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The HIV/AIDS epidemic is a global crisis which demands urgent attention and committed, sustained action by alliances of individuals, organisations
and sectors.  The AIDS Brief series has been developed to support the conceptualisation and implementation of key sectoral responses.  The subsistence
agriculture sector has features which may result in increased susceptibility to HIV infection for those engaged in subsistence farming whilst at the same
time being a sector which is particularly vulnerable to the epidemic.

Subsistence
Agriculture

Sector

Facts about subsistence
agriculture

The subsistence sector is of considerable
importance in most low income countries
because as much as 60 per cent of the total
population may depend upon it.  Even though
the specific level of national dependence varies,
subsistence households are usually relatively
poor, may be geographically remote and may
be marginalised.

In contrast to commercial farming, where the
organisation and running of the farm often
approximates a business, subsistence farming
is characterised by a very close relationship
between the general activities of the household
(for example child care and child rearing,
recreation, support relations between adult
members, home maintenance, food processing)
and the production of crops and care of animals

to feed the household.
Though ths implies a �subsistence� sector,

few people in the world today are entirely self-
provisioning. In most cases, household and

Definition of Subsistence Agriculture
Subsistence agriculture describes farming and associated activities which together form a livelihood strategy, where the main output is consumed
directly by the household, where there are few if any purchased inputs and where only a minor proportion of output is marketed.

farming activities bring people into contact with
the wider economy and society, for example
through marketing some of their farm produce
or household handicrafts, purchasing inputs and
consumer goods, and paying taxes.  Household
members may work for wages on an occasional
or regular basis for shorter or longer periods.

It may therefore be more appropriate to speak
of a range of "rural livelihood strategies" which
enable rural people to combine a number of
activities - the work of the home, the work of the
farm, activities entered into outside the home
and farm but within the local community (such
as provision of craft skills to other local
households) and activities entered into outside
the local community (labour migration, long
distance trading).  Such a livelihood strategy
enables individuals and households to
"provision" themselves.

Susceptibility to the spread of infection
✓✓✓✓✓ Are multiple sexual partners common?
✓✓✓✓✓ Is there occasional or regular migration

for wage work?
✓✓✓✓✓ Are there high levels of alcohol

consumption?
✓✓✓✓✓ What is the proximity to transport or

trading centres?
✓✓✓✓✓ Are there frequent interactions with

market centres?
✓✓✓✓✓ Is the status of women low?
✓✓✓✓✓ Do women have limited economic

independence?

✓✓✓✓✓ Are there major economic differentials
between men and women?

✓✓✓✓✓ Are physically damaging sexual practices
practised?

✓✓✓✓✓ Is there widespread exchange of cash or
favours for sexual services?

Vulnerability to impact of increased
illness and death

✓✓✓✓✓ Is the climate dry?
✓✓✓✓✓ Is the range of crops limited?
✓✓✓✓✓ Are there marked labour peaks in the

agricultural cycle?

✓✓✓✓✓ Are there very labour intensive
agricultural processes?

✓✓✓✓✓ Is the tradition of labour exchange
between households present or absent?

✓✓✓✓✓ Are there existing pressures on the
domestic-farm interface?

✓✓✓✓✓ To what extent is substitutability between
existing labour intensive food crops and
less labour demanding crops possible?

✓✓✓✓✓ Are food surpluses adequate or low?
✓✓✓✓✓ Are there opportunities for off-farm

income?
✓✓✓✓✓ Is land tenure secure or insecure?
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AIDS AND SUBSISTENCE AGRICULTURE

The implications of HIV/AIDS
for subsistence agriculture

The impact of the epidemic may vary
markedly between quite small areas within
regions, and at least in the early stages of the
epidemic, between wealthier and poorer
households in the same community, as the
former have more resources which enable them
to cope.

Labour
HIV/AIDS is predominantly a sexually

transmitted disease.  By affecting the sexually
active it simultaneously affects the most
productive cohorts of a population (broadly
speaking those aged between 15 and 50 years
of age).   Subsistence production depends very
heavily on human labour.  The social and
economic impact of the epidemic on households
and communities focuses on points where

domestic or farm labour supply may come under
pressure.  Diagram 1 below shows some of the
ways that HIV/AIDS may affect a household and
where labour constraints may become apparent.
Each arrow in this diagram is a point at which
interventions may be necessary and/or possible.
As the epidemic takes hold, so the pressure on
the interface between farm and domestic work
becomes greater.

