi:on. 
Through partnerships with public and private ins:tu:ons AVFA ensures that training is complemented 
with financial support, including access to land, state subsidies, and microcredit opportuni:es (AVFA, 
2024). 

“They’re their own boss. And that’s what we want them to do, to learn and not to go back to work 
for someone. These women get to know the techniques we give them, and how to work for 

themselves, not for someone else. And also there is some training on how to work within a group. So 
we help them a lot, especially rural women. So they can decide if they want to work as a group or 

alone. So we want them to get out of the system to work as an employee»  
(Expert1_TrainingCenter, Pos. 19). 

One of the most current and relevant training programmes focuses on poultry farming, requiring a 
minimal investment of around 2,000-3,000 TND for materials and livestock. This is par:cularly 
beneficial for rural women, as they can manage the work from home without the need for extensive 
travel or complex techniques. The centre ensures flexibility by either bringing training to remote areas 
or accommoda:ng trainees at the centre, making it easier for them to par:cipate. The cost of 
accommoda:on and meals is kept low, at around 5 TND per day while the training itself is provided 
free of charge.  
Group training sessions require a minimum of 12 women, and all trainings are led by experienced 
instructors. The programmes have been thoughhully designed to include both theore:cal and 
prac:cal components, covering a range of topics including biology, psychology, chemistry, self-
protec:on, rights, and economics. Some courses are structured so that theore:cal knowledge is an 
essen:al prerequisite for prac:cal applica:on, and there are follow-up visits and monitoring to 
support the effec:veness of the training. The Jemmal training centre is part of a network of 32 
agricultural centres that work together collabora:vely. It follows a structured and professional 
approach and has around 80% female applicants. This high percentage could indicate the increasing 
feminisa:on of the agricultural sector. 

“They stay in contact with their instructors a lot, and the training center. So not for a long =me, but 
a.er the first month, year, two years, they stay in contact. And we also visit them. We check if they 

need anything» (Expert1_TrainingCenter, Pos. 76). 
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Figure 32: Example of polyculture (honey, cactus fruit, grenadine (tree, light green), olive tree (darker green), pumpkin & eggplant 

(inside the greenhouse), almond (behind the fruit tree)), Cherahil (TU) (own picture, 2024). 

The training centre in Jemmal tries to counteract intersec:ng inequali:es and promotes inclusion, 
welcoming individuals regardless of age, gender, or educa:on level, and there is no dis:nc:on 
between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ tasks — everyone receives the same training together. Special 
aeen:on is paid to making the training accessible to illiterate learners by providing oral instruc:on, 
repe::on, and interac:ve methods to ensure comprehension. However, mo:va:on is key. 
Par:cipants must be willing to learn and adapt; those who are unwilling to change oZen drop out 
within the first few days. Discipline is a core value — trainees can miss a maximum of 10% of a module 
before being required to repeat it, and serious par:cipa:on is expected. 
The training centre follows a seasonal calendar, with course dura:ons ranging from a few days to four 
months. It operates in collabora:on with various ins:tu:ons including government offices, 
management teams, customs, engineers, shareholders, and banks. To enrol, par:cipants pay a small 
fee of 30 TND, plus 3 TND for insurance. The centre itself is funded by the government, and instructors 
are government employees. 
It is also worth no:ng that the importance of developing women's technical and business 
competencies has been recognised by Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck (2015), who have stressed the 
need for training in agricultural value addi:on, coopera:ve leadership, and market par:cipa:on. 
Through beeer access to educa:on and the development of skills, women in rural areas can free 
themselves from the constraints of low-wage labour and contribute meaningfully to the agricultural 
economy. 
SwissContact for example (SwissContact 2024) has introduced various ini:a:ves with the aim of 
achieving sustainable and inclusive growth, helping women enhance their business skills and secure 
financial independence. Programmes developed by SwissContact focus on technical training, 
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entrepreneurship, and public-private partnerships to create opportuni:es for women in agribusiness 
and rural development. These efforts align with broader objec:ves to empower women through 
voca:onal educa:on and economic inclusion. However, tradi:onal gender norms can s:ll influence 
women's par:cipa:on in agriculture, par:cularly in areas like irriga:on, which is oZen seen as a male-
dominated field with 'masculine' work (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Limited access to training in irriga:on 
techniques may be a factor in the reduced ability of women to adopt climate-resilient farming 
prac:ces. In an effort to address this gap, SwissContact and other organisa:ons advocate for targeted 
training programmes that integrate women into irriga:on management and climate adapta:on 
strategies (Baruah & Najjar, 2022) as well as ecological polyculture to protect intact and recover 
damaged ecosystems.  
Expert2 highlighted regional dispari:es in access to support, par:cularly in the Sahil region, where 
there is a percep:on that financial aid is unnecessary due to rela:ve wealth, while other regions 
receive priori:sed assistance (Pos. 71). Addi:onally, there are ongoing training ini:a:ves addressing 
the environmental impact of plas:c and chemicals, although adop:on remains a challenge due to 
short-term economic concerns of the women concerned (Pos. 116). 
Training centres like the one in Jemmal, alongside na:onal and interna:onal ini:a:ves like the one 
by SwissContact, provide crucial support for women in Tunisian agriculture. It is hoped that the 
provision of skills development, financial assistance and targeted training programmes will help to 
reduce gender dispari:es and promote economic empowerment. It is suggested that the key to 
sustaining women's par:cipa:on in the agricultural sector and enhancing their livelihoods will be to 
ensure con:nued investment in training and educa:on whilst addressing systemic inequali:es at the 
same :me. 
However, despite these vital contribu:ons to the agricultural sector, rural women con:nue to face 
economic and social constraints that limit their access to produc:ve assets. According to Gueddana 
(2021), many women in rural areas engage in off-farm ac:vi:es such as beekeeping, livestock rearing, 
and organic farming, yet they struggle to obtain financial support and land ownership rights. The 
Banque Tunisienne de Solidarité (BTS) and other financial ins:tu:ons, including the Banque de 
Financement des Pe=tes et Moyennes Entreprises (BFPME) and the Banque Na:onale Agricole (BNA), 
provide microloans and investment capital, but dispari:es in access to funding remain an obstacle for 
many women entrepreneurs (Gueddana, 2021).  

