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Abstract
Since 2005, major donors have been expanding Morocco’s programs to combat poverty, social exclusion and gender inequality.
Yet, despite newly designed programs that advocate participatory approaches, empowerment and inclusion, rural women endure
a persistent marginalization in development programs. This article explores the latest strategies of the Green Morocco Plan
(GMP) and the income generating activities (IGA) strategies that seek to support the employment and autonomy of rural women.
Interviews and focus groups were conducted with women in seven villages in Rhamna province and with key official informants.
The study shows that the women’s participation in income generating activities and rural cooperatives’ decision-making pro-
cesses is virtually non-existent and that empowerment and gender equality is not unfolding for women. Rather, the women’s
involvement in running cooperatives is limited to providing cheap or even free manual labor, while only literate and generally
educated people are able to benefit economically from the cooperative structures.
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Introduction

Gender equality and women’s empowerment are central no-
tions in current development discourse and key features of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the more recent
SDGs (SDG 2017). Portrayed as a solution to remedy prob-
lems of women’s inclusion (Cornwall and Brock 2005;
Cornwall 2016; Kabeer et al. 2013), gender equality and em-
powerment stand high on the agenda of policy makers, espe-
cially for developing countries. Typically, criteria like access
to aid, education, and health care, economic status, and equal
participation in decision-making feature in the discourse of
gender equality and empowerment (Potter 2013). It is often
assumed that these can be gained from economic development
(Hanmer and Klugman 2016). However, the assumption that
empowerment can be gained through economic development
has received much criticism (Cornwall and Edwards 2010;
Grabe 2012; Hanmer and Klugman 2016; Kabeer et al.
2013; Potter 2013). The authors point out that financial in-
come does not suffice to trigger equality nor does it address

the root cause of poverty. They emphasize that women’s em-
powerment is highly contextual and dependent on cultural
structures of constraints and limitations and goes beyond ma-
terial acquisition. In fact, relying on westernized notions of
gender equality and external forms of governance in disadvan-
taged communities might be counterproductive. This can hin-
der women’s ability to exercise their inherent authority and
influence on decision-making within their own cultural envi-
ronment, and renders them vulnerable and undermined in their
own communities (Hunt and Smith 2007). Most policy
makers however pursue the economic agenda and encourage
the integration of rural women in economic development as
women are increasingly perceived as vital actors for the ben-
efits of future generations (World Bank 2017).

As globalization is permeating even the most remote places
on the planet, supported by neoliberal policies that seek to
open markets of land, water, new commodities, and non-
traditional exports (Laurie et al. 2005), the commoditisation
of natural products derived from natural resources is
flourishing. Developing countries apply various national strat-
egies that aim to meet the market demands and in which the
participation of women is strongly anticipated.

Morocco, as a global player and leading nation in the North
African region, has in recent years become a prominent player
on the international economic and foreign political scene. Its
influence on the rest of the Maghreb region and the Arab
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world has allowed the country to become a strong negotiator
with outside powers to access aid and to pursue its internal
socio-economic development agenda (Catusse 2009; Hettne
and Soderbaum 2005).

However, despite receiving substantial external financial
aid to combat poverty and social exclusion from institutions
like the World Bank, United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), Global Environment Facility (GEF),
the German development cooperation (known as GIZ), the
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the
African Development Bank (AfDB) and the European Union
(EU), the country shows some important disparities in the
domains of economic growth and employment, development,
education and poverty (Chauffour 2018). Rural women in
particular are poorly integrated in Moroccan society mostly
due to poor education, and a lack of local economic opportu-
nities. Two and a half million rural children are illiterate, par-
ticularly girls, and 83% of the total population in rural envi-
ronments are still illiterate. Uneducated women account for
79% of Morocco’s rural labor force, a rate which can exceed
90% in mountainous areas (Euromed 2006; IFAD 2014). In
contrast, 63% of women in the urban areas start working at the
age of 20, and only 5% of women have unremunerated work
(Achy and Belarbi 2015).

