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The welfare implications of climate change, exemplified among others by the observation that 

rainfalls in tropical countries are becoming more erratic, has been a topic of increasing interest 

over the past few decades. Of particular concern has been the fact that a large proportion of Sub-

Saharan Africa’s smallholders practice predominantly rainfed agriculture. It has been 

hypothesised that risk aversion in the context of increasing severity and intensity of shocks may 

induce poor farmers to relocate their crop portfolios from commercial into more weather 

resistant subsistence crops, thus ensuring food security in the short term, but potentially moving 

down a spiral of greater longer term destitution. In contexts where male and female farmers 

control separate plots and associated separate income accounts, the standard hypothesis is that 

the entrapment into low risk and low return crop portfolios, and thereafter poverty, would be 

more severe for resource constrained women.  

 

We analyse gender differences in the response of smallholder farmers to adverse weather events, 

taking the duration and severity of the event into account. One of our key methodological 

contributions to the literature that studies the response of smallholders to weather events is in the 

construction of a weather shock measure, based on minimum crop water requirements and spatial 

rainfall information. Unlike other standard weather shock measures used frequently in the 

development economics literature, such as deviation of rainfall from a trend, our proxy allows 

the shock to vary by crops growth within a narrowly denominated area, close to the village level. 

Furthermore, the construction of a manager-crop level panel data set from Uganda, allows us to 

study carefully the gender dimension of the reaction of farmers to negative weather events.  

 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, we find that farmers react to negative rainfall shocks by 

moving out of subsistence into commercial food crop production and that women are more likely 

to do so than men. This challenges conventional perceptions of traditional gender segregated 

cropping choices and places under scrutiny the popular perception that climate change may trap 

farmers, especially women, in low risk and low return subsistence based agricultural strategies.