8. Discussion  

The working condi:ons of women in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture in the Sahil region are 
influenced by a number of factors that can be iden:fied at different levels (macro, meso, micro) and 
in different areas (poli:cs, economics, society, geography) and interact with each other in a network 
of power constella:ons, social rela:onships and tradi:onal norms. Socio-economic dynamics, gender 
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inequali:es and structural limita:ons, supplemented by the all-encompassing climate change, are the 
main categories in which these factors take concrete shape and become visible and tangible, as will 
be summarized below. 
The female agricultural workers at the centre of this study are exposed to all these factors and 
experience them in different ways, physically and mentally, as the statements in the interviews clearly 
show.  
In order to understand the interplay of all these factors and to gain a picture of how the women 
experience them in their everyday working lives and how they act on the basis of their experiences, 
this master’s thesis was based on the theore:cal concept of intersec:onality. Compara:ve literature 
research was supplemented by the method of field research and qualita:ve interviews, and the 
following ques:on was formulated as the main research ques:on:  

Þ How do women working in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture in the Sahil region 
describe their working condi9ons? 

These women, who mostly come from rural areas with limited educa:onal opportuni:es, enter 
agricultural work due to a lack of viable alterna:ves. Their employment is characterised by informal 
recruitment processes, low wages, unpaid over:me and unsafe working condi:ons, which collec:vely 
add to their economic and social vulnerability. In order to improve the overall situa:on and to protect 
and value the work of these women, it is crucial to recognise the important contribu:on they make 
in the field of agriculture. All the more so as the feminisa:on of agriculture, due to economic pressure 
and urban male migra:on, has led to women being the main workforce in this sector today.  
A key challenge is the lack of monitoring of the implementa:on of formal labour protec:on 
regula:ons, leaving many women working without contracts, which can lead to issues such as wage 
suppression, job insecurity, and dangerous working condi:ons. The lack of legal recogni:on further 
limits their access to essen:al benefits such as social security, healthcare, and maternity leave. Even 
when training ini:a:ves, such as the training centre in Jemmal, aim to improve their skills and 
economic status, the fragmented funding from mul:ple organisa:ons, which is oZen not aligned, can 
poten:ally reduce the long-term effec:veness of these programmes.  
Another key factor is the deeply rooted social understanding of gender distribu:on and gender roles, 
which leads to gender inequality in various areas, especially when viewed from the perspec:ve of 
feminist geography. Gender inequali:es in the agricultural sector are reinforced by formal and 
informal structures, with women's roles oZen confined to physically demanding (‘exhaus:ng’) and 
least mechanised tasks, while men occupy powerful, higher-paying and decision-making posi:ons. In 
a patriarchally structured society like Tunisia, social norms play an important role in determining 
which agricultural ac:vi:es are deemed acceptable for women, which restricts their access to 
essen:al resources such as land ownership, financial credits, and agricultural extension services and, 
at the same :me, limits their  ability to nego:ate beeer working condi:ons or advocate for their 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Discussion 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 130 

rights. By accep:ng the roles assigned to them, women are recognised by society. However, this 
recogni:on is limited to their socially ‘correct’ behaviour. It makes them economically and sexually 
vulnerable and hardly recognises their important contribu:on as independent workers in a sector as 
central as agriculture. This paradoxical situa:on is difficult to penetrate and improve. In order to find 
a solu:on, we need a deep understanding of the situa:on, a coordinated approach by the actors 
involved at the various levels, a change in a�tude, including that of women, and above all, the ac:ve 
involvement of women themselves. 
The intersec:on of climate change and agricultural vulnerabili:es is a contribu:ng factor to these 
challenges. As large-scale agribusinesses expand and climate change intensifies, agricultural land is 
becoming increasingly scarce, further reducing employment opportuni:es for rural women. Rising 
temperatures and declining rainfall nega:vely impact crop yields, making agricultural work even more 
precarious. Women oZen bear the consequences of these environmental shiZs, oZen forced to work 
longer hours under extreme weather condi:ons with inadequate protec:ve equipment. Their limited 
access to irriga:on training and drought-mi:ga:on strategies further marginalises them in a sector 
already resistant to gender-inclusive reforms. 
If we take a closer look at the working condi:ons on the micro level, several other issues emerge that 
require our aeen:on. One of them is that of workplace safety, which is closely related to physical and 
mental health. It is evident that women in agriculture are frequently exposed to hazardous condi:ons, 
including exposure to pes:cides without adequate protec:on, which can result in physical health risks 
ranging from respiratory illnesses to reproduc:ve complica:ons. The lack of adequate sanitary 
facili:es contributes to these health problems. The mental well-being of these workers is also 
threatened by  the combina:on of economic instability, social marginalisa:on, workplace 
exploita:on, gender-based violence, sexual abuse, and the double burden of job and family care, 
which can lead to increased stress, fa:gue, and emo:onal strain. 
Transport to and from agricultural sites is another area, even though not as significant in the Sahil 
region as in other, more rural regions in Tunisia, where there is poten:al for improvement, as women 
rely on unsafe and exploita:ve transport systems (‘death trucks’). 
To conclude, the growing feminisa:on of agricultural labour in Tunisia is a consequence of shiZing 
demographic and economic trends, par:cularly male outmigra:on. While this shiZ has increased 
women's par:cipa:on in agricultural work, it has not been accompanied by corresponding 
improvements in rights, wages, or working condi:ons. Some women have taken on leadership roles 
in agriculture and make decisions about produc:on and finances, but  systemic barriers prevent them 
from fully realizing their economic independence. 
And yet, despite these challenges, women's collec:ve resilience and social connec:ons within labour 
groups serve as a source of strength. Through informal networks and community engagement, they 
develop ‘soZ skills’, navigate workplace hardships, share knowledge, and provide mutual support to 
each other.  In order for society in general and agriculture in par:cular to benefit from these skills, 
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ins:tu:onal backing, like strengthening trade unions, expanding access to coopera:ves, and 
providing training in financial literacy and soZ skills, is needed. Policy interven:ons may be able to 
address exis:ng dispari:es. Legal provisions to ensure equal pay, strengthened social protec:on 
programs, and increased investment in agricultural advisory services could significantly improve the 
livelihoods of women working in Tunisia’s fruit and vegetable agriculture. However, it is important to 
recognise that the successful implementa:on of all these measures requires a strong poli:cal 
commitment and long-term strategic planning. The increasing arrival of migrant workers from poorer 
regions further south could bring new challenges, including the poten:al for racial discrimina:on and 
shiZs in labour dynamics, that could further disadvantage Tunisian female workers. 
In the future, it would be beneficial for research to focus on how to facilitate women's par:cipa:on 
in agricultural public ins:tu:ons to ensure that their voices are heard in policy-making processes. 
Addressing climate change, labour exploita:on, and gender inequali:es in agriculture requires 
coordinated, mul:-level strategies that integrate economic, social, and environmental considera:ons. 
Urgent measures are needed to ensure that economic, social and gender inequali:es in the Tunisian 
agricultural sector are not further exacerbated and that the women who form its basis can be offered 
sustainable livelihoods. Following the concept of power and power rela:ons proposed by Rowlands 
(1997; see p. 40 in this thesis), this means the simultaneous development of ‘power from within’ 
(related to change), ‘power to’ (related to choice), ‘power over’ (related to control) and ‘power with’ 
(related to community). 
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9. Outlook  

