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Abstract

Increasing natural degradation has started affecting society particularly women. Conversation links be-
tween women and nature ended up with the fact that women who are mostly suffering from any natural
degradations. Natural degradation will lead women to poverty as they have no choices and opportunities to
move to satisfactory conditions of wealth. In very limited means and infrastructure owned, women take any
responsibilities fulfilling family and society needs. In order to avoid possible family shortage, women living
in the fishing village work harvesting water hyacinth, an invasive aquatic plant which has negative impact
on ecosystem, and gain economic benefits from processing water hyacinth, whilst developing many other

domestic strategies for family survival.
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INTRODUCTION

The increase of environmental degradation
has caused many groups of people particu-
larly those who highly depend on natural
resources management for subsistence is
suffering from loss of income sources. En-
vironmental degradation is obviously brea-
king the capability of the poorest to work, to
fulfil their daily needs, to protect family life,
and more to undertake strategies for pos-
sible risks management (Shiferaw, Okello,
& Reddy, 2009). Environmental degradation
is believed to be the source of rural poverty
problems. Environmental degradation leads
to social and economic vulnerability as it is
hampering rural livelihood (Gentle & Mara-
seni, 2012). There is a close connection bet-
ween environmental damage and poverty.
Environmental degradation can be a cause
factor of poverty and the other way around

poverty can lead to environmental degrada-
tion (Nwagbara, Abia, Uyang, & Ejeje, 2012).

The impacts of environmental degra-
dation will be faced by whole society. The
negative impacts are neglecting gender, so-
cial and economic status, caste, race and so
forth. However, the environmental degrada-
tion impact will most likely harm women.
Decreasing environmental quality will for-
ce women to work overtime for family care,
food production and even livelihood (New
Course, 2010). Further, this most likely will
lead to property losses. Gender analysis sug-
gests that vulnerability of women is particu-
larly caused by inequalities in term of power,
position, status, and also means (Demetri-
ades & Esplen, 2009). Without any posses-
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sions, poor women will lose their chances
to actively participate in many development
activities including capacity building, edu-
cation, and politics.

Environmental changes have forced
many families to create strategies to adapt,
adjust, develop and adapt to various alter-
natives for survival. Adaptation is a process
of taking actions as a response to cope with
external stresses and reduce risks or vulne-
rability (Smit & Wandel, 2006). Adaptation
is human behavioural changes in order to
anticipate environmental changes in vario-
us ways including technological innovation,
land use change, and economic diversifica-
tion to protect local resources (Batterbury &
Forsyth, 2008).

Since the beginning of the reformati-
on era in 1998, there have been significant
changes in community life surrounding
Rawapening Lake caused by ecosystem
damage. Rawapening Lakes is located in
Semarang district, central Java. High eut-
rophication status of Rawapening Lake is
a result of excessive runoff and sedimen-
tation with high nutrient contains such as
phosphorus and nitrogen. The condition
has been worsened by anthropogenic acti-
vities from agricultural, waste disposal, and
industrial development. Economic and poli-
tical crisis at that time hindered government
to taking appropriate actions to control over
blooming of water hyacinth (Eichhornia
crassipes). Over blooming of water hyacinth
has prevented fishermen, a fundamental job
for local communities, from hope to gain
income for family life. There was significant
reduction on the amount of fish population
available, since water hyacinth has reduced
oxygen content in the water.

This paper is portraying the increasing
role of women in the labour force in respon-
se to increasing environmental stresses, and
exposing strategies they develop to survive
from this situation. The study was taken in
Semarang District, Central Java, where Ra-
wapening Lake an important source of wa-
ter for community surrounded is located.
Qualitative research method employing
interview, observation and focus group dis-
cussion was done for the data collections.

This method was chosen as offering wider
possibility to investigate complex subject
behaviours, perceptions, and flexibly cap-
turing meaning of particular phenomenon.
Data then were analysed through organi-
zing, coding, evaluating, interpreting data
and finally advancing the description.

