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A Comparative Analysis of Household Owned Woodlots and Fuelwood
Sufficiency Between Female and Male Headed Households: A Pilot
Study in Rural Malawi, Africa

CHAPTER 1- INTRODUCTION

Fuelwood is a basic need for rural households in Third World countries
such as Malawi. However, deforestation has reduced the supply of forest products
such as fuelwood on which the households depend for their livelihood
(Masangano, 1997). Deforestation has great impact on the lives of the poor,
especially women who have the responsibility for collecting fuelwood. The
growing population in Malawi is putting pressure on forest resources especially
through conversion of vegetation areas such as forests to agricultural farmland.
This has led to deforestation. In response to deforestation and the resultant
fuelwood crisis, the government of Malawi sought to increase the supply of and
reduce the demand for wood. The measures that were implemented included the
establishment reforestation programs, such as community forestry, and promoting
fuel-efficient stoves (The Malawi Government, 1996). Malawi Government
community forestry program encompasses a wide variety of activities including
farm forestry, agro-forestry, as well as establishing community and household

owned woodlots.



There are potential difficulties in trying to solve the deforestation problem
with supply enhancing and demand limiting approaches (Ham and Theron, 1999).
One of the potential problems is ignoring the complex social, political and
economic issues that may affect how communities and households relate to their

environment (Van Horen and Eberhard, 1995).

One of the major concerns on the issue of increasing supply for wood
products has to do with the position of men and women in social structures (Van
Horen and Eberhard, 1995). It appears that programs intended to reduce the
problem of the scarcity of fuelwood and forest products may not benefit men and
women equally (Abbot and Lowore, 1999). Recently a consensus has emerged
among researchers, policy makers and women advocates for the need to
understand gender dynamics (such as family or community work roles, decision
making power, access to and control over resources) that may operate within a
community (Warren, 1992; Williams, 1982; Williams, 1992), which would affect
households. Thus, understanding social structure and gender dynamics is central
to the analysis of social, environmental and economic progress. Such an
understanding is particularly important in designing effective policies that will not
only increase the participation of men and women in community forestry projects

but also ensure that men and women benefit (equally) from their participation.



STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Deforestation has been a serious problem in Malawi for more than forty
years. This has negatively affected poor people’s livelihood, and especially
women. Forests provide households with fuelwood and other forest products such
as poles, lumber, fodder, food and medicines. Households depend on fuelwood for
their daily energy needs such as cooking, lighting and heating. Due to fuelwood
scarcity, women spend a great deal of time collecting fuelwood (Brouwer, Hart,
Kamwendo and Heldens, 1996; Culler, Peterson, and Matenje, 1990; FAO 1992).
Lack of time affects women's participation in other important activities. As
fuelwood becomes scarce, women expend more time collecting it, leaving less

time for food production, food preparation, income generation, and childcare.

In addition, fuelwood scarcity affects the nutritional and health status of
families (FAO 1992; Masangano, 1997) in several ways. Fuelwood shortage may
lead to reduced numbers of warm meals prepared per day ,or may lead to families
avoiding cooking foods that are fuel intensive or food that take a long time to
cook, such as dry beans. Fuelwood scarcity may also increase the incidence of
illness resulting from improperly prepared food. In turn, the nutritional well being of
household members, especially women and children, may suffer. Nutritional
deficiencies and illness have negative effects on physical and mental

development, reducing productivity and concentration.



The government of Malawi has implemented several reforestation
programs in rural communities with the aim of increasing the supply of fuelwood
and wood products. However, the question remains, will supply-enhancing and
demand-limiting approaches to the fuelwood crisis solve the fuelwood problems?
Or, are there additional factors, such as gender dynamics of power and decision
making, that determine who gets what and how much from the woodlot that may

affect fuelwood sufficiency?

This study seeks to answer these questions by examining household
owned woodlots that are part of community forestry programs. Household owned
woodlots are those whose trees are planted by a household to meet household
needs. The technical definition of a woodlot requires that trees be planted in
specially designated sites. However, trees may also be planted around the
house, and along farm boundaries. This study will include as woodlots all trees

planted by a household regardless of location or pattern of planting.

There are potential gender discrepancies in division of community forestry
work roles, access to, and control over resources as well as decision-making
power among men and women within a household or a community (Picard, 1996).
For example, women may have the responsibility for collecting wood while men,
may use wood for lumber/poles and make decisions over woodlot management.
Reasons for growing trees, and thus the preferred attributes of a tree, may also
differ between men and women. Men may be generally concerned with the

construction attributes and income generating possibilities of lumber and thus



prefer straight and fast growing trees like blue gum. Women may focus instead on
the burning attributes of wood (Park 1997). Gender differences in access and
control of community resources are important factors to consider in woodlot
management since the presence of a woodlot may not necessarily mean the
household’s fuelwood need is met. To formulate an effective basis for
reforestation programs sufficient attention should be given to analysis of the

special needs and priorities of rural households with reference to women

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

The dual goals of this study are to explore the effects of gender of the
household head on fuelwood sufficiency and to understand the gendered nature of
household owned woodlot management in male-headed households. From these
two specific goals, the researcher hopes to draw lessons to formulate community

forestry policy.
In order to achieve this, six objectives are set up for the study.

1. Toinvestigate fuelwood-harvesting patterns between female and male-

headed householids.

2. To describe variations in motivations to plant trees, and benefits gained

from the woodlot between the two types of households.

3. To assess gender differences in woodlot management (work roles,

proportion of work done by family members, access to woodiots, and



decision making power) between men and women in male-headed

households.
4. To examine the underlying variables that influence fuelwood shortage.

5. To draw lessons from the analysis of household owned woodlots and

fuelwood shortage and inform policy and research.

JUSTIFICATION

Demand and supply of fuelwood cannot be addressed by simply looking at
function of production and consumption rates because factors other than these are
also important. Specifically, it is necessary to identify social factors behind woodlot

management that affect the household fuelwood sufficiency.

The fact that men and women utilize and exploit community forests
differently has been demonstrated in many studies. However, the relationship of
fuelwood shortage to access, decision-making power, labor inputs, management
of, and distribution of these resources has not been delineated. Thus, central to
the analysis of community forestry program is how men’s labor inputs, access to,
and control over woodlot resources compare to their wives at the household level,

and how these affect household fuelwood sufficiency.

The study focuses on households, since the gender analysis begins within
the household, the basic unit of production and consumption. This is because it is

at the household level that decisions on tree planting, management and



subsequent use of tree products are made. In addition, households have the

autonomy to decide on the inputs and outputs through woodlot management.

The study is, therefore, important from several aspects. A better
understanding of factors affecting fuelwood sufficiency, such as gender, power and
decision making among households would provide more fundamental insight into
the design and implementation of effective community forestry projects that target
households. The results from this study will provide feedback to the current
community forestry programs as well as a basis for future community forestry

programs specifically household owned woodlots.

The findings from this study will provide information on the contribution of
household owned woodlots to household fuelwood sufficiency, as well as lumber,
food, fodder and other woodlot products. And, most important, it will provide a
better perspective of factors that affect fuelwood sufficiency, and procurement. In
addition, a comparative analysis between male and female-headed households
will provide some insight to how household owned woodlots affect the two types of
households. Finally, some of the study participants especially those that still
experience fuelwood shortage, will benefit from a fuel-efficient stove project to be

funded by the American Association of University Women (AAUW)'.

' The researcher has received a grant of $6000 from AAUW to implement a fuel efficient
stoves a project in Malawi upon completion of the PhD.






