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Executive summary 
Gender equality is a core development objective and a practical strategy for economic and national 
security – particularly in agrifood systems, where livelihoods, nutrition, resource governance, and 
climate vulnerability intersect. 

Across low-income countries, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, women play pivotal roles in farming, 
fisheries, and food value chains, including post-harvest processing, (in)formal trade, and 
household nutrition. Yet women often face systemic barriers to owning land and accessing finance, 
inputs, training, decent work, technology, and decision-making. These constraints reduce 
productivity, weaken market participation, and limit household capacity to withstand shocks. 

There exists a respectable body of evidence which indicates that closing gender gaps in 
agriculture can deliver large productivity and food security gains. For example, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has estimated that equalising women’s 
access to productive resources could increase yields on women’s farms by 20% - 30%, and raise 
total agricultural output in developing countries by 2.5% - 4%. Production improvements on this 
scale could mean an additional 100 - 150 million people meet minimum requirements for adequate 
nutrition. Such gains are directly relevant to economic security (jobs, incomes, price stability, trade, 
fiscal pressures) and national security (resilience, stability, and risk). 

For Australia, integrating gender equality across foreign policy strengthens the effectiveness of 
development cooperation and complements diplomatic, economic, and security efforts. ACIAR 
works to Australia’s International Gender Equality Strategy, and contributes through gender-
responsive agricultural research-for-development that: 

• increases productivity and incomes through inclusive innovation 

• improves food and nutrition security by strengthening women’s agency, access, and 
leadership in food systems 

• builds climate resilience by ensuring women and men can adopt and benefit from 
adaptation technologies and services 

• strengthens institutions and locally led decision-making for more legitimate and effective 
resource governance 

• develops leadership and capability (including women’s leadership) across partner-country 
research and policy institutions. 

 

Key messages  
ACIAR contributes to the Australian Government’s efforts to advance gender equality and the 
human rights of women and girls, particularly in relation to Terms of Reference 1 and 5 of the 
inquiry. The key areas that ACIAR contributes are summarised below. They are supported in the 
literature and grounded in ACIAR project examples provided in the main text.  

• Gender equality underpins food and nutrition security, and builds human capital 
ACIAR-supported projects increasingly apply a nutrition-sensitive lens, recognising that 
productivity gains alone do not automatically translate into better nutrition. In this approach 
ACIAR recognises that women’s agency and decision-making are often key mechanisms 
linking agriculture to nutrition improvements.  

 
• Gender equality is a resilience strategy in a changing climate 
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ACIAR programs recognise that when women and men can both access technology, 
information, and influence in an agricultural and fisheries context, climate adaptation is 
faster, fairer, and more effective.  

 
• Gender equality improves social cohesion, governance, and stability 

ACIAR projects aim to improve women’s participation in producer organisations, value 
chain governance, and community decision-making. This is more likely to address and 
improve the challenges around resource access, market power, and service delivery, while 
strengthening trust and cooperation, and improving social cohesion.  

 
• Delivering gender-responsive development outcomes through applied research 

ACIAR implements gender-responsive research which helps ensure innovations are 
relevant, adoptable, and equitable for different groups and across households. This helps 
ensure practical innovations that improve food production and incomes without reinforcing 
unequal norms. 

 
• Strengthening partner-country capability and leadership (including women’s 

leadership) 
ACIAR helps partner organisations expand their talent pool and improve institutional 
performance – strengthening locally led research, extension and policy capability that is 
essential for sustained, inclusive agricultural transformation. 

 
• Supporting locally led decision-making and inclusive institutions 

ACIAR encourages projects that incorporate locally led governance, and strengthens the 
capacity of national agencies to design programs that respond to community priorities and 
support women’s leadership and embedding inclusive practice within government systems. 

 
• Contributing to multilateral and regional gender objectives through strategic 

partnerships 
ACIAR contributes to multilateral and regional gender objectives by investing in strategic 
partnerships, for example by encouraging systematic change across the global research 
portfolio of the ‘Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research’ (CGIAR), to 
strengthen the global evidence base and practice on gender equality in agrifood systems.  

 
• Building the evidence base for effective policy and programming 

ACIAR tests, demonstrates and documents the value of engaging women as champions to 
accelerate wider uptake of different adoption pathways for climate-smart practices. With 
partnerships extending to national research institutes, ACIAR can provide robust, real-world 
evidence about the enabling conditions required for equitable impact.  

 

 

1. About ACIAR and purpose of this submission 
ACIAR is Australia’s specialist international agricultural research-for-development agency. ACIAR 
is mandated to work with partners to generate knowledge and technologies that underpin 
improvements in agricultural productivity, sustainability and food systems resilience, delivered 
through research partnerships for the benefit of partner countries and Australia.  