WOMEN WORK IN THE FEMINIST
ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

In many cultures around the world, women’s
roles have always been associated with natu-
re. History noted that women are often lin-
ked to nature and environmental issues. Na-
tural symbols are mostly linked to women,
“Dewi Sri” for example is a symbol of Java-
nese goddess of rice and fertility. Earth is
seen as feminine, and represented as perso-
nification of women called Mother Earth. In
anthropological studies, many communities
are associating women with nature, while
men are associated with culture (Mukher-
jee, 2013).

Discussions that link between women
and nature were started with extensive ex-
ploration in the South Asia, portraying in-
digenous women in her efforts against com-
mercial logging companies trying to safe
trees and their forest. The narratives came
to the notion that rural indigenous women
are those whose role as a caretaker of nature
and life of future generation (Resurreccidn,
2013). Intense contact with nature is gained
from women daily activities include family
care, food production system and work for
a living. Those activities equip women with
valuable experiences and knowledge about
natural management sustainably (Gaard,
2015). Interpretation about women as a pris-
tine wilderness caring has bloomed in the
south, and was created by social construc-
tion that experiencing deep separation
between men and women in the social life
(Hawkins, 2012).

Researches proved that women have
strong concern upon environmental values,
beliefs, and attitudes (Xiao & McCright,
2015). Although in the cultural level analy-
sis, this fact is caused by examination of po-
wer domination by men where hypothesis
says when men are dominating social and
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family life, then he will less concern over
environment. In this situation, women are
then taking over responsibilities to taking
care of nature (Bloodhart & Swim, 2010). In
the ecofeminism framework, relation bet-
ween women and nature is seen as a cultural
belief to keep maintaining men domination
over both women and nature (Bloodhart &
Swim, 2010). This framework sees gender
dimension as an important variable to un-
derstand natural resource control in the so-
ciety, strategies developed to maintaining
ecologically sound natural resource extrac-
tion, myriad ways to sustaining viable live-
lihood, and to address any questions about
the effects of environmental changes to wo-
men (Elmhirst, 2011). In the socio-econo-
mic aspects of life, feminist concerns upon
equity and equality of access to particularly
non-renewable sources. There should be fair
distribution of assets to everyone, interge-
nerational regardless gender, class, race and
so forth (Perkins, 2007).

Women nature connection is linked
by domestic traditional role, but recently
the role is redefined since women roles are
expanded to economic aspect of household.
In this new shape of gender role, emplo-
yment sectors are not dominated by men
solely. Women make essential contributi-
on for rural livelihood by actively joining in
the cash income generating system (Mohy-
uddin, Chaudhry, & Ambreen, 2012). Alt-
hough women share income for household
economy may not equal compare to men,
but it is representing significant role for the
family welfare. Involvement of rural women
in the workforce is driven by many reasons
including economic, social, cultural and
personal factors (Srivastava & Srivastava,
2010). In many rural cases, household shock
is a major causal factor for reason to change
labour allocation pattern in the family that
force more involvement of women in the
economic activities. Agricultural sector for
example, an economic subject that is very
vulnerable to weather, climate, and environ-
mental changes, where small pressure in it
will likely lead to livelihood insecurity parti-
cularly for the poor (Wunder, Borner, Shive-
ly, & Wyman, 2014). In this kind of situation

women involving in economic activities are
a need for family existence.

Feminist perceives that involvement
of women in the cash income generation is
an effort to reduce independency from hus-
bands. They do believe that status as women
worker will significantly reduce power do-
mination toward land, labour and capital by
men that has been developed in the family-
based patriarchy system for centuries. Ho-
wever, | would argue that in many rural in
the south, particularly in Indonesia, power
struggle upon men-women domination is
not coming as a prominent issue anymore
that needs to be addressed immediately, but
rather about shortage in the alternative fa-
mily income opportunities which is put in
the highest priority of families to be solved.

Recently, climate and environmental
changes are becoming prominent issues in
the gender analysis since women are percei-
ved as the most vulnerable group of peop-
le affected by climate and environmental
changes particularly in the South. Arora-
Jonsson (2011) explains where women expe-
rience more susceptible during climate and
environmental change, since effects of the
changes are put on the shoulder of women
and women should make essential attempts
to overcome the environmental crisis. Inevi-
tably, the reduction of environmental servi-
ces will force women to seek other resources
of cash income as women responsible for
family food security. Climate variability and
environmental catastrophe is obviously in-
creasing vulnerability of women livelihood
and decreasing social safety nets as women
have no time to build social connectedness
as an effect from working overtime for food
production and family care (Goh, 2012).

