
Agnes R. Quisumbing is with the International Food Policy Research Institute and  Keijiro Otsuka is with Tokyo Metropolitan University and the International Food Policy Research
Institute.  This policy brief is from one of six papers prepared by the International Food Policy Research Institute for a research project on "Gender and Forest Resource Management: A
Comparative Study  in Selected Areas of Asia and Africa" submitted to the United Kingdom Department for International Development. Copies of the paper and additional briefs are
available from Cristina A. Quintos at c.abad@cgiar.org.

International Food Policy Research Institute ò 2033 K Street NW Washington DC 20006 USA ò Tel: 202-862-5600 ò Email: IFPRI@cgiar.org

GENDER AND FOREST RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:
A COMPARATIVE STUDY IN SELECTED AREAS OF ASIA AND AFRICA

POLICY BRIEF
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MATRILINEAL SUMATRA: EFFICIENCY AND EQUITY IMPLICATIONS

Agnes R. Quisumbing and Keijiro Otsuka

his paper examines the equity implications of the rice fields, and almost a fifth have upland rice fields.Tevolution of land rights from communal land tenure Around 90 percent of the households have plots devoted to
towards individualization in customary land areas of mature rubber, and around three-quarters have bush-fallow

Western Sumatra.   While  greater individualization is land. 
associated with more secure individual land rights and In the Middle Region subsample, 40 percent of
increased incentives to invest in land improvement, concerns lowland rice fields is owned under the joint family system,
have been raised that a shift from communal land tenure with ownership by daughters and sons as the predominant
towards individualized rights erodes women's land rights. category.  Almost 30 percent of owned or cultivated plots
For example, in some parts of South Asia, matrilineal is under single-family ownership, with ownership by
inheritance systems have gradually disappeared, to be daughters and sons as the major category.  Thus, it seems
replaced by patrilineal inheritance systems. that even in the category of "ancestral land," under which

Evolution of land tenure institutions. Land tenure paddy land has traditionally been classified, the inheritance
institutions have been evolving towards individualized system seems to have evolved to include both daughters and
ownership and commercial tree plots have been actively sons.  Both young and mature cinnamon fields are more
developed along the buffer zone of the Kerinci Seblat likely to fall under single family ownership (by both
National Park in Western Sumatra. Throughout this region, daughters and sons) or be privately acquired, whether
matrilineal inheritance, in which land is bequeathed from a through purchase or forest clearance.   
mother to her daughters, has historically been practiced. In the Low Region, lineage land can be found only in
Joint ownership of paddy fields by lineage members or by upland rice.  Most joint family land is found in lowland rice
sisters also has been common.  However, more fields, accounting for 55 percent of lowland rice plots.
individualized tenure institutions have become dominant Almost half of lowland rice plots are jointly owned by
for commercial tree crops, such as rubber, cinnamon, and daughters, with the remainder jointly owned by daughters
coffee.   While food crop areas generally continue to follow and sons.  Less than 10 percent of lowland rice fields are
matrilineal inheritance rules, land devoted to commercial under single family ownership.  In contrast, ownership of
tree crops is shifting towards bilateral or even patrilineal rubber plots is more individualized, and for both rubber
systems in some areas.  Thus, the evolution of the matrilineal and bush-fallow areas, single family ownership is dominated
system towards the direction of a patrilineal system is by ownership by sons.  
occurring in parallel with the changes in land tenure The distribution of plots by land tenure status seems
institutions towards individual ownership. to indicate that in the Middle Region, more traditional

Land tenure in the Middle and Low Regions.  We conducted inheritance systems still prevail, but are gradually shifting to
a inheritance survey in two subdistricts of Western Sumatra, a more egalitarian system whereby both sons and daughters
found in the Middle and Low Regions of the island. Sixty inherit.  In the Low Region, on the other hand, the evolution
sample households in each site were drawn randomly from of inheritance systems seems to have gone further, with
the households interviewed for the case studies on rubber women specializing in paddy land and sons in agroforestry
and cinnamon.  In the Middle Region, most of our sample and bush-fallow areas.  This  evolution has taken place in
households own or cultivate lowland rice fields and upland both locations based on the traditional ruling that earned
cinnamon fields.  In the Low Region, on the other hand, property (such as fields obtained by purchase and forest
almost 90 percent of our sample households have lowland clearance) can be disposed of at will to children of either



sex. more pressure on the existing stock of forest resources.
Gender division of labor.    In the Middle Region, wet rice Investing in the education of both sons and daughters would

and cinnamon use male and female labor relatively equally. thus be part of a long-term solution to rural poverty and
 In the Low Region, upland rice is very intensive in female environmental sustainability in these areas.    ê 
family labor while  both young and mature rubber plots
utilize substantial inputs from male family members.  The
relatively high use of male labor arises from the type of
rubber agroforestry in this region, the so-called "jungle
rubber" in which woody species are densely grown among
the rubber trees, so that it is difficult for women to work in
the fields.  In contrast, cinnamon trees are grown in rows
and hence cinnamon fields are easily accessible for women.
Such differences in working conditions seem to explain the
division of labor between men and women in the cultivation
of wet rice and tree crops in the two regions.

Gender differentiated schooling and inheritance.  Transfers of
land and investments in children’s education are parents’ way
of transferring wealth to the next generation.  In the Middle
Region, daughters' schooling attainment is about one year
less than sons'.   While daughters receive less schooling, sons
and daughters inherit all types of land equally.  In the Low
Region, daughters are clearly more disadvantaged with
respect to education, receiving almost three years less than
their brothers.  However, daughters are preferred with
respect to inheritance of paddy land, consistent with
traditional practices in these matrilineal communities.  Sons
inherit agroforestry area and bush-fallow areas preferentially.
In both areas, larger bush-fallow areas owned by parents
contribute to lower schooling attainment.  The availability of
uncultivated land reduces parents' investments in schooling,
which suggests that education substitutes for bequests of
land.  Ownership of uncultivated land, which potentially
requires labor input from family members, also increases the
children's opportunity cost of schooling.  The different
inheritance patterns of paddy land, agroforest, and bush- Land Tenure and Farm Management Efficiency:  The Case of Paddy and

fallow land by gender are consistent with work
differentiation between men and women in the cultivation of
different crops, which suggests that land inheritance
institutions have evolved so as to provide proper work
incentives to men and women.  

Policy implications.  Preference for sons in the inheritance
of agroforestry area in the Low Region may be explained by
the intensive use of male labor in rubber production; in
contrast, both paddy cultivation and cinnamon cultivation
in the Middle Region use both male and female family labor
relatively equally.  The inheritance system seems to be
evolving from a strictly matrilineal system to a more
egalitarian system in which sons and daughters inherit the
type of land which is more intensive in their own work
effort.  That is, the newly-emerging customary land tenure
institutions, by allowing for inheritance consistent with
comparative advantage and work effort, seem to have built-
in incentives for men and women.  

The persistent gender gap in schooling, however, needs
to be addressed.  Even if daughters continue to have
independent land rights, lower levels of education make
them less likely to benefit from nonagricultural income
earning opportunities.  If education is more important than
land in the determination of income, as is found in the
Philippines, the inequality in income earning capacity
between men and women may have widened.  Moreover, if
population pressure continues to increase, agriculture will
not be able to absorb the growing labor force, creating even
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