The brief outlook at the end of this Master thesis sketches a few scenarios of what measures would 
be needed by whom and in which areas to address the key challenges in the Tunisian agricultural 
sector and improve the working condi:on of women. 

9.1.1 Na0onal representa0on 

The agricultural sector in Tunisia is closely linked to the country's socio-economic structure.  When 
considering the future of Tunisia's agriculture, the working condi:ons for all those involved in the 
sector and food security, it could be beneficial to regularly consider important factors such as the 
exact temperature and water balance and to examine modern technologies for the use of grey water. 
As the table by the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries (2024) below shows, the 
accuracy of sta:s:cs in Tunisia should be improved, which would help to make long-term future plans 
more reliable. First of all, it would be beneficial to understand the possibili:es for a future in the face 
of climate change and incorporate them into every na:onal plan. 
 

 
Figure 33: Water balance [Million m3/year] (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024). 

Second, it could be advantageous for na:onal policy making to consider implemen:ng policies and 
laws that could be equally applied to na:onal-controlled agriculture and agricultural produc:on by 
private companies. This includes financial support for the small-scale farmers. From 2014 to 2022, 
there has been a notable increase in these areas. It is important to ensure that those responsible are 
held accountable for ensuring fair and safe working condi:ons, so that women are not dependent on 
an employer’s goodwill or a small-scale farmer’s limited resources to improve employment 
condi:ons. 
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Figure 34: Private companies (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries,  2024). 

“Meaning he has credit with the one who buys him the material. If he stops, meaning he says ‘I 
won’t (con=nue) working’, for example this year there’s no water, he has to pay him but from where 

should he pay him? If he sells everything to pay him he won’t have anything le. to work. He’s 
obligated to work. If he plays with des=ny he won’t be able to pay him. And then the credit gets 

doubled. That’s what’s happening in Tunisia. The small farmers are becoming less and less. Either 
the land is taken by the bank or he gets =red and sells because if you lose year a.er year a.er year… 
that’s it, everything stops. And the biggest problem always is not the problem of the employees. The 

problem of agriculture is the markets rise and fall (meaning: are unstable). But the problem of the 
water is a big problem. The water problem is the biggest problem as there is no solu=on” 

(Employer2, Pos. 44). 

Third, it is important to acknowledge the dispropor:onate impact of poverty on rural women, who 
oZen face limited access to income-genera:ng opportuni:es and inadequate infrastructural support 
(Gueddana, 2021) and are therefore excluded from decision-making processes (Ministry of 
Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2022). Par:cipa:on in the formal economy can be 
challenging for women due to low literacy rates, tradi:onal gender roles and economic dependency. 
While government programmes exist to integrate gender perspec:ves into development ini:a:ves, 
their impact remains minimal due to weak implementa:on and enforcement mechanisms and the 
lack of valid data. The feminisa:on of poverty is par:cularly evident in rural Tunisia, where women 
have fewer economic opportuni:es than men, with only 19.3% of rural women having an 
independent source of income, compared to 60% of men. High produc:on costs, inadequate credit 
access, dilapidated equipment, and limited voca:onal training further hinder their ability to enter the 
formal economy (Gueddana, 2021). It is also worth no:ng that economic crises and infla:on can 
exacerbate food insecurity, with women and girls oZen being dispropor:onately affected by chronic 
hunger and malnourishment (CAWTAR, 2015).  
To address this issue, it is important for the government to find ways to ensure adequate data 
collec:on on the exact number of women working in Tunisia's agriculture, both formally and 
informally, paid or unpaid (Expert2, Pos. 22). Only in this way can more efficient planning for the 
future of the agricultural sector be facilitated. The problem with exis:ng sta:s:cs is that they are 
oZen either outdated or inaccurate. One example is the one below, which was provided to me on 
paper by Expert2. For instance, it lacks precision in terms of specifying the year or region, and it only 
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takes into account formal employees, ignoring the en:re informal sector. In light of the issues 
discussed in this thesis, the figure of 42.9% seems far too low. However, what the sta:s:c does show 
is the difference of male and female farmers, which is around 84.4%, and the high percentage of oZen 
unpaid female family workers. 
 

 
Figure 35: Sta2s2cs of agricultural work (Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries, 2024). 