In the rural setting, degraded envi-
ronmental condition will lead to increa-
sing poverty. Sarkar (2010) elucidates that
rural families depend on natural resources
to survive, therefore when the source of life
is depleted it leads to poverty. In this situ-
ation women will suffer most because in
general women have less access than their
men counterpart to alternative resources
which are commonly part of common pool
resources. He concludes that the correlation
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among environmental degradation, poverty
and gender disparities is very strong. Wo-
men role in the natural resources manage-
ment decision making is realized particu-
larly when they are degraded or conflicted.
Conflict upon natural resources manage-
ment will be reduced when women involve
as in common they serve for conservation
activities. Women participation is highly
reflecting sustainability regarding their at-
tribute as guardian of nature and respon-
sibilities to mitigate natural destructions
(Mwangi, Meinzen-dick, & Sun, 20m).

Women have significant responsi-
bility to provide food for family (Puspita,
Oematam, Fuka, & PE, 2017). Their ability in
many times is restrained by depletion and
privatisation of common property resources
where poor women depend for subsistence.
Food security issue is critical in the discus-
sion about women considering that women
provide up to 80% of food particularly in the
third world countries (Ivers & Cullen, 2011).
Therefore noteworthy that positive link bet-
ween poverty and access to productive ass-
ets is obvious. The well-being status is going
to family where mother is economically in-
dependent and significantly contribute to
the family income earning system (Agarwal,
1989).

However, earning opportunities are li-
mited in the rural setting. Women roles are
particularly significant but restricted in the
physical tasks of agricultural, forestry, fishe-
ries, or animal husbandries activities (ILO,
2017). Women trap merely in the unpaid
family works and in the informal sectors.
Indeed informal jobs offer flexible working
hours enable women to shift their time to fa-
mily caring, but obviously this will affect in
the lower level of salary and reduce the op-
portunity to involve in the professional job
market. Informal sector refer to ILO (2006)
is defined as activities of the working poor
who put long hours for low incomes and yet
were not recognized, recorded, protected
and regulated by public authorities. It is
correlated to self-employment. Informal job
is mainly done for daily consumption, in ge-
neral characterized by low in skill and pro-
ductivity. Reasons for involve in the infor-
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mal sectors are varying among women, but
principally it is done for economic purposes.

WOMEN AND JOB CONTESTATION IN
THE NEOLIBERAL AGE

Neoliberal approach taken in the develop-
ment programs has transformed rural life
significantly by changing rural economic
patterns and social functions almost all of
rural aspects since 1980s at the study area.
Following global trend, rural has changed
and adding many modern signs while re-
moving many considering as old fashion
patterns at the same time. As a sign of mo-
dernization, local governments have pushed
industrial development replacing agricultu-
ral sectors for driving economic growth. Se-
veral important elements indeed removed
and altered from rural life are job opportu-
nities in the agricultural sectors, land used
change for industrial areas, urbanization,
out migration, and land fragmentation that
lead to dispossession of large number of
small farmers from their land.

Agriculture and fishery were the main
job for inhabitants. Based on the statisti-
cal data, there were 38% people worked in
agriculture in 2009, it became 37% in 201
and the number decreased up to 14% in 2016
(BPS Kab. Semarang, 2009a, 2009b, 2016b,
2016d, 2009d, 2009c, 20ma, 2011¢, 201b,
20ud, 2016a, 2016¢). However, following de-
velopment of industrial areas and increasing
water pollution in the lake, working in both
sectors are no longer economically viable.
Decreasing agricultural land and land used
change in the fishing villages surrounding
Rawapening lake can be shown in Table 1.

