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Overview

 The structure of the global modern food system and the 

domestic sphere

 Characteristics of ‘traditional’ rural subsistence (RS) food 

systems

 The RS food chain: Links between agrobiodiversity, food 

storage, processing, preparation, and culinary traditions 

in the domestic sphere

 Gender and post-harvest pressures leading to decreasing 

use and maintenance of agrobiodiversity



The elephant in the  biodiversity-food security nexus: 

the changing structures of ‘modern’ globalizing food 

systems



















Warde et al. Changes in the Practice of Eating

A Comparative Analysis of Time-Use. Acta Sociologica 2007 50(4).
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Transformation of Markets for Agricultural Output in 

Developing Countries Since 1950 
T. Reardon & C.P. Timmer 2005.

 “Agricultural output markets in developing countries have 
changed fundamentally and rapidly since 1950…[reflecting] a
shift from a traditional to a modern phase.…At the end of the 
period we see consolidation downstream in the agrifood
system (in the processing and retail segments), including the 
rapid rise of large-scale processors, supermarkets, and food 
service chains.”

 “Naturally, this transformation from the traditional to the 
modern phase does not occur at a uniform rate across regions, 
or countries, or zones, or between rural and urban areas. The 
transformation can be observed as a diffusion process, of new 
organizations, institutions, and technologies in the food 
system – which occurs first and fastest in urban areas of the 
richer developing countries. These then ripple out into their 
own rural towns and into other developing countries.” [own 
emphases]



Where there is no 

doctor supermarket…



Rural Subsistence Food Systems

 Large number of wild and domestic species

 Local culinary traditions

 Storage is local small-scale, often domestic

 Transport is local, often non-motorized

 Processing is small-scale, mainly domestic

 Distribution is local, often non-monetary (e.g. 

gift-giving)

 Not oriented mainly toward income generation, 

but to social and subsistence goals
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Agrobiodiversity and nutrition



Food based on much more than agriculture



Agrobiodiversity maintenance comes 

from use (e.g. Zimmerer 2003)

 Much more than environment

 More than agronomy

 70% of thousands of potato 

and maize varieties are used 

for post-harvest characteristics 

(e.g. freeze drying, boiling,

soup, beer making)

 Women select, store, 

process, and prepare, and

know many more taxa



400+ Malawi bean varieties 
(Ferguson, 1990; Sperling & Berkowitz 1994)

 75% of selection criteria

related to post-harvest, 50%

to taste, cooking quality, and 

health, e.g.

 Pods and leaves for ‘hunger’ 

periods

 Cooking time

 Storability



Selection criteria for one maize variety, Yucatan
(Lope-Alzina, D. Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 2008)

Selection Criteria Sex

Strong plants M

Drought resistance M

High yielding M

Can be stored in the field M

Inherited seed M

Easy and fast to degrain F

Easy to grind F

Fast cooking time F

Easy to shape into tortillas F

Consistent dough F

Does not become ‘soupy’ F



Processing chain for one maize variety 
(Lope-Alzina, Ibid. 2008)
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Storage, processing and preserving

 Make plant materials edible

 Improve nutrient values, digestibility

 Eliminate toxins, pathogens and improves quality

 Prolong availability

 Meet local culinary requirements

 Technology and labour available condition use











Women’s Reasons for Fermenting Complementary 

Foods, Nigeria (Nnanyelugo et al. 2003)





Ethnoecological knowledge and skills 

in storage, processing, preserving, and preparation

 Properties of species and species’ parts

 Pests and pathogens and their management

 Materials, and material and chemical processes

 Construction of structures and implements

 Nutritional requirements and food preferences of different 

groups

 Cultural norms and values about distribution, rituals, etc.

Takes at least a third of a lifetime to accrue

Must be transmitted systematically



Swaziland’s decline in agrobiodiversity and 

food security (Malaza 2003)

 Decline in consumption of traditional crops (cow peas, jugo beans, 

sorghum, millet, sesame, pumpkins, wild leafy vegetables

 Women lack time to collect wild foods; preparation is time-

consuming

 Lack of improved technology for sorghum processing, processing 

is time-consuming

 Low status of traditional vegetables

 Urban female wage employment : lack of availability, processing 

constraints, lack of knowledge, loss of taste for traditional foods







Avg. labour = 4 hours 

per family per day







Women and genetic erosion in the 

post-harvest sphere

 Increasing influence of the global agroindustrial food system: 

 Declining status of traditional foods, reliance on exotic species

 Cheap foodstuffs compete with local species

 Formal seed systems & government policy erode local seed 

access

 Need for cash, off-farm work and outmigration – loss of 

labour, knowledge

 Formal education, declining status of traditional knowledge

 Time constraints

 Decreasing status of women’s knowledge, work, and 

everything domestic and traditional 



Some conclusions

 Food security and nutrition in most subsistence-

oriented societies depend principally on local 

agrobiodiversity

 Most agrobiodiversity is maintained in such small 

subsistence societies

 Agrobiodiversity will be sustained only if demand 

continues

 Demand depends even more on the post-harvest chain 

than on agronomic and environmental conditions



 Women influence agrobiodiversity directly through 

production (farm, homegarden), and indirectly through 

post-harvest demand

 Pressures on women’s time are leading to declines in 

agrobiodiversity

 Changing diets and the status of traditional foods are 

leading to declines in agrobiodiversity

 In conceptualising agrobiodiversity conservation, there 

is insufficient focus on the domestic sphere, food 

processing, preparation, women, and women’s 

constraints



Should these women conserve for the rest? 

Or should driving forces be addressed?