Fourth and foremost, a major restructuring of na:onal policies, the re-organisa:on of the en:re social 
security system, a clear control of the prac:ce of the intermediary, samsar, as well as the provision 
of safe transporta:on facili:es and the enforcement of a comprehensive understanding of the 
impacts of chemicals on the human body and the environment could be considered as ways to ensure 
equitable access to resources and employment protec:ons for female agricultural workers. In 
addi:on, there is a need for affordable childcare op:ons to support working women, who are crucial 
for na:onal food security and the economy, and to counteract the neglect of their children. 

«Like a chain. So something just got taken away from the family. They’re not looking after the 
children. The parents just don’t find the time anymore. So many bad things (criminality), because 

the mother is always far away. She used to look after the children and have fun with them. But now 
she’s in the factory from early in the morning» (W10_self-sufficient, Pos. 166). 

The findings of this thesis underscore the need for an interdisciplinary and trans-professional 
approach – both in prac:ce and in scien:fic research – that integrates agriculture, climate science, 
labour rights, and gender studies. Future research should priori:se collabora:on between 
government ins:tu:ons (e.g., the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries), NGOs, and 
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private sector stakeholders. A structured roundtable between these ins:tu:ons could facilitate the 
development of a coherent strategy to address systemic inequali:es and ensure the sustainability of 
Tunisia’s agricultural sector. This approach would also help to re-establish the trust of working women 
in their own government. 
Strengthening the role of women through educa:on and changing societal a�tudes to accept female 
business execu:ves in the future is possible within Tunisian society, as the following two ques:ons by 
the World Value Survey (WVF, 2017-2022) show: 
 

Ques:on Agree 
strongly 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

No 
Answer 

University is more important for a boy 
than for a girl 

12.1 % 12.1 
% 

47.3 % 27.3 % 0.5 %  0.2 % 

Men make beeer business execu:ves 
than women do 

1.9 % 12.5 
% 

34.4 % 50.9 % -- 0.3 % 

 
The picture below (year unknown) shows a regional delega:on focusing on agricultural development, 
where women are informed and trained. Their goal is clear: to adjust the par:cipa:on of women, 
understand their training needs, support women farmers and monitor them, encourage and help with 
family gardens, promote their own products, encourage economic ini:a:ves, raise awareness and 
solidarity, and develop the sector with modern equipment. However, for an effec:ve, comprehensive 
and sustainable solu:on, these goals must extend beyond regional to na:onal delega:ons, taking 
into account the mobility of women across regions and the need for a na:onal approach. As the 
literature and my own findings demonstrate, this goal should not only include 'helping and 
suppor:ng' women, but also restoring their agency in order to ar:culate, determine and co-
determine their needs at all levels – at the individual micro-level, the meso-level, and the macro-level. 
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Figure 36: Development goals (year unknown) for women working in agriculture. Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources and Fisheries 

(own picture). 

Land ownership and economic autonomy 

Land ownership is a major barrier to women's empowerment in Tunisia. Men and private investors 
own most of the land, some:mes living abroad (W4, Pos. 73). Only 5% of rural women are legal 
owners of farmland (Gueddana, 2021). Tradi:onal inheritance prac:ces further worsen this disparity, 
as many women give up their inheritance rights in exchange in favour of small, short-term 
compensa:ons, thus maintaining  their economic dependence on male family members (ATFD, 2014). 
The restricted ownership of land restricts women's access to financial resources such as bank loans, 
for which land is required as collateral (Baruah & Najjar, 2022). Moreover, the invisibility of their 
contribu:ons in agricultural sta:s:cs results in a lack of policy recogni:on and union building. Legal 
reforms are vital to guarantee women's righhul access to land. Alongside these reforms, alterna:ve 
financial instruments, such as microcredit ini:a:ves tailored to rural women, must be introduced to 
provide pathways to economic independence (Abdelali-Mar:ni & Dey de Pryck, 2015). Training 
centres such as the one in Jemmal have already recognized this and implemented it. 
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Turning to the scien:fic field, research should examine the effec:veness of interna:onal projects 
aimed at economic empowerment, such as those ini:ated by SwissContact. A compara:ve study 
analysing similar projects in regions outside the MENA region and in other countries,  for example 
Morocco and Italy is needed to iden:fy best prac:ces for promo:ng gender-equal land ownership 
and access to financial resources. Field studies should be expanded to include a larger and more 
diverse sample of women across different regions within Tunisia to strengthen the findings and 
highlight region-specific dispari:es in land ownership. 

9.1.2 Interna0onal representa0on and Tunisia’s agricultural trade 

It is becoming increasingly evident that Tunisia's agricultural sector is being influenced by global 
economic pressures. The interest of interna:onal organisa:ons is growing, which is due to the fact 
that European produc:on and export-oriented produc:on are becoming more and more integrated 
into the global commodity chain.  

“We have a company from the US, Switzerland, Belgium, Italy, Germany. So we work together with 
them and they truly support us. So it’s help from within with dona=ons, not loans/credits. And why 

do they help us? The help us because they find people working, trained, and they’re signature for the 
trainings people do. So posi=ve feedback for their training programs”  

(Expert1_TrainingCenter, Pos. 98). 

Despite the valuable partnerships and investments in modern training (Expert1, Pos. 88/93), this 
focus has also contributed to structural inequali:es, as interna:onal trade agreements have been 
observed to priori:se profitability over labour protec:on (Brandenburg, 2024). The expansion of 
agribusiness has led to an increased demand for cheap labour, which dispropor:onately affects 
women, who are employed under informal, seasonal, or temporary contracts with minimal legal 
protec:on. It is important to acknowledge the challenges faced by many women in this regard, and 
to recognise the need for stronger mechanisms to enforce labour rights (FAO, 2023). There is a 
growing recogni:on among interna:onal organisa:ons, including the ILO and the FAO, of the 
importance of integra:ng gender-sensi:ve policies into agricultural labour frameworks and to work 
boeom-up. Research into the experiences of female refugees and migrant workers within Tunisia's 
agricultural labour force could provide valuable insights, par:cularly in view of the addi:onal risks 
these groups face due to their legal and social status (Baruah & Najjar, 2022).  