Decreasing agricultural areas were
mostly caused by land used change for new
settlements and new factories areas. The
emergence of new factories has opened new
job opportunities but this chance is exclu-
sively available for youngers and men only
and left women and elders. Fishermen have
also shared the same experience, in 2011 the
number of anglers and fisherman working in
Rawapening reached 2.179 (BPS Kab. Sema-
rang, 2ond, 2014, 2011c, 201b). They spread
in four sub districts namely Ambarawa, Ba-
wen, Banyubiru and Tuntang comprised of
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Table 1. Land Use Change in the Study Site

2009 2018
Sub Fishin . Non . Non
Districts Villagegs Agriculture Agriculture Agriculture Agriculture
Ha Ha Ha Ha
Ambarawa Bejalen 455,7 15 84,3 386,75
Tambakboyo 123,7 65,3 105,4 83,61
Bawen Asinan 304,3 494,3 298,17 499,88
Banyubiru = Kebumen 259,1 107,1 258,2 138,05
Rowoboni 486,7 36,1 139,88 382,96
Tegaron 509,9 68,1 457,88 135,1
Kebondowo 607 83 335,19 357,83
Banyubiru 587,6 84,4 365,63 308,7
Tuntang Rowosari 208,9 284,5 130,64 362,4
Candirejo 156,2 329,6 139,24 346,8
Kesongo 168 260,8 202,46 226,36
Lopait 172,2 192,4 170,3 194,31
Tuntang 155,7 83,2 100,94 171,08
Total 4.195 2.103,8 2.788,23 3.593,33

Resources: Statistic of Semarang Regency 2009 and 2018 (BPS Kab. Semarang, 2009a, 2009c,

2009b, 2009d, 2018a, 2018¢, 2018b, 2018d)

13 vilages. However statistical data said that
the number of people involve in the fishe-
ry sector has shrunk to 1.329 people in 2016
(BPS Kab. Semarang, 2016a, 2016¢, 2016b,
2016d). Declining fishery workers is a sign
that high degradation status of the lake has
reduced ecosystem services particularly for
fishing activities (Sulastri, Henny, & Hando-
ko, 2016). This condition is a reason to move
to other more profitable jobs. Whilst num-
ber of factory workers and people involve in
many informal jobs such as seller, construc-
tion workers, transportation and so forth
has increased more than double in 2016.
Labour force surplus in the rural areas
is a complex problem. Increasing number
of young rural members is creating high
rate of job competition, while on the other
hand agricultural sectors do not offer signi-
ficant economic opportunities for them. In
2009, Statistic of Semarang Regency noted
that number of productive age at 13 fishing
villages were 35.110 people. The amount in-
creased up to 41.280 in 2016. While emp-
loyment in the agricultural, fishery, and
animal husbandry sectors offered 19% only
from total productive age available in 2016
(BPS Kab. Semarang, 2016a, 2016¢, 2016b,

2016d). Those who are not absorbed in the
agricultural sectors and have limited chan-
ces to work in other sectors, and in most ca-
ses are women and elderly will mostly search
jobs in the informal sectors.

Traditional method of rural family li-
velihood that was laid on men responsibility
to work has also been changed following fa-
mily needs. Tight gender division of labour
in the family between man and woman is no
longer becoming a pattern in almost rural
families recently. Increasing family needs
is obviously driving more women to invol-
ve in the income generating system. Many
reasons have risen, but in common women
work for economic reasons. Status of family
income becomes fundamental decision for
women to work. Schaner and Das (2016) sta-
ted in his work that the phenomenon of wo-
men worker is also an impact of norm and
social value transformation about women
workers. This is particularly true in Java, and
started since value and belief system about
what to be suited for women has changed.
This situation obviously gives more chan-
ges for women to participate in the earning
activities. Open changes have been offered
for women in the research site by involving
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in the harvesting and weaving dried water
hyacinth since no need for special skill and
capitals. Since then, some fisherman fami-
lies who have limited alternative of living
pushed their family members in this case
housewife to harvest water hyacinth in order
to fulfil daily needs. Water hyacinth harves-
ting activities is also driven by the fact that
decreasing water quality of the lake as an
impact of over blooming of water hyacinth
has been threaten to many fisherman and
anglers, an important occupation for people
leaving surrounding the lake. Other drivers
for women worker phenomenon is surplus
in the rural labour force and decreasing ru-
ral employment.

