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Executive Summary 
 

Issue Recommendations 
Poverty Rates among 
Women 

Women are more likely to suffer from poverty and deprivation then men. SILC 
report for 2014 showed that 30.1% of women experienced two or more types of 
enforced deprivation compared to 27.9% of men, while 8.3% of females were 
living in consistent poverty compared to 7.8% of men. 
The report also showed that people living in rural areas had higher rates of ‘at-
risk’ of poverty than people living in urban areas; 19.1% compared to 14.6% in 
urban areas. 
Lone Parents, who in the majority of households are headed by a female, 
remain particularly vulnerable to poverty. In 2014, they had the highest rate of 
consistent poverty at 22%. 
 

Employment Opportunities 
for Women in Rural Areas 

Employment opportunities for women tend to be concentrated in towns and 
cities, making it harder for women living in rural areas to access these jobs, 
unless they move closer to where the jobs are or commute long distances. This 
may not be possible for many women if they have caring responsibilities or do 
not have access to a car or public transport.  
More employment opportunities need to be development in rural areas for 
women. The option of working from home also needs to be more widely 
available and continued supports and funding for rural women to set up 
enterprises such as the Acorn Programme is needed.  

Access to Education and 
Training 

Similar to employment opportunities for women in rural areas, there are also 
limited opportunities to education and training. Where they are available, 
women, who may be the very ones in need of them, may not be able to access 
them due to cost, lack of transport and lack of childcare. The lack of decent 
broadband is also a barrier to accessing online courses. 

Access to Affordable 
Childcare 

The high cost of childcare for families in Ireland has a significant impact on 
women’s ability to access employment and career progression. The high cost 
of childcare often means it is not financially worthwhile for a woman to remain 
in or take up employment. The Gender Pay Gap Report highlighted that 
approx. 3,000 new mothers in Ireland leave the workforce each year due to 
cost of childcare. No woman should have to make a choice to not enter or 
leave the workforce because of the lack of affordable childcare. 

Gender Pay Gaps and 
Pension Gaps 

The gender pay gap between men and women outside of Dublin and Cork 
averaged 17% in 2016. The continuous high gap in gender pay remains an 
issue and can be a disincentive for women to progress or take on more 
responsibilities in the work place. A higher percentage of women choose to 
work part-time than men, this may be because of caring responsibilities but 
also because of the cost of childcare. Government must now fully commit to 
reducing the gender pay gap in Ireland and provide the necessary supports for 
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women to take on more senior positions.  
 
Changes to eligibility of the contributory state pension must be reviewed. The 
impact of these changes will affect women more than men in later years, 
especially for women who take a break in career due to caring responsibilities. 

Mental Health and Social 
Services 

There are limited access to Mental health and social services in rural areas. 
Either services are not available in the area and people need to travel to 
access these services or there is no public transport or person does not have a 
car to travel to access these services. The stigma of mental health, domestic 
abuse, addiction or homelessness remains acute in rural areas. This may 
prevent women from seeking the necessary help they need, especially if they 
have to rely on neighbours for a lift or for childcare to attend appointments.  
 

Women in Agriculture Women play a