“The women in agriculture even say ‘when we die, who’s going to con=nue our work in agriculture?’. 
There’s a problem on its way. When there’s no renewal of the laws and a wage improvement and 
regulated working condi=ons we won’t find any workers anymore. So we’ll have Africans working 
and this is a huge problem. Our children cross the Mediterranean sea illegally and we (mumbling). 

So they work in agriculture in for example Switzerland or Italy and in Tunisia they don’t work 
because their wage is very low and they don’t have respect for what they do … This would need 

proper research but maybe they (African immigrants) come and are ready to work anything, 
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construc=ons, service, agriculture, anything. So the work our children don’t want to do and run 
away from, they come and work it. It’s like our children are working the things in Europe their 

children don’t want to do. They do that because they get paid more (referring to place of origin 
wage)” (Expert2_Ministry, Pos. 46 & 49). 

This study suggests that a fairer agricultural trade policy should include fair labour standards and 
make the contribu:on of women in the sector mor visible. Moreover, interna:onal partnerships could 
be used to provide targeted financial and technical support for female agricultural workers, thus 
ensuring that the export-oriented Tunisian agricultural model does not perpetuate gender-specific 
economic dispari:es. 
In all these ideas and sugges:ons for suitable and sustainable measures and researches, one factor 
must not be ignored: climate change. The serious impact of climate change on Tunisia's agriculture 
could significantly affect the future of the agricultural sector. It is important to explore all possible 
solu:ons and op:ons for improving  the working condi:ons of women in the agricultural sector, 
always taking into account the effects of rising temperatures, declining precipita:on and the 
management of water resources. 

‘The first link in the commodity chain’ 

Female agricultural workers in Tunisia cons:tute the first link in the local, regional, na:onal, and 
interna:onal commodity chain, playing a vital role in ensuring food security and sustainability. 
However, as this thesis examines, their working condi:ons are characterised by numerous challenges 
at all levels, including long working hours, physically demanding labour, and possibility for inadequate 
compensa:on (Bouzidi et al., 2011), lack of contracts, social protec:on, or health coverage. This 
makes them vulnerable to economic and ecological shocks (Najjar & Baruah, 2024). The 
intersec:onality of gender, socio-economic inequality, and climate change further compounds their 
challenges. Increasing migra:on paeerns of men to Europe across the Mediterranean and climate-
induced displacement will con:nue to drive rural women into agricultural labour, which requires 
adap:ve strategies to ensure the resilience of rural women (Waha et al., 2017). Adapta:on measures 
could include improved irriga:on techniques, crop diversifica:on, and investment in sustainable 
agricultural technologies (Piscitelli et al., 2021).  
The findings of this thesis underscore the urgent need for an integrated approach that collec:vely 
addresses the various factors affec:ng women's working condi:ons in Tunisian agriculture.  Future 
research could perhaps go beyond isolated disciplinary perspec:ves and instead take an 
interdisciplinary approach that combines agricultural sciences, gender studies, and labour economics. 
This thesis aeempts to take a first step in this direc:on by iden:fying gaps in the literature and 
incorpora:ng the voices of the women concerned. The replica:on of quan:ta:ve research in several 
regions and with a larger sample size would further validate the results presented here, par:cularly 
with regard to the age distribu:on and employment trends among female agricultural workers. 
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“So that the paprika is ready in winter. So people can eat paprika in winter, so it’s available. They sell 
it for 4 TND, 2 TND, they sell and sell and sell (voice loud), meaning and we’re exhausted so it gets 

ready. Like that. …. The retailer wins, the farmer wins, the other and other and other wins, the seller 
wins, but we have nothing” (W2, Pos. 135). 

In terms of a disserta:on, it might be of interest to consider research direc:ons that include an in-
depth study of interna:onal development projects like those led by SwissContact, with a comparison 
of their impact in different countries. Alterna:vely, research could focus on training programmes in 
voca:onal centres such as Jemmal, with an evalua:on of their effec:veness in equipping women with 
the skills needed to transi:on into formal agricultural employment. Ul:mately, it is my belief that a 
coordinated effort between academia, government, NGOs, local businesses, and most importantly 
the women themselves is necessary to implement policies that ensure equitable labour condi:ons 
and economic opportuni:es for women in Tunisian agriculture. 