Because labor laws are not widely applied, rural women are
generally poorly paid or not paid at all, and have no official
employment status in domestic services and agriculture. This
situation is exacerbated by limited access to land, a lack of
female political representation, and the shifting of control over
natural resources from women to men as these resources enter
international markets. Furthermore, as in many other under-
developed or developing countries, women’s entrepreneurship
in natural resources and agricultural activities remains limited
as decision making and power remains in formal, male dom-
inated networks (Upadhyay 2005). As a result of such gender-
based discrimination, and despite making up a large percent-
age of the workforce in rural areas, women persistently expe-
rience lower productivity, low income and higher levels of
vulnerability and poverty (Quisumbing and Pandolfelli 2009).

We now turn to the Green Morocco Plan (GMP),
Morocco’s main agricultural strategy for 2008–2020. It aims
to position the development of the agricultural sector as a
driving force for economic growth, offering investment op-
portunities for export-oriented agriculture (ADA 2016;
Badraoui 2014; Medias 24 2015; Moroccan Investment
Development Agency 2017; World Bank 2014) and by the
same token to overcome the issues of poverty, unsustainable
natural resource management, the negative effects of climate
change, and women’s exclusion. The GMP rests on two “pil-
lars” of reforms. The first pillar focuses on stimulating the
growth of an export-oriented agriculture based on private in-
vestment. The second pillar is focused on supporting small-
holder farmers through developing sustainable natural

resources and women’s employment towards gender equality
and socio-economic development in the most isolated parts of
the country. To execute the second pillar, the government is
implementing projects in four categories: (i) the conversion of
existing crops or extensive production chains into sectors with
high added value, (ii) the intensification of agriculture to im-
prove productivity, (iii) the certification, processing, and la-
beling of local products, and (iv) the diversification of agri-
cultural income sources to benefit farmers or members of their
families (Duporte 2014).

Because gender equality is prevalent in the agenda of most
donor agencies and policy-makers, the Moroccan government
is under pressure to integrate women in economic develop-
ment, particularly in rural areas. Extra measures have there-
fore been included in the GMP to strengthen the attitudes and
engagement of stakeholders and partners with regard to pov-
erty, gender equity and women’s empowerment. For example,
the GMP includes a number of measures to facilitate women’s
access to income generating activities (IGA) through the pro-
motion of cooperatives for agricultural products and services
(Balaghi et al. 2012). This is supported by a series of measures
that specifically target women in order to encourage their par-
ticipation in local bodies and committees. According to
Belghiti (2013) and the ONDH (2005), a review of govern-
ment documents (including those preceding the GMP) reveals
that economic empowerment is expected to unfold through
access to and control of productive assets and an increase in
household wealth. The plan is to strengthen women’s
decision-making powers at the household and community lev-
el, so as to alleviate their overall workload and tomake it more
balanced between them and men. Last but not least, the gov-
ernment wants to ensure that development projects pay par-
ticular attention to gender equity and empowerment aspects. It
emphasizes that all efforts will be deployed to reach women
with an adequate number of qualified staff to dispense aware-
ness training and involve them in all the implementation
stages of a given project (Belghiti 2013; ONDH 2005).

While this sounds promising in theory, the GMP has how-
ever raised some serious concerns. Some of them are of a
more general nature. For example, Akesbi (2011, 2012) has
critiqued the GMP’s design by the consulting firm McKinsey
for its dominant productivist and technicist vision. Faysse
et al. (2014) have discussed the conflicts that emerge over tree
plantations between local farmers following external entrepre-
neurs’ interventions. Faysse (2015) has also pointed to the
missing links between the GMP goals and its implementation
mechanisms at the local level. When it comes to women’s
involvement, Berriane (2011), Damamme (2014), and Perry
et al. (2018) have shown the minor roles that illiterate rural
women hold in the cooperatives compared to women of higher
status and responsibilities. Apart from these studies though,
not much is known about the effects of women’s income-
generating activities (IGA) at the village level which are
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implemented as part of the GMP’s Pillar II. Using an ethno-
graphic approach, this article aims to fill this void.