Labour is often a critical constraint in
subsistence production.  How critical it is may
be closely related to climatic factors.  Where
rainfall is seasonal, demand for labour is likely
to be concentrated into short periods of a few
months, or even, in very dry places, a few weeks.
Death and illness reduce labour availability, both
directly through affecting productive members
of the household and indirectly through diverting
labour to caring for the sick.  Both of these effects
mean that during the rainy period - a period of

high labour demand for land preparation, sowing
and weeding - farm work may have to be
neglected as urgent domestic tasks are forced
to take precedence.  In places where rainfall is
more evenly spread throughout the year, demand
for labour will not be so peaked, and it is
probable that the impact of illness and death on
the domestic-farm labour interface will initially
be less intense, as the more even spread of
labour requirements over the year permits coping
mechanisms to come into operation. These
coping mechanisms might include: occasional
assistance from relatives and neighbours, longer
working hours, hiring labour.  Even so, evidence
from high rainfall areas in Africa indicates that
as the epidemic takes hold and the numbers of
ill people and deaths in individual households
increase, we are more likely to see shortages of
labour in some households.  So, while rural
livelihood systems in areas of low and markedly

This section details the implications of HIV/AIDS for rural development in general, before focusing specifically on subsistence agriculture.
The implications of HIV/AIDS for rural development

Subsistence agriculture forms one compoonent of rural livelihoods and also of rural life more generally.  Some of the relationships between HIV/
AIDS and rural life are summarised in Table 1 (after Topouzis, 1998):
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seasonal rainfall are most likely to be sensitive
to epidemic-related labour loss, even in high
rainfall areas the epidemic can have marked
impacts on the domestic-farm labour economy.

Farming System
In any rural livelihood strategy, the particular

farming system is a major factor in determining
the degree of stress which the epidemic will place
on the domestic-farm economy.  It is possible
to classify farming systems roughly in terms of
their relative vulnerability to loss of labour.  In
addition, different combinations of rainfall
regime, soil type, and consequent extensive or
restricted crop ranges, will be factors in
determining a farming system's vulnerability to
epidemic impact.
Livelihood strategies

The particular livelihood strategies (of which
subsistence farming forms one component)
practised in a community may have a role in
increasing susceptibility to the epidemic and
vulnerability to its social and economic impacts.
Some examples are presented below to illustrate
these points:

Susceptibility to infection: in some places it
is quite common for people to spend some
periods each year as labour migrants to large
commercial farms or to urban areas. The inability
of rural households to provision themselves
without this additional income thus exposes
people to infection, and the household and the
community to the longer term social and
economic effects of illness and subsequent
deaths.  In cultures where marriages are typically
unstable, rates of infection are probably higher
than among groups in the same country where
marriages are of longer duration. Gender, age,
and marital, family and household status are thus
among the important factors determining
howeasily somebody will become infected.
Therefore, legislation, custom and other cultural
factors which affect these statuses may have to
be taken into account in developing responses
to the epidemic.

Vulnerability to impact: in parts of the
world where nuclear households are the norm
and where supportive links between such
households are limited, death and illness are
likely to have a more marked effect on food

Key:

Certain

Likely

Direct loss of productive
labour on farm

Decline in parental
care, particularly for

0-4 years old

Reduction in crop /
livestock yields

Reduction in
purchased food items

(e.g. meat, fish)

Reduction in purchased
inputs for farmers

(herbicide, pesticide)

Eventually: additional
demands for food and cash
on households receiving

orphans

Increase in
working day

Change in cropping:
less labour-intensive and
fewer cash crops planted

Decline in
nutritional status

Increased labour
demand at given level of

production

Illness of
family

member

Illness/death
of migrant

worker

Death of
family

member

Funeral expenses

Diversion of
productive labour to
caring for the sick

Medical expenses

Reduction in
cash income

Take children
out of school

Source: Panos Institute: The Hidden Costs of Aids: the Challenge of HIV to Development, London (1992).

Diagram 1: The impact of HIV/AIDS on the household domestic - farm labour interface in
subsistence communities

production, child care, make up of diet, ability
to send children to school, and care of orphans,
than is the case in parts of the world where larger
households or high levels of household
interdependence are the norm.  Even so, research
suggests that when the epidemic becomes very
intense, the levels of illness and death rapidly
affect the ability of quite large domestic units to
provision and care for themselves.  Thus,
existing coping mechanisms cease to cope when
excess illness and death reaches such levels as
have been seen in some rural communities
affected by HIV/AIDS.

In summary, many of the points of interaction
between the subsistence household and the
wider economy and society may provide
potential or actual conduits for the spread of
infection into or out of local communities.  In
such instances, the impact of HIV/AIDS-related
illness or death will not only affect labour inputs
to "farm" production, but will also affect the
balance of labour available to the household and
the farm considered as one entity - the
"domestic-farm interface".