10. Conclusion  

This thesis set out to explore the working condi:ons of women working in Tunisian fruit and vegetable 
agriculture, with a par:cular focus on the Sahil region. The main objec:ve was to find out how the 
women themselves describe their work situa:on, how they experience and perceive it, what 
challenges they face and how they deal with them.  
To achieve this goal and to approach the research ques:on from different perspec:ves, a method 
triangula:on was applied. This consisted of an extensive compara:ve review of peer-reviewed 
literature (state of research) on the one hand and field research with semi-structured qualita:ve 
interviews on the other. Interviews were conducted with the women concerned, as well as with other 
actors (farmers, experts) whose ac:ons have an impact on the women’s work situa:on.  
The study is embedded in the discipline of feminist geography and focused on power rela:ons and 
their interplay at the macro-, meso- and micro-level. Based on the concept of intersec:onality, it 
analysed how these power rela:ons, in combina:on with socio-economic structures and social norms 
(gender roles), affect the life and working experiences of these rural women.  
The results demonstrate that the female agricultural workers who are the focus of this study are 
exposed to a mul:tude of factors that affect their daily lives in the fields and at home and make them 
vulnerable individuals who face a wide range of inequali:es, despite their important contribu:on to 
the development of the agricultural sector. These factors range from inadequate protec:on at work, 
various types of harassment, lack of transporta:on, low wages, limited educa:onal opportuni:es and 
a lack of poli:cal influence to unequal treatment based on their gender and a lack of coordinated 
strategies that could help improve their situa:on, exacerbated by the devasta:ng effects of global 
climate change. And yet, even if the factors are the same in the research area, the Sahil region, 
women experience them differently, both physically and emo:onally, and seek ways to develop 
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agency to deal with them – for example, by developing soZ skills – as the excerpts from the interviews 
show.  
These insights contribute to the broader theore:cal discourse on structural inequali:es and power 
rela:ons, which are embedded in local, regional, na:onal and global networks. It becomes clear that 
neither a categorisa:on into ‘perpetrators’ and ‘vic:ms’ nor a one-dimensional analy:cal approach 
is sufficient to understand the dynamics of these networks and the ac:ons of the actors involved.  In 
this respect, the study reveals a gap in the exis:ng research literature. Most authors who have worked 
on the topic focus on individual areas such as socio-economic condi:ons or gender inequali:es. What 
is oZen missing is a look at the interplay and interconnectedness between these areas from an 
intersec:onal perspec:ve with fluid iden::es. Furthermore, the voices of those affected, above all 
the women working in Tunisian agriculture, are rarely heard.  
The findings of this thesis call for an interdisciplinary and trans-professional approach – both in 
prac:ce and in scien:fic research – that integrates agriculture, climate science, labour rights, and 
gender studies in the local, na:onal and interna:onal context and on the micro-, meso-, and macro 
level. Future research should build on these findings and broaden the perspec:ve, for example by 
expanding the regional focus and the size of the sample, or by taking further factors such as 
transna:onal exchange, economic interdependence and interna:onal coopera:on into account. 
It is hoped that the insights presented in this thesis will serve as a founda:on for ongoing discussions 
and innova:ons in the Tunisian agricultural sector, acknowledging the important role of the female 
worker, and ul:mately contribu:ng to a beeer understanding of the dynamics and forces at work in 
this sector. ‘Empowerment means taking responsibility’! 
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Appendix 

Interview ques0onnaire   

 
Ques:onnaire working women -- Master Thesis 
 
 
 
 
 
Start: 
 
• Aim: to find out about your working condi:ons 

in agriculture 
 
 
 

• Anonymous and you can stop at any :me 
 

 
 

• Voice only, no video 
 
 

• Thank you giZ 
 
Personal data 
 

• What part of Tunisia are you from? 
(could be uncomfortable, so ask at the end) 
 
 

• What is your level of educaHon? 

 
 ریتسجام ةلاسر – ةحلافلا لاجم يف ةلماع ةأرما عم ةلباقم
 
 
 :ةیادبلا

Elbidaya 
 

 ةحلافلا يف كتمدخ فورظ ىلع فرّعتن :فدھلا •
• Elhadaf : net3arraf 3la dhourouf 5edmtek fel 

fla7a 
 

 ام )كبقلو كمسا( كتیوھو تقو يأ يف اھافوت مجنت ةلباقملا •
  شورھظی

• Elmou9abla tnajam toufaha fi ay wa9t w 
hawitek (esmek w la9abek) mayedhehrouch 

 ویدیف ریغ نم ،واھاك توص لیجستلا •
• El tasjil sout kahaw ; min ghir video  

 
 ركش ةیدھ •

• Hdiyat chokr 

 
 
 ةیصخش تایطعم

Mo3tayat cha5ssiya 
 

 ؟سنوت نم تنأ نینم •
• En: mnin min tounes ? 

 

 ؟ةیارقلا عاتم كاوتسم ةونش •
• Chnouwa mostawak mta3 le9raya ? 
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• Are you married?  

o If so, what does your husband do? 
 
 
Mo:va:on 
 
 

• Why do you work in agriculture 
 

o How old were you when you first 
started working in agriculture?  
 
 

o How long have you been worked in 
agriculture? 

 
 

o In which fruit and vegetable sector 
have you worked in before?  
 
 

o Where in Tunisia have you worked 
before? 

 
 
 
 
Work (in general) 
 

• What is a typical working day like?  
 
 
 

 

  ؟ةسرعم •
o ؟كلجار مدخی ةونش معن اذإ 

o M3arssa ? idha na3am, rajlek chnouwa 
ye5dem? 

 
 عفاودلا

Dawafa3 
 

 ؟ةحلافلا يف مدخت شلاع •
• 3lach te5dem fel fla7a? 

 
o ؟ةحلافلا يف تمدخ ةرم لوأ يلتقو كرمع ناك شادق 

o 9addach ken 3orek wa9teli awal marra 5demt 
fel fla7a? 

 
o ؟ةحلافلا يف مدخت تنأو ماع نم كدنع شادق 

o 9adech  3andek min 3am w en: te5dem fel 
fla7a? 

 
o ؟لبق تمدخ ةلغو ةرضخ عاتم لاجم يأ يف 

o Fi ay naw3a mta3 khodhra w ghala 5demt 
9bal? 

 
 

o ؟سنوت يف لبق تمدخ نیف 
o Fin 5dimt 9bal fi Tunis? 
o  

 
 )ةماع ةفصب( ةمدخلا

El 5edma (bissifa 3amma) 
 

 ؟يداع ةمدخ راھن يلفصوت يشمجنت •
• Tnajamchi toussifli nhar 5edma 3adi? 
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o Are there any differences during the 
year?  
(Ramadan, winter – summer, rain – 
drought) 

 
o Are there any differences in your 

work depending on the culHvaHon 
method and locaHon?  

§ If so, how? 
 

 
o Are there any differences in your 

work between now and when you 
first started working in agriculture?  

§ If so, how? 
 
 

o What do you do, when there is no 
work?  
 
 

o What do you like about your work? 
 
 
 
 
Working condi:ons  
 
 

• Tell me about your current working 
condiHons.  
 
 
 

 

o رطم ،فیص – ءاتش ،ناضمر( ؟ةرتفلا بسح قرفلا ةونش 
 )ةمّز –

o Chnouwa elfar9 7asb el fatra? (Romdan, chté, 
sif, mtar, zamma) 

 
 

o ؟ ةصلابلاو ةحلافلا ةقیرط لدبتت يلتقو ةمدخلا يف قرف امف 
o Famma far9 fel 5edma wa9teli tetbadal tari9et 

el fla7a wel blassa ? 
 ؟شافیك ،معن اذإ §

§ Idha na3am, kifech? 
 

o يف مدخت تیدب ام بود يلتقوو اوت نیب ةمدخلا يف قرف امف 
 ؟ ةحلافلا

o Famma far9 bin tawa w awal ma bdit te5dem 
fel fla7a ? 