The study on which this article is based aimed to identify
the effects of the current Pillar II initiatives of the GMP on
women’s wellbeing and status in the case of Rhamna province
in Morocco. The findings – discussed in more detail below –
shows that although some women have joined several coop-
eratives, they are recruited as a cheap, or sometimes even free,
labor force and are not able to participate actively in any
decision-making processes. In addition, only literate, educated
people are able to create the required cooperative structures
for the creation of income generating activities.

Indeed, our findings on the initiatives of the Pillar II reveal
a four-layered system. The first layer promotes a “business as
usual” type of economic incentives to supply large
(international) markets, benefiting the most educated and fi-
nancially viable people and organizations; a second layer ben-
efits the educated people within the community but who are
somewhat constrained by the lack of commercial knowledge
and openings for trade ventures in a saturated product market.
Then follows a layer in which the less educated and financially
disadvantaged but resourceful people find the means to hook
into the initiatives and finally, a layer which fails to include the
most deprived and vulnerable people as witnessed in the most
isolated villages. These disparities not only contribute to rein-
forcing the poor status of women working in the cooperatives
but maintain the inequalities and poverty gaps.

The article is organized as follows. The next section sets
out the context of the case study in terms of the institutional
framework currently in place to implement the GMP’s second
pillar initiatives and the income generating activities schemes
(IGA) and key characteristics of Rhamna province. This is
followed by a section detailing the research methodology.
The article then analyses the situation of women in the villages
targeted by the GMP in the province of Rhamna and presents
the findings on the role and position of women in the running
of cooperatives.

The Case Study: Policy and Institutional
Context

Morocco has been trying to overcome the country’s pressing
issues of poverty, economic stagnation, illiteracy, gender in-
equality, and the poor living conditions in the country’s urban
slums and most deprived areas for some decades. However,
since the ascension of King Mohamed VI to the throne in
1999, the monarch and his government have made more con-
certed efforts to alter the status of the country and improve its
economic development (Chauffour 2018). In 2005, the
National Human Development Initiative (INDH) was
launched with a budget of $100 million to address poverty,
unemployment, and lack of physical infrastructures. It is

currently in its third phase (2016–2020) (Communes et
villes du Maroc 2018). The INDH has in the past few years
contributed to the creation of local village associations and
more recently to rural cooperatives. As a partner of the IGA
schemes, the INDH supplies equipment to cooperatives pro-
vided that people are able to request and fulfil the administra-
tive formalities.

As mentioned earlier, in the field of agricultural develop-
ment, the Green Morocco Plan (GMP) 2008–2020 aims to
address issues of poverty, climate change, food security, nat-
ural resource conservation and the general challenge of
women’s employment and social integration. The plan rests
on two “pillars” of reforms. The first one is designed to
achieve an accelerated development towards a modern and
competitive export-oriented agriculture, relying on projects
with high added value in agro-industries and private invest-
ment. With an investment of 75 billion Dirham (US$ 7 bil-
lion), this first pillar is expected to accomplish 962 projects by
2020 and to benefit 560,000 farmers. The second pillar, which
is the focus of this study, aims to support the transition of
smallholder farmers from traditional family farming to more
modern farming practices through reconversions, intensifica-
tions and diversifications of local natural resources which are
aimed to ensure sustainable natural resource use and women’s
employment in the most isolated parts of the country. With an
allocated budget of 20 billion Dirham ($ 2 billion), it foresees
the creation of 545 social projects which are geared to help
860,000 smallholder farmers to transit from traditional subsis-
tence agriculture to more intensive forms of agricultural pro-
duction (Duporte 2014; Laatar 2014). Besides the two pillars,
a number of cross cutting strategic actions are being imple-
mented. These relate to the management and privatization of
public and collective lands within a framework of public pri-
vate partnership (PPP); this is thought to encourage structural
reforms through the acceleration of land registration; the ra-
tional and sustainable water management including the
spreading of modern irrigation techniques and the creation
of a water pricing system; the adoption of an offensive strat-
egy to enter foreign markets, the modernization of distribution
channels and the improvement of access to wholesale mar-
kets; and finally, the reform and strengthening of the
Ministry of Agriculture and the government’s supervisory
functions in the area of agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture
2014).