WOMEN AND ADAPTATION

Increasing number of women participation
in income generating activities through wa-
ter hyacinth harvesting at the Rawapening
Lake is a new phenomenon. This trend has
happening since late 1990s, when Indonesia
economic crisis occurred. At the beginning,
only few women involved but since the last
ten years the number has increased. The
plant is harvested, dried and weaved then
is sold to suppliers. There are some women
working as middle traders or suppliers in
the villages. The dried plant is a source of
many exported handicrafts and furnitu-
re. Economic incentives come from selling
dried water hyacinth were attracting many
who considered as housewife to participate
and take economic benefits from plant har-
vesting activities.

Women soak three to five hours a day
in the lake for harvesting process. Some
wealthier women are equipped by traditio-
nal boat enable them to move around the
lake and take the best plants. In order to
prevent to body contamination from dirty
water and any poisons, women who soak
during harvesting process are covering their
body with oil, detergents and other materi-
als since lake is a place to many waste dis-
posals. A dangerous process, which in many
cases, causes health problems for women.
When the harvesting activity is finished, the
plant is dried in the lakeside. In common
each woman can harvest four to seven bun-
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ches, where each bunch contains more and
less 50 kilos. Drying process takes a week in
dry sessions but can take almost a month in
rainy sessions. One kilo of fresh water hyac-
inth will shrink up to one ounce dried water
hyacinth.

Dried water hyacinth can be sold for
Rp. 4000,- per kilo. The processing should
be continued to get more economic value.
When dried water hyacinth is braided, it
can be sold for Rp. 6000,- per kilo. Usually,
women work in the braiding process during
free time for 3 to 5 hours a day. They spend
seven to ten days to get ten kilos braided
water hyacinth which is ready to be sold.
Women gain more and less Rp. 240.000,- a
month from processing water hyacinth, a
small amount of money compare to health
consequences may occur during harvesting
time. Some women decide to work in the
braiding process of water hyacinth as paid
worker at home. They are paid for Rp. 2000,-
to Rp. 2250,- per kilo braided water hyacinth.
More and less eighteen kilos can be braided
for a week thus they get more and less Rp.
162.000,- amount of money every month.

Women contribution to whole family
income is very small. A fisherman or ang-
ler can get Rp. 60.000,- to Rp. 100.000,- per
day. However, income from processing wa-
ter hyacinth is very valuable for the family
as in common it is used for special needs. It
is used to pay any social costs comprise en-
dowment for relatives and other society ac-
tivities. In the rural life of the research site,
unfinished braided of water hyacinth can be
used to get some amount of loan from supp-
liers, and the loan is usually paid when the
braiding process is finished. The loan is not
always used for urgent purposes but in many
occasions it is spent in many rural social ac-
tivities.

Suppliers are an important role in the
water hyacinth trading process. They buy
braided water hyacinth and sell it to distri-
butors who will deliver all raw materials
made from water hyacinth to many crafts-
men and craft industries in neighbouring
cities. So far, these distributors are elements
in the supply chain who have determined
prices in the suppliers and producers basis.
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In many cases when low demands have hap-
pened, suppliers take any responsibilities
buying all braiding products from produ-
cers.

Recent time, women harvesters have
faced many challenges. Obstacle is rising
following farmers’ pattern to cultivating
paddy during dry session in the lake areas
where previously flooded during wet ses-
sion. Paddy fields force them to move for-
ward from the lakeside to the middle of the
lake to get good quality plants as only good
plants can be braided. Moreover, harvesting
activities are also delaying during rainy ses-
sion considering potential risk such as tide,
wind, and lightning that may happen. Besi-
de problems come from nature, increasing
number of people involve in the harvesting
and braiding process is obviously increasing
competition and further reducing family
income. At the beginning of 2000, per kilo
braided water hyacinth could be sold for
Rp. 8000,- to suppliers, but recently large
quantity of supply has reduced the price sig-
nificantly up to 25%. Braiding workers have
faced the same situation since in recent ti-
mes they only get 25 kg allocation of dried
water hyacinth to be braided from previous
allocation up to half to one quintal. Increa-
sing women involvement in this activity is
an indication for significant reduction in the
rural employment in agricultural sector.

