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Abstract

Before 18™ and 19t century, it was considered that women were avoided in all major sphere of social
life. But now large number of studies on women and environment relation shows that women are
substantial actor in various sector like agriculture and environmental conservation. Cultural knowledge
of Embu rural women of Kenya is very rich. Embu women are in congruity with their environment.
The study based upon primary and secondary data sources. The data has been analysed by various
quantitative and qualitative statistical techniques. Methods were descriptive, historical, analytical and
case study method. Descriptive as well as explanatory research used in this study, in order to describe
the role of Embu women in environmental conservation. Embu women are in congruity with their
environment. Women put in immense effort in planting, producing, and harvesting agricultural goods,
but their numerous contributions and roles frequently go unrecognized by both local governments and
external organizations. The inequities between male and female participation in agricultural production
are among the continuing legacies of the colonial era. Embu women who have lost their men to the
towns and cities remain the primary agricultural producers. Although these rural women contribute as
agriculturists, they constitute an unrecognized body that is bereft of any decision-making power to
improve their status in society. The government needs to put a lot of emphasis on the need to empower
women especially by allowing them freedom rights just like men have, either, at educational levels,
employment levels and the political grounds.
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Introduction

The economy of Kenya and the livelihoods of Kenyan people fundamentally associated with
natural resource utilization. Before 18™ and 19" century, it was considered that women were
avoided in all major sphere of social life. But now large number of studies on women and
environment relation shown that women are substantial actor in environmental conservation
as well as farming sectors. As farmers and gatherers of water and firewood, women have a
deep connection to their local environment and often experience the most direct impacts of
environmental challenges.

Cultural knowledge of Embu rural women of Kenya is very rich. The women play as a
knowledgeable person in agricultural sector in Kenya and the methods is useful of the
environmental conservation.

Sustainable agricultural practices are crucial for the development of rural communities,
particularly in regions like Embu in Kenya, where agriculture forms the backbone of the
economy. In Embu, a county in the Eastern Province of Kenya, rural women play a vital role
in agriculture and are often at the forefront of implementing and adapting sustainable
farming practices.

Data source and methodology

The main purpose of the present study is to determine the involvement of Embu rural women
in environmental conservation in Kenya. The study based upon secondary data sources. The
data was analysed by various quantitative and qualitative statistical techniques. Methods was
descriptive, historical, analytical and case study method. Descriptive as well as explanatory
research used in this study, in order to describe the role of Embu women in environmental
conservation. To achieve these, different methods of qualitative as well as quantitative data
through different sources.
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Sustainable Agricultural Practices and Embu Women
“Let’s sit down here.... lets us have no blankets to sit on
but feel the ground with our bodies, the earth, the
yielding shrubs. Listen to the air. Yu can hear it, feel it,
smell it, taste it.... we sit together, don’t touch, but
something here, we feel it between us, as presence.” - An
embu tribe proverb

This is a not too bad approach to begin pondering nature,
talk about nature, rather converse with it, converse with
streams, to the lakes, to the breezes as to our relatives. Rural
women in Embu have adopted several sustainable
agricultural practices to enhance productivity and
environmental stewardship. Key practices include:

Agroforestry: In the verdant hills of Embu, Kenya, where
the interplay of fertile volcanic soils and ample rainfall
creates a lush agricultural landscape, rural women are at the
forefront of transformative agroforestry practices.
Agroforestry, the integration of trees into agricultural
landscapes, is a cornerstone of sustainable farming in this
region. The practices adopted by these women are not
merely agricultural techniques but are deeply intertwined
with environmental stewardship, economic resilience, and
cultural preservation.

One of the most prevalent agroforestry practices among
rural women in Embu is the integration of fruit trees into
traditional crop farming systems. Women plant fruit-bearing
trees such as avocados, guavas, and mangoes alongside
staple crops like maize and beans. Tree-based cropping
systems are another key practice. In this system, trees such
as Grevillea robusta and Calliandra calothyrsus are planted
in and around crop fields. These trees are valued for their
ability to fix nitrogen, which naturally enriches the soil and
improves its fertility. Agro-silvopastoral systems, where
trees are integrated with livestock grazing areas, are also
practiced. Women in Embu plant trees like Acacia and
Leucaena in pastures, which provide shade and fodder for
livestock. This practice improves the health and productivity
of animals by offering them protection from extreme
temperatures and additional forage.

Conservation Tillage: In Embu, women have embraced
minimum tillage techniques by using hand tools that disturb
the soil less compared to traditional plowing methods. This
practice has been shown to enhance soil fertility and
productivity over time.

Case Study: Jane Njeri’s Farm
Jane Njeri, a farmer in Embu, adopted reduced tillage
practices on her farm to combat soil erosion. Instead of
plowing her fields extensively, she now uses a no-till
method where she plants directly into the residue of
previous crops. This approach has not only reduced soil
erosion but also improved soil moisture retention, leading to
better crop yields and reduced labor costs.

a) Organic Farming: Organic farming has emerged as a
practical alternative to traditional agricultural methods,
emphasizing environmental sustainability, soil health,
and the reduction of synthetic inputs. In Kenya's Embu
region, rural women are at the forefront of adopting
organic farming techniques, driven by a commitment to
sustainable agriculture, improved health outcomes, and
economic resilience.
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b) Water Harvesting and Management: Women have
implemented rainwater harvesting techniques such as
building rooftop rainwater collection systems and small
earth dams. These initiatives have improved access to
water for irrigation, thus enhancing crop yields. By
capturing and storing rainwater and runoff, these
women have ensured a more reliable water supply for
their households and farms. This has reduced their
dependency on unpredictable rainfall and external water
sources.