For the GMP to be effective the government has deployed
an important array of reforms within the Ministry of
Agriculture and the Chambers of Agriculture and the creation
of structures for social proximity services (Akesbi 2011). The
latter refer to several local, regional and provincial structures
responsible for the implementation of agricultural programs:
Regional Agricultural Development Offices (Office Régional
de Mise en Valeur Agricole [ORMVA]) and new agencies
such as the Agricultural Development Agency (Agence pour
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le Développement Agricole [ADA]) which provides substan-
tial financial and human resources (and includes a directorate
for the development of “Terroir” products); the National
Agency for the Development of Oasis and Arganier Areas
(Agence Nationale de Développement des Zones Oasiennes
et de l’Arganier [ANDZOA]); and the Office National de la
Santé Sanitaire des Aliments (ONSSA) for the regulation and
control of food safety standards. Other actors work at the local
level to implement small-scale projects with the farmers. In
the Province of Rhamna, these actors include the INDH, the
Social Development Agency (Agence de Developpement
Social [ADS]), the Provincial Directorate for Agriculture
(Direction Provinciale de l’Agriculture, [DPA]), the National
Office of the Council for Agriculture (Office National du
Conseil Agricole, [ONCA]), the Foundation of the mostly
state-owned OCP Group (a global market leader of phosphate
and its derivatives), as well as the Rhamna Foundation for
Sustainable Development, a local NGO.

The Case Study: Key Characteristics
of Rhamna Province

The province of Rhamna was created in March 2010 follow-
ing a division of the former province El Kelaa des Sraghna. It
belongs to the region of Marrakech-Safi at the border of the
Wilaya of Marrakech and the provinces of Settat, Sidi Behera,
Safi, Youssoufia and El Kelaa des Sraghna, and covers an area
of 5856 km2 with a population of 288.437 inhabitants. Due to
its geographical location, it occupies a strategic place in the
centre of the country and constitutes a crossroads between the
North and the South, connected by a national road (RN 9)
from Marrakech to Casablanca. The province is rich in phos-
phate which is managed by the OCP. It is home to the only
military base in the country. Politically, Rhamna province is
dominated by the Parti authenticité et modernité (PAM), a
conservative party created by Fouad Ali El Himma, a native
of the province and close friend and advisor to the King (Zerr
2017). The province’s capital city, Benguerir, is favored by the
king and under his auspices the city is to become the first
Mohamed VI Green City1 in Africa.

However, despite such royal patronage, the province’s educa-
tion system has failed to eliminate illiteracy. Individual migration
is seen as the most effective means to advance socially and to
improve one’s living conditions. The enrolment rate in schools is
low, significantly below the national average, at around 40% for
boys and 60% for girls. Illiteracy is especially high in the North
of the province, with rates exceeding 60% for men and 75% for

women (Monographie Generale-Region de Marrakech-Safi
2015). Women who tend to be responsible for the daily subsis-
tence are particularly keen to be educated and seek income to pay
for their children’s education, while men tend to be more reluc-
tant to send their children to secondary education as the children
(once they leave primary school) are often needed to participate
in the household chores and work in the fields and gardens
(Montanari 2013; 2014).

Given the remoteness of the villages in the province, half of
the villages are connected by photovoltaic kits; however, the
electricity connections for basic structures like schools and
health centres remain insufficient. The availability of drinking
water is also problematic for nearly half the municipalities and
shows large disparities from one commune to another. In some
villages, it is not uncommon for women to spend most of their
day waiting for water to become available at the village foun-
tain or fetch it at the next source a few kilometers away (field
conversation with women and personal observation in a
village). The authorities hope that building the capacity of local
associations with the support of communes and technical ser-
vices of the Office National d'Electricité et de l'Eau Potable
(ONEE) will improve water management and provision
(Monographie Generale-Region de Marrakech-Safi 2015).