STRATEGIES TO SURVIVE
Rural life in the study site is portraying clo-
se connection among rural members. Tra-
ditional kinship system is very broad app-
lied consist of not only blood relatives and
marriage but expand to large amity to crea-
te reciprocity and social solidarity. Kinship
system offers both many advantages whilst
disadvantages at the same time. As the ol-
dest institution, it delivers social safety net
for whole members and provides sufficient
aid for unpredictable risks, a concept for so-
cial capital. At the certain time, members
are demanded to support kin and requested
to share assets as representation of mem-
bership and claim for possible assistances in
the future (Di Falco & Bulte, 20m).

Big consequence involve in the lar-

ge kin is a family member should provide
enough assets and services to support other
members when needed. Unfortunately, in
the current situation when rural resources
are limited and competed, providing goods
and services for group can be a challenging
situation. Experiences prove women will
then be burdened with responsibilities to
provide assets and services for group inclu-
sion purpose. For this purpose recent expen-
sive social life entails careful management of
family wealth, as without any contribution
to the group, a family will suffer from exclu-
sion. It means no support from group mem-
bers when unexpected situation is coming.
Rural people then save less and spend more
for kin activities.

In the difficult situation or when
not enough assets can be provided for kin
members, each family develops many ways
to survive. Fist method in common chosen
by family is lending some amount of mo-
ney to private moneylenders or loan shark
(Pamungkas, 2018). Private moneylenders
and loan shark offer easily access even to the
poor, and commonly without physical col-
laterals such as house or land certificate of
ownership. Different from formal banking
requirement system, these informal lenders
do not limit money for production activities
only but allows for household consump-
tions, party, redound, study, sick etc. The
length of the loan period can be negotiated,
and it may take 1, 3 or 6 months for small
loan and a year for higher amount of loan.
The debt is developed within high interest
rate, a cause factor for poverty trap. Short
term loan from informal channel can be an
alternative to fulfil family or kin needs.

Home garden plays economically im-
portant in providing food and cash money.
It is a source of purchasing power as home
garden serves as additional income and
contribute significantly in the domestic ex-
penditure system (Fernando, Athipola, Gi-
nigaddara, & Dissanayaka, 2016; Sedami,
Naesse, Pascal, & Firmin, 2017). Yields can
be periodically sold allowing family fulfil-
ling internal and serving kin and society
needs. However in some urgent cases, not
ready harvested fruits may be sold to seller
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with very low price and the seller harvests
when the fruits are ripe. It is another mode
of generating loan in rural areas. Home gar-
den becomes a prime source for household
income especially during prolong house-
hold disruption (Uzokwe UN, Giweze EA, &
Ofuoku AU, 2016).

Rural provide enough labour force
especially women both for regular and ca-
sual employments. Women involvement in
workforce is a manifestation of household
economic stress. Thus participation in the
paid occupation is a way to increase econo-
mic status of the family (Srivasta & Srivasta,
2010). In agricultural sector, job vacancies
are open for women during crop planting
session. Women involve as paid agricultu-
ral workers in two different events, planting
and harvesting. Planting activities are done
half day for women, started in the morning
and finished before noon and can be conti-
nued next days. Whilst harvesting activities
are usually done a day full to avoid yields
damage. Their men counterparts involve in
most every step of planting activities, they
work in the pre planting or land preparati-
on, planting, weeding and harvesting. Wo-
men are paid less than man as they are con-
sidered low in productivity.

CONCLUSSION

The greater risks of many natural disasters
will most likely afflict women. Low access to
possible aids constructed by social econo-
mic status and society norms influenced by
gender inequality obviously hampers some
poor women. Fortunately, rich direct con-
tact experiences to nature create resilience
enables them to create room for manoeuvre
particularly to convince all family needs are
fulfilled. Household stresses as an impact
of reduction of common pool resources dri-
ve women to take active actions in income
generating activities. In many rural families,
working as informal worker will be the most
suitable employment since enabling women
to work flexibly between domestic and paid
worker. The contribution of women to fami-
ly income is low, yet it is considered impor-
tant as fulfilling almost secondary expendi-
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tures include kin and society interests.
Narrow channel in non-agricultural world
will always be stumbling block for women empo-
werment agendas. Furthermore, rural poor women
times in the degraded areas are mostly occupied for
domestic and economic activities, no times are lef-
tover for self-actualization, a root for exploitation
and gender inequalities in all society aspects. The
role of women will always be overlooked and will
always be neglected from development programs.
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