 ؟شافیك ،معن اذإ §
§ Idha na3am, kifech? 

 
o ؟ةمدخ شامف ام يلتقو لمعت اونش 

o Chnawa ta3mal wa9teli mafamach 5edma? 
 
 

o ؟ كتمدخ يف كبجعی يلا اونش 
o Chnouwa ili ye3jbek / l ba7i fi 5edmtek ? 

 
 
 
   ةمدخلا فورظ

Dhourouf el 5edma 
 

 .ةحلافلا يف كتمدخ فورظ ىلع يلیكحأ •
• A7kili ala dhourouf /les condi:ons 5edemtek 

fel fla7a 
 
 
 
 



Donia Noura Ben Khalifa   Appendix 
 Women’s working condi:ons in Tunisian fruit and vegetable agriculture  
 

 153 

Working condi:ons (security) 
 
 

• Do you have an employment contract?  
 
 
 

o If so, how long is it for?  
o Does it state your salary and holiday 

enHtlement? 
 

 
• How does the recruitment process work? 
 
• Do you get any sort of training? 

 
 

• How do you get to work each day? 
 
 

• Are you paid daily/weekly/monthly?  
 

o How much are you paid? 
 

o How important is your income for 
your family? (family income 
distribuHon) 
 

• Do you have any kind of social security?  
 

o If so, what does it cover? 
 

 

  )ةیامحلا( ةمدخلا فورظ
Dhourouf el 5edma (al7imaya) 

 
 ؟وتارتنوكب مدخت •

• Ti5dm bil contrat? 
 

o ؟وعاتم ةدملا شادق معن اذإ 
o Idha na3am, 9adach el modda mta3ou? 

o ؟كعاتم تایجنوكلاو صلخت شادق ھیف بوتكم 
o Maktoub fif 9adech to5lis wel kounjiyet 

nta3ek? 
 

 ؟كیف كمدخی كراتخا شافیك •
• Kifech 5tarek (wsollik) ili i5adam fik ? 

 ؟نیوكت يأ يشتلمع •
• 3maltchi ay takwine ? 

 
 ؟ اھیف مدخت شاب يلا ةصلابلل موی لك لصوت شافیك •

• Kifech toussil kol youm lil blassa ili bech te5dem 
fiha ? 

 
  ؟رھشلاب لااو ةعمجلاب لااو راھنلاب صلخت •

• To5loss bel nhar wala bel jem3a wala bechhar ? 
o ؟كوصلخی شادق 

o 9adech to5loss ? 
 

o ؟كتلیاعل ةبسنلاب ةمھم شادق اھوخات يلا سولفلا 
o 9addach mouhimma el flouss ili ta5ouha 

bennesba l3ayel:k? 
 

  ؟يعامتجا نامض عاتم عون يأ يشكدنع •
• 3andekchi ay naw3 mta3 dhaman ij:ma3i? 

o ؟اذھ يعامتجلاا نامضلا يطغی ةونش ،معن اذإ  
o Idha na3am ; chnouwa ygha� eldhaman el 

ij:ma3i hadha ? 
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o Have you heard of the “Ahmini” 
applicaHon?  

§ If so, (how) do you use it? 
 
 

• What challenges do you face at work?  
 
 

o Do you have to work in the heat? 
 

o How does your work affect you 
physically?  

 
 

o Do you get any kind of protecHon  
(mask, gloves, glasses, sun 
protecHon, etc.)  

 
 

o How oSen do you get a break during 
a working day?  
 
 

o What is the working atmosphere like 
among the workers?  
 

§ What is your posiHon?  
§ Do you have any special 

responsibiliHes?  
 
 
 
• Do you have to work around chemicals? 

 

o ؟ينیمحأ ةقیبطتب يشتعمس 
o Sma3tchi btatbi9at “Ahmini”? 

o ؟شافیك ؟اھلمعتست ،معن اذإ 
o Idha na3am,  testa3malha? 

 

  ؟ةمدخلا يف اھھجاوت يلا لكاشملا ةونش •
• Chnouwa ess3ib fel 5edma? 

 
o ؟ةناخسلا يف مدخت كمز لا  

o Lazmek te5dem fel s5ana? 
 

o ؟كندب ىلع رثأت ةمدخلا شافیك  
o Kifech el 5edma t2ahar 3la badnek? 

 
o تایارم ،تازافق ،ةمامك( ةیامح عاتم عون يأ يشكویطعی، 

  ؟...سمشلام ةیامح ةمیرك
o Ya3:youkchi ay nawa3 mta3 7imaya 

(kammama, gwandouwat, mrayat, krimat 
7imaya mel chams? 

 
o ؟ةحارتسا نم كدنع شادق  

o Kadech 3andek min ra7a (pause) fi n7ar el 
5idma? 

 
 

o ؟ةمادخلا نیب وجلا شافیك  
o Kifech el jaw bin el 5adama? 

 
 ؟كفقوم ةونش §

§ Chnouwa maw9fek? 
 ؟ةصاخ تایلوؤسم يأ يشكدنع       §

§ 3andekchi ay mas2ouliyat 5assa? 
 
 
  ؟ةیئایمیك داوم لمعتست كمزلا •

• Lazmek testa3mal (mawad kimya2iya( / dweh fel 
5edma ? 
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o If so, what kind of chemicals? 

 
 

• Have you ever had an accident at work?  
 

o If so, what happened? Did you go to 
hospital? 
 
 

Working condi:ons (gender differences) 
 

• Are there men doing the same work as you? 
 
 

o If so, are they paid the same? 
 

o If not, what kind of work do they do 
and why can’t you do it? 
 