In terms of subsistence, the local populations depend main-
ly on cereal cultivation which covers 98% of the cultivated
land and which is increasingly affected by drought. The aver-
age yields are insignificant and do not exceed eight quintals
per hectare. Wheat (soft and hard), barley, corn, legumes,
peas, lentils, chick peas, alfalfa, and oats are the main cereal
and legume crops along with vegetable crops like potatoes,
tomatoes, onions and Cucurbaceae species. The local people
typically practice traditional transhumance and rear ovine like
the Sardi goat-mutton, a local species whose meat is widely
appreciated and in high demand (N Excel Consult 2009).

Methodology

The first author conducted field research in the province of
Rhamna, located 75 km north of Marrakech, between June and
August 2016. The province was chosen because of its high pov-
erty level and its high priority for development as identified and
targeted by the authorities. Prior to arriving in the province, a
literature review (articles and internet documentation in English
and French) was conducted to identify the relevant initiatives of
the GMP. Although the web provides numerous articles on the
GMP (for example, Agence de Développement Agricole 2016;
Green Morocco Plan 2016; Le Matin.ma 2012; Ministry of
Culture and Communication 2017; Moroccan Investment
Development Agency 2017; Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries,
Rural Development,Water and Forests 2015;WorldBank 2017);
little information on the initiatives however was available for
Rhamna province. To give a better representation of the sample,
seven villages were selected from the northern, central and

1 Benguerir is to become the first Green City of the country under the patron-
age of Mohamed VI. According to the OCP website, the city is currently
developing a future world-class university and will be offering a high quality
way of life in an ecological environment. http://www.ocpgroup.ma/
sustainability/green-cities.
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southern parts of the province from a list suggested by the re-
gional director of the ONCA. The choice of villages was also
based on cooperatives which had been recently created and on
the villages in the surrounding area still struggling to start initia-
tives. Although most cooperatives were created between 2008
and 2010 with the exception of B2 which was created as early as
2006; the actual running varies as the funding, equipment and
furbishing, can take anything from one to two years. The women
are recruited from the surrounding villages and there is no infor-
mal registration rather the names are just written down in a reg-
ister. The interviews and focus groups were conducted with
groups of women in each cooperative located in a village
(Table 1); a total of 69 women participated in eight focus groups
in the presence of the cooperativemanagers. As it was difficult to
gather all the women at the same time, the managers facilitated
the assembly in the cooperative building. We cannot be entirely
sure about the effects of the presence of the managers on the
women’s responses, but they seemed mostly positive, as the
managers encouraged the women (who are not used to talking
to foreigners) to voice their opinions.

In addition, to gain the trust of the cooperative members,
the first author explained that the research aimed to understand
how the women integrated the cooperatives, to witness the
working conditions in the work place and to understand how
the conditions could be improved for increasing the enrolment
of women. As they did not wish to be recorded, the first author
took detailed notes. The interviews and group focus discus-
sions lasted for an hour on average and were held in Arabic
with the support of a local research assistant and then trans-
lated into French. In the cooperatives, the focus group discus-
sions sought to elicit the women’s perception of the initiatives,
how they viewed their participation in the initiatives, their
opinions about earning money, and how they used it. The
discussions further enquired about the conditions of the
households, the education of the children and the changes that
occurred in the households because of their employment as
well as their overall aspirations.

In addition to the interviews and focus groups with the
women, the cooperative managers were also interviewed.
The managers of cooperatives B1, B2, B3, B4, and B5 are
two educated men and three educated women respectively
with an employment history in government offices; the man-
agers of B6 and B7 on the other hand are family-based and
have no particular education or employment. Interviews
sought to elicit the role of managers, their ambitions to devel-
op the cooperatives, and how they saw the participation of the
women in the cooperatives.

In addition, semi-structured key informant interviews were
also conducted with representatives of government institu-
tions, i.e., the Director of the Direction Départementale de
l’Agriculture (DPA); the regional director of the Office
National du Conseil Agricole (ONCA); the secretary of
Rhamna Foundation working in the Province as well as the
regional director of the Agence de développement social
(ADS) in Marrakech. The key informant interviews were con-
ducted in French as it is the official second language in
Morocco. On average, they lasted an hour and took place in
the interviewee’s office. Moreover, the first author had several
subsequent informal meetings, especially with the Director of
the DPA and the Director of the ONCA, as well as the
Secretary of Rhamna Foundation. These conversations cov-
ered the role of these institutions in the implementation of the
initiatives, how the interviewees perceived the role of women
and the encountered difficulties and what measures were
available to integrate them in the activities.

Findings and Discussion

Lack of women’s Involvement in the Creation
of Cooperatives

Cooperatives are thought to be important structures for socio-
economic development. According to Ibourk and Amaghouss

Table 1 List of cooperatives, managers and developed products

Cooperative
per village

Number of
focus groups

Number of
participants

Number of
Interviews

Managers
Female-
male

Natural
resources/products

B1 1 19 4 F Seeds

B2 1 13 0 F Aromatized
couscous

B3 1 4 0 F Honey

B4 2 5 0 M Cumin

B5 1 22 0 M Cactus

B6 0 2 1 M Quinoa

B7 0 4 1 F Honey

Total 6 69 6
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(2014), Morocco has 1512 operational women’s cooperatives
spread over 74 provinces, out of which 210 (or 14%) are
Argan oil cooperatives. Some level of education is imperative
for the creation of cooperatives. The seven cooperatives in our
sample are managed by both educated women and men. They
have different levels of education and are occupying or have
occupied various professional functions. Education facilitates
the handling of the administrative procedures and securing the
financial requirements, which illiterate rural women are not
able to do. Also, one of the main criteria prescribed by the
IGA guidelines is that the administrative bureau includes like-
minded people. In our fieldwork, we observed that the admin-
istrative bureaus of the cooperatives often included members
of a same family and/or close connections. This ranged from
sisters, close friends or female extended family for the coop-
eratives run by women, to wives, daughters, aunts and even
grand-daughters for cooperatives run by men. This not only
facilitates the creation of a structure with a readily available
network but also eases the decision-making processes as the
manager is able to take unilateral decisions and impose his/her
views on the other members.

Women’s Motivations

In order to understand women’s motivations work in a coop-
erative, it is useful to consider women’s aspirations for
change. For rural women living in isolated villages and limited
by local traditional norms, yet influenced by a westernised
way of life (through TV and other media), the possibility of
gaining equality, empowerment and financial autonomy are
attractive features. Women in the villages expressed their will
to work and to earn money. However, they are not able to start
a project of their own because the creation of a cooperative
requires a number of administrative formalities that they can-
not fulfill given their illiteracy and the requirement of an initial
financial contribution that they cannot provide. They are par-
ticularly keen to provide a good education for their children
and to improve life in the household. As this woman in village
B1 said: “We want to provide better education for our chil-
dren, start our own projects and gain some financial indepen-
dence rather than just depend on our husbands.” However,
because of cultural norms, women tend not to go far from
the villages. Most men were happy to have their wives work-
ing within village boundaries. As most men in the villages are
seasonal workers beside their transhumance activities and the
male labor migration to the cities is saturated (Damamme
2014), the extra income is welcomed. Representatives of offi-
cial institutions like the DPA and the ONCA in Benguerir
recognized that the integration of women in cooperatives
was vital. However, the DPA director admitted that enrolling
the rural women was not straightforward (Interview 1): “The
integration of women in projects is vital. Previously, it was
only single, widowed women who became members in the

associations/cooperatives. However, there is a gradual change
of mentality between men and women. Now, even married
women are able to engage in projects. Women work hard
and they go for the money because of the poverty, and for
what they can earn immediately, but there is no long term
vision, only short term. A central pillar [preferably someone
local and educated who can act as a leading figure] is abso-
lutely necessary to engage women.”

Women’s Recruitment

The women employed in the cooperatives tend to be recruited
from the close surrounding villages and usually work in teams
of eight and in shifts. In the cooperatives run by female man-
agers, the women perform various tasks like harvesting, cleans-
ing of seeds (coriander, quinoa, nigella and poppy seeds, colza,
sesame and millet) and packing (e.g. cooperative B1). In this
cooperative, the women are working but are not paid; rather
they are expected to just “give a hand”. Women are also en-
rolled in cooperative B2 for the production of aromatized cous-
cous for which they are paid 5Dh per kg of couscous produced.
In another cooperative that produces honey, they proceed to
honey collection for which they are remunerated up to 50Dh
per day (approx $ 5.45) (informal exchange with president of
the cooperative B3). The organization is the same for women
working in the cooperatives run bymen, as they work in groups
and in shifts. Women are employed for the cleansing of cumin
seeds in a cumin cooperative (B4), and remunerated between 40
to 50 Dh daily; for the collection, cleansing and processing of
the cactus fruit in a cactus cooperative (B5), women are paid 50
Dh per day for approximately six to eight hours of work and an
extra 20Dh for each kg of cactus fruit seeds delivered. The
seeds are then extracted for oil. While the two latter coopera-
tives (cumin and cactus) manage to produce a finished product,
they lack training in marketing and thus struggle to access in-
ternational markets, especially as these tend to be saturated with
similar products. Two much smaller operations are a quinoa
cooperative (B6), a husband-and-wife operation involved in
the growing, collecting and cleansing of quinoa seeds.
Women from the nearby village are occasionally hired for their
services and remunerated approximately 40 to 50 Dh daily,
depending on the work provided. Another small cooperative
(B7) is involved in the production of honey. Themanwho owns
the cooperative employs his mother and his sisters-in-law for
collecting honey from the hives. The women are not
remunerated.

Women’s Lack of Status

A main objective of the study was to identify whether women
were able to be part of the decision-making processes as pre-
scribed by the government in the income generating activities
(IGAs) schemes. Most policies are based on the assumption
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that gender equality and empowerment come about through
participation in decision-making and economic incentives
(Cornwall 2016; Potter 2013). However, with the exception
of the honey cooperative where women are allowed to partic-
ipate in the annual general assembly as per the Office de
Développement de la Coopération (OCDO) legislation, the
fieldwork analysis revealed that the women employed in the
other cooperatives do not participate in the decision-making
processes. In addition, in structures like cooperative B1, wom-
en are not remunerated but “just giving a hand”; there is no
legal recourse that villagers are aware of by which the women
could manifest their discontent or claim their rights. As
Damamme (2014: 94) pointed out, “women working in coop-
eratives represent just a labor force.” Similarly, in her impact
evaluation of women cooperatives in the Argan oil sector
which received INDH funding, Perry et al. (2018:13 and 20)
found that ‘most workers reported modest financial gains’ and
that they were ‘often vulnerable to exploitation, crime, and
venture failure, particularly when managers lacked basic
skills’. In addition, membership in an Argan cooperative did
not make any difference to women’s literacy levels (ibid: 20).
Also in our study, we found that the women’s poorly paid or
unremunerated labor that they provide is invisible and unrec-
ognized. What tend to be prized instead are the highest levels
of intervention in the production chains, i.e., managers and
technicians. However, this contrasts with the official discourse
which states that the government’s primary goal is to pull the
women out of the image of “backward tradition” characterized
by illiteracy. The discourse also conveys an image that women
are able to engage in decision-making processes and integrate
modern forms of production. It is clear that the enrolment of
women in cooperatives – at least on paper- improves the offi-
cial statistics of the “income generating activities” schemes
and wage labor, both in the cities and increasingly outside of
them. The enrolment figures also serve to justify intervening
in support of the deprived rural female labor. Based on our
findings, we have reasons to be skeptical about the potential of
rural women’s cooperatives serving as stepping stones for
empowerment and gender equality. Although the director of
the ADS in Marrakech claimed that 334 cooperative projects
were ongoing with an estimated 95% success rate, this corre-
sponds to the enrolment of educated young women geograph-
ically close to urban centers, who are able to fulfill the admin-
istrative requirements, and to follow training programs (per-
sonal coaching, soft skills, IT, technical support and capacity
building) supported by government structures like Rhamna
Skills hosted by the Office Chérifien des Phosphates (OCP)
in Benguerir to facilitate employability. While these published
figures may serve the ADS and government in terms of offi-
cial statistics, they do not necessarily represent successful me-
dium or long-term projects, nor do they guarantee women’s
steady incomes, socio-economic development or any kind of
equality and empowerment.

Conclusion

This article identified and analyzed the flaws and mechanisms
that prevent the equitable participation of women in the IGAs
of cooperatives in the context of the Pillar II of the GMP. It
focuses in particular on the lack of participation in decision-
making in the cooperatives for the rural women in the province
of Rhamna. The findings should be read against the back-
ground of the GMP’s general outlook, which is privileging an
economic agenda based on the development of public private
partnerships (PPP) in large economic ventures. In this agenda,
Pillar II projects which are primarily designed for the poorest
populations are sidelined to prioritize initiatives that favor the
exploitation of resources on private land and that converge
towards bigger lucrative actions. Based on our fieldwork find-
ings, it seems that only educated people in the region are able to
benefit from Pillar II projects, given the administrative burden
and the initial financial contribution that needs to be deposited.
In addition, in villages where women are recruited into coop-
eratives, the women are employed as a cheap or even free labor
force under the managing directives of educated people who
are in a prime position to create cooperative structures. As for
the claim that the women are able to gain empowerment, beside
the small income that a handful of women are able to earn in
cooperatives B 2, B3 and B4, women do not enter into any
decision-making processes; only their labor justifies their en-
rollment. Rather the way that external directives are designed
and applied are not intended to provide the space for women to
voice their needs and aspirations, nor do they reflect the local
experiences and daily realities. This study thus confirms
Duflo’s (2012:1076) finding that ‘economic development alone
is insufficient to ensure significant progress in important di-
mensions of women’s empowerment, in particular, significant
progress in decision-making ability in the face of pervasive
stereotypes against women’s ability.’

Indeed, our findings help corroborate the relevance of the
gender and work framework developed by Rao and Kelleher
(2005:60), which argued that gender equality can only come
about if change occurs in formal and informal institutions at
both the personal and the societal/systemic level. While the
importance of formal institutions such as women’s access to
rights and resources, and relevant laws and policies are gener-
ally acknowledged by international and domestic policy
makers, the significance of informal institutions is not yet wide-
ly recognized. By the latter, the framework refers to women’s
andmen’s individual consciousness (knowledge, skills, political
consciousness, commitment); as well as informal norms, such
as inequitable ideologies, and cultural and religious practices.

We therefore argue that an authentic empowerment for
women at community level can only emerge through a shift
of consciousness, one that builds on new belief systems re-
volving on the cultural and socio-political environmental con-
text; one that bypasses the perception that rural women are
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unable to assume their own economic development. While we
agree with Perry et al. that education has a role to play
(2018:22); we are claiming that for women to be able to gain
confidence, a tailor-made pedagogy is required. From our
findings, it seems thatMorocco’s GMP is replicating the wide-
ly criticized Women in Development (WID) approach of the
1970s in that most WID programs demanded women’s partic-
ipation, often in the form of unremunerated labour, ‘in activ-
ities which proved[d] not tomeet their needs or whose benefits
they [did] not control.’ (Leach 2007:72 cited in Cruz-Torres
and McElwee 2012:7).

In addition, we believe that the GMP initiatives can only
produce equitable outcomes in an environment in which there
is trust between government agents, local leaders, and the local
populations, and which respects the community’ s cultural and
traditional norms. By pointing to the limitations in the GMP
with regard to the implementation of IGAs in the most isolated
villages, the article fills an important gap in the analysis of
policies which seek to address gender equality and empower-
ment, employment and the well being of rural women in socio-
economic development in isolated and difficult environments.
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