ACIAR’s operating model integrates (1) evidence generation and locally appropriate innovations, 
(2) capacity development through training, mentoring and networks, and (3) partnerships and 
platforms that enable adoption and scaling. These long-term relationships, often spanning 
decades, are particularly important for supporting steady progress on gender equity. 
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This submission focuses on ACIAR’s providing an agrifood systems lens on why gender equality 
matters for economic security and national security, and describing how ACIAR contributes to the 
Australian Government’s efforts to advance gender equality and the human rights of women and 
girls. The below responds primarily to Terms of Reference 1 and 5 of the inquiry: (1) the economic 
security and national security benefits of realising gender equality for every person, and how the 
integration of gender equality across foreign policy supports this objective, and (5) the Australian 
Government’s efforts to advance gender equality and the human rights of women and girls across 
foreign policy, defence and national security. 

 

2. Term of reference 1: The economic security and national security benefits of realising 
gender equality for every person, and how the integration of gender equality across foreign 
policy supports this objective 
Gender equality in agriculture is not only a matter of rights and fairness – it is a practical strategy 
for strengthening economic security, food security and social stability. Across many low- and 
middle-income countries, rural women are central to farming and food systems, as producers, 
workers, processors, traders and household food managers, yet they face persistent barriers to 
land, finance, training, technology and markets. These constraints are often reinforced by 
discriminatory norms and legal or institutional settings, limiting women’s productivity, earnings and 
decision-making authority, even where women contribute a large share of agricultural labour.  

The economic costs of this inequality are substantial, and the potential gains from closing gender 
gaps are equally clear. FAO analyses have long highlighted that if women farmers had the same 
access to productive resources as men, yields could rise by around 20% to 30% and national 
agricultural output in developing countries could increase by roughly 2.5% to 4%, with major 
implications for hunger reduction globally. Women’s economic empowerment also generates 
strong “multiplier effects” because women tend to allocate a higher share of income to household 
wellbeing (i.e. food, health care and children’s education), compared with men. In other words, 
closing gender gaps boosts productivity and incomes at farm level, and translates those gains into 
stronger long-term human capital outcomes and more resilient local economies.  

This matters for national security and stability because food insecurity and livelihood stress are 
well-established risk multipliers. Where households cannot reliably access food and income, 
communities become more vulnerable to shocks (climate, price spikes, disasters), and social 
cohesion can weaken. Conversely, women’s empowerment in food systems is consistently 
associated with improved food security and nutrition outcomes, and with more resilient and 
sustainable food systems – these are the foundations for mitigating the risks that climate or civil 
shocks cascade into instability. 

ACIAR’s contribution is to generate, adapt and test innovations so that women and men can both 
benefit, with the aim of improving overall productivity while ensuring social norms that limit 
equitable engagement in agricultural practice and decision making are addressed. This is not a 
“women-only” approach, rather, it focuses on changing the constraints that prevent households 
and systems from performing efficiently and fairly. 

 

2.1 Gender equality underpins food and nutrition security, and builds human capital 
Economic security and national security both depend on human capital (i.e. health, education and 
productive capabilities). Food and nutrition security are foundational inputs to human capital 
formation. Women frequently play central roles in household nutrition decisions and food 
preparation, and in producing and trading diverse foods. In the literature, the causal links between 
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3. Term of reference 5: The Australian Government’s efforts to advance gender equality and 
the human rights of women and girls across all aspects of foreign policy, defence and 
national security 
Australia advances gender equality and the human rights of women and girls through a 
combination of diplomacy, development cooperation, multilateral engagement, and peace and 
security efforts. ACIAR contributes to this agenda through the delivery of practical, partner-led 
research-for-development that strengthens inclusive economic opportunity, resilience, and 
institutional capability in agrifood systems. Two whole-of-government frameworks are particularly 
relevant to ACIAR’s contribution: 

• Australia’s International Gender Equality Strategy – which articulates how Australia will use 
the tools of foreign policy to advance gender equality and women’s and girls ’human rights, 
including through bilateral and regional relationships and development cooperation.   

• Australia’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2021–2031 – which 
provides a coordinated approach across government to advance WPS objectives and 
women’s rights in fragile and conflict-affected settings.   

These frameworks reinforce a common principle: advancing gender equality is not only a rights-
based obligation, but also instrumental to achieving peace, stability, resilience, and prosperity. 
ACIAR contributes to these in five interrelated ways: 

 

3.1 Delivering gender-responsive development outcomes through applied research 
ACIAR’s core mechanism is collaborative research that generates practical innovations in food 
systems – new technologies, improved practices, institutional models, and policy insights (See 
Example 4). By integrating gender analysis and inclusion strategies into research design, ACIAR 
helps ensure: 

• innovations are relevant to women’s and men’s roles and constraints 

• adoption pathways are realistic for different groups 

• benefits (income, time savings, safety, nutrition) are equitably distributed 

• unintended harms (for example, increased workloads for women) are identified and 
mitigated. 
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ACIAR Contact 
Michelle Nakamura 
Director, Outreach 
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