 

 
• Are there sanitary faciliHes in your 

workplace?  
 

o If not, how do you go to the toilet? 
 
 

• Have you worked during your period? 
 
 
 

• Do you have children under the age of 6?  
 

o ؟ةیئایمیكلا داوملاھ ةینش ،معن اذا  
o Idha na3am, chniya hal (mawad) / dweh? 

    
  ؟ةمدخلا يف نودیسكأ كلراص •

• Sarlek aksidon fel 5ema? 
o ؟راطیبصلل كوزھ ؟راص يلا ةونش ،معن اذا  

o Idha na3am, chnouwa ili sar? Hazouk lel 
sbitar? 

    
 
)نیسنجلا نیب قرفلا( ةمدخلا فورظ  

Dhourouf el5edma (el far9 bayn eljenssayn) 
 
  ؟كعاتم ةمدخلا سفن اولمعی لاجر امف •

• Fama rjal ya3mlou nafs el 53dma mta3ek? 
o ؟فیك فیك اوصلخت ،معن اذا  

o Idha na3am, to5lssou kif kif? 
o ام تنا شلاعو اھومدخی يلا ةمدخلا ةیعون ةینش ،لا اذا 

  ؟اھمدخت شمجنت
o Idha lè, chniya naw3iyet el5edma ili 

ye5dmouha w3lach en: matnajamch 
ta3malha? 

 

  ؟مدخت نیف ةحار تیب  امف •
• Fama bit ra7a (toileee) fin te5dem? 

o ؟كتجاح يضقت شاب لمعت شافیك ،لا اذا  
o Idha lé, kif ta3mal bech ta9dhi 7ajtek / 

t3aml toileee? 
 

  ؟ةیرھشلا ةداعلا مایأ يف مدخت •
• Te5dem fi ayam el3ada el chahriya? 

 
 

  ؟نینس 6 نم لقأ راغص كدنع •

• 3andek sghar a9al min siea snin? 
o ؟مدخت تنا فیك مھیب ىھلتی نوكش ،معن اذا  
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o If so, who looks aSer them when you 
work? 

 
• Have you worked during your pregnancy?  

 
o If so, during which months? 

 
 
• Have you experienced sexual harassment at 

work? 
o If so, how did you deal with it? 
 
 

• Does your work, or the fact that you work, 
bring you any kind of honour, either in the 
family or in society? 
 
 

• What part of Tunisia are you from? 
 
• Do you have anything to add? 

o Idha na3am,chkoun yetelhé bihom kif 
en: fel 5edma? 
 

  ؟ةلابحلا ةدم يف يشتمدخ •
• 5demt w en: 7ebla? 

o ؟مدخت تنا فیك مھیب ىھلتی نوكش ،معن اذا  
o Idha na3am, fi ay och’hra? 

 

  ؟ةمدخلا يف يسنج شرحت ةرم كلراص •
• Sarlek mara ta7aroch jenssi? 

o ؟تفرصت شافیك ،معن اذا  
o Idha na3a,  kifech tsarraZ? 

 
 ةمیق كدنع ونا كسسحت يذھ ةجاحلا ةمدخ كدنع لااو مدخت كنا •

  ؟عمتجملا يف لااو ةلئاعلا يف
• Innek te5dem w ailla 3andek 5edma haja hedhi 

t7assek ennou 3andek 9ima fil 3ayla wala fil 
mojtama3? 

 

 ؟سنوت نم تنأ نینم • 
• En: mnin min tounes ? 

 
  ؟اھدیزت بحت ةجاح يأ كدنع •

• 3andek ay 7aja t7eb tzid’ha? 
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Interview Overview 

Who Where When Comment 
1. Women  1 

(37 y) 
 

Monas'r  
 

1) Field work Free day 
37min 

2. Women 2  
(daughter 25 y) 

Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Aver work, near home 
39min 

3. Women 3   
(mother, ü50 y) 

Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Aver work, near home 
31min 

4. Women 4 (ü80 y)  Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Short interview -> 
during lunch break 
11min 

5. Women 5/6/7 
(ü30y / ü40y / ü50y) 

Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Short interview -> all 
together during lunch 
break 
18min 

6. Employer 1  Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Aver work 
22min 

7. Employer 2  Monas'r 
 

1) Field work Free day 
47min 

   à ca. 3.5 h 
Expert 4  
Agribusiness  

Tunis 2) Field work  No answer 

8. Women 8, 9 (ü40y/ü50y) Monas'r 
 

2) Field work Aver work -> drive 
home 
25min 

   à ca. 0.5 h 
9. Women 10 (self-

employed, ü50) 
Cherahil  3) Field work During lunch break 

60min 
10. Women 11, 12, 13, 14 

(ü30 / 2x ü40y / ü50) 
Kroussia 3) Field work At workplace during 

lunch break 
36min 

11. Women 15 (ü70y) Monas'r 
 

3) Field work Aver work -> drive 
home 
30min 

12. Women 16 (ü70y) Monas'r 
 

3) Field work Aver work -> drive 
home 
30min 

Expert 5  
CEO «Ahmini” 

Tunis  3) Field work 
 

Moved to Cathar -> 
company is subject to 
legal proceedings?  
no answer 
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13. Expert 1  
(director) 

Jemmal à 
Centre de 
forma'on  

3) Field work At training center (= 
centre de forma'on) 
45min 

14. Expert 2  
(director of rural women 
department) 

Monas'r 
à ministry of 
agriculture 

3) Field work At ministry of 
agriculture 
50min 

Expert 6 
Country Director of 
SwissContact in Tunisia  

Tunis 3) Field work 
 

No answer 

Student 1 (agrobusiness) Sousse  
 

3) Field work 
 

No answer 

   à ca. 4.5 h 
15. Interviews online 

(Women 17, 18/19/20, 
21/22/23/24/25/26, 
Employer 3) 

   

 

Interview transcripts 

For data protec:on reasons, the interview transcripts cannot be published and were given separately 
to the supervisors. 
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Interview coding tree 
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