Crop Diversification: In the Embu region of Kenya,
agricultural practices are significantly influenced by the
need to adapt to changing environmental conditions,
market demands, and socio-economic challenges. Rural
women in Embu have increasingly turned to crop
diversification as a key strategy to enhance agricultural
resilience, improve food security, and boost economic
stability. Women in Embu have diversified their crops
by incorporating legumes and vegetables into their
traditional maize and beans fields. This has improved
food security and income stability.

c)

Socio-Economic Aspects of Embu Women - The Embu
are an important tribal community in Kenya, residing near
Mount Kenya. Embu women have a deep connection to
their environment. The cosmology or belief systems of
ancient indigenous Africans play a crucial role for many
African communities, especially for rural women in Embu,
in shaping their understanding of ecology, environmental
changes, and conservation today. For these women,
agricultural production is the primary source of wealth and
social security in Kenya. However, traditional gender roles
often force rural women in Africa to depend on men. These
gendered beliefs perpetuate female subordination and
restrict women's access to agricultural rights and economic
resources.

In the Embu community, crop cultivation is divided along
gender lines. Men primarily grow cash crops such as sugar
cane, yarns, and bananas, while women focus on a range of
crops, including various potatoes, cassava, millet, and
legumes like cowpeas, pigeon peas, garden peas, kidney
beans, white beans, and lentils. Women also grow maize for
household consumption; however, when maize is cultivated
for commercial purposes, it becomes classified as a "male"
crop, requiring both partners to manage it together.
Likewise, vegetables intended for sale are categorized as
"male" crops, while those grown for home use are deemed
"female" crops. All fruits, such as oranges, mangoes,
papayas, avocados, passion fruit, pears, lemons, and
strawberries, are considered part of the family’s produce
unless they are grown in excess for trade, in which case they
are labeled as "male" crops. Despite the gendered ownership
of crops, women carry out the majority of tasks within the
food production cycle.

The efficiency demonstrated by Embu women comes from
experience and practice. They perform their tasks at a
manageable pace, understanding how long it takes for a
water pot to dry and how long a tire will burn before
needing to be rekindled. They also know the right times for
harvesting and when to add natural preservatives to food.
From a young age, girls learn that women rarely have idle
time.

In Kenya, British colonizers established a hierarchical social
structure rooted in race, gender, and class. By allocating the
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best lands to themselves, confining local populations to
designated areas, and recruiting male laborers to work away
from home, the colonialists solidified their economic
control. For the Kenyan women who tended the land, the
migration of men to towns and cities resulted in a shift in
responsibilities. Tasks that had traditionally been performed
by men-such as planting, producing, and harvesting-now fell
to the women.

In post-colonial African countries, rural Embu women
remain largely invisible due to the prevailing patriarchal
structure that dominates social, economic, and political
spheres. Despite their hard work in planting, producing, and
harvesting  agricultural ~ products,  their  countless
contributions and roles go unacknowledged, both by local
governments and external organizations. The inequities
between male and female participation in agricultural
production are among the continuing legacies of the colonial
era. Embu women who have lost their men to the towns and
cities remain the primary agricultural producers. Although
these rural women contribute as agriculturists, they
constitute an unrecognized body that is bereft of any
decision-making power to improve their status in society.

Challenges and Solutions

Access to Resources: Limited access to financial
resources and quality inputs can hinder the adoption of
sustainable practices.

Solution: Microfinance programs and cooperative
initiatives have been introduced to provide women with
the necessary resources.

Climate Change: Unpredictable weather patterns pose
a challenge to farming.

Solution: Adoption of climate-resilient crops and
practices, along with improved weather forecasting,
helps mitigate the impact.

Cultural Barriers: Traditional practices and resistance
to change can slow down the adoption of new methods.
Solution:  Involving community leaders and
showcasing the advantages of sustainable practices
through successful case studies can help address
resistance.

Conclusion

When a woman is empowered, the entire nation benefits,
and this impact extends to the regions. While not all women
may be politically, economically, or socially empowered,
progress begins with a single step. women need to be
encouraged to have the thrill and want to empower
themselves and also, they should receive support and
assistance from the society so that they are motivated to do
this. The new constitution of Kenya provides the Kenyan
women including Embu rural women with more
opportunities but they need to have the determination and
desire to empower themselves. The government needs to put
a lot of emphasis on the need to empower women especially
by allowing them freedom rights just like men have, either,
at educational levels, employment levels and the political
grounds.

Men also need to change their attitudes about women being
empowered, they need to stop female violations,
discrimination and abort some cultural beliefs which are not
helpful, and in fact they deny women their freedom rights as
a human. Media needs to also broadcast more about women
empowerment and environmental sustainability. Women
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play a crucial and dynamic role in agriculture and
development in Kenya. Their active participation is essential
for achieving environmental sustainability as well.
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