Useful contacts
UNDP New York

1 United Nations Plaza, NY 10017, USA
Tel: 212 906 5300   Fax: 212 906 5364

UNDP Dakar
P.O. Box 154, Dakar, Senegal
Tel: 221 8 230001   Fax: 221 234834

FAO Rome

Viale delle Terme di Caracalla
00100 Rome, Italy
Tel: 39 06 53117   Fax: 39 06 53118
e-mail: fao.org\ag
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 SECTORAL RESPONSE

 ACTION CHECKLIST

SUMMARY

In areas where many people are affected (and
HIV infection rates of twenty to even forty per
cent of some adult populations are not
unknown), the epidemic may exacerbate existing
general development problems such as poverty
and food insecurity.  For example pressure on a
woman to nurse a sick household member may
force her to make a choice between bringing
another bucket of clean water for her children to
drink, washing soiled bed sheets, or pruning a
cash-crop one more time to ensure a good yield.
Therefore, insofar as many of the problems
arising from the epidemic are not specific to it,
but reflect the additional pressure that it places
upon populations which are already facing
stress, responses should as far as possible be
targeted at general development problems and
be multi-sectoral and sustainable rather than
being focused on HIV/AIDS alone.

In considering what types of response may
be required, subsistence agriculture should be
viewed in relation to the livelihood strategies of
rural society as a whole with emphasis on:
(a) livelihood and food security;
(b) the point of interface between domestic

and farm labour; and
(c) existing household and community

coping mechanisms and their response
to increased illness and deaths.

Interventions should enhance existing coping
mechanisms. Such interventions may include:
- development of labour economising

production technologies (such as
intercropping, new varieties, hand tillers)

- labour economising domestic technologies
(such as hullers, improved storage, better
access to clean water)

- support for orphaned children and care of the

elderly whose adult children have died
- inclusion of clear HIV/AIDS information in

extension material and training of extension
workers to deliver such messages

- planning of rural development projects to take
account of HIV/AIDS impact and consequent
recognition that while labour may not be a
constraint in the sector now, it may become a
constraint in the medium term.

In addition, it may be possible to develop
policy responses which would also support
existing coping mechanisms.  For example, a
policy decision to improve access to clean water
will, in turn, cut down the time spent fetching
water from a distant source and may have a
marked effect on the amount of time a woman
has for other activities in the home contributing
to maintaining standards of child care, crop and/
or animal care, and household maintenance.
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Subsistence agriculture consists of a range of rural
livelihood strategies.  These strategies may
increase susceptibility to HIV infection (for example
through seasonal labour migration or through

trading activities) and are particularly vulnerable to
the impact of AIDS (for examples through disruption
of the domestic-farm labour interface).  Responses
must take account of general development problems

and seek to enhance existing household and
community coping mechanisms.  These
responses should be developed at both the policy
level as well as at the project level.

✓Classify farming systems in terms of
potential vulnerability to the impact of
increased illness and death

✓ Increase locally generated incomes and
thus reduce the need to migrate for work

✓Explore labour economising crop varieties
✓Explore introduction of small stock to

supplement protein intake
✓Explore labour economising cultivation

practices - for example development and
improvement of existing inter-crops

✓Encourage labour exchanges between
households

✓Explore ways of reducing women�s work
burden - for example labour economising
methods of food preparation, water supply,
fuel supplies

✓Explore introduction of simple labour

saving cultivation technologies - for
example hand tillers or draught animals

✓Explore ways of reducing post-harvest
losses

✓Encourage use of bicycles for local
marketing purposes

✓ Introduce and improve poultry and small stock
appropriate to local culture to improve diets

✓Use paddocking for larger stock as a way
of economising on labour used in herding

✓Ensure that orphaned children receive
adequate education in local farming
techniques

✓ Install latrines - important not only for sanitary
purposes but also for discreet disposal of
condoms

✓Develop support groups for women and
men to discuss problems of sexual health

✓ Integrate information about the longer term
impacts of HIV/AIDS on household income
and welfare into extension programmes

✓ Integrate sexual health education with
agricultural extension messages

✓Encourage/support programmes on:
- education on safer sexual behaviour
- affordable, available and effective diagnosis

and treatment of STDs
- availability of affordable condoms
- access to safe non-sexual recreations -

particularly for adolescents
- increasing the economic independence of

women
- reducing alcohol consumption
✓Review land tenure arrangements to protect

the occupancy and inheritance rights of
widows and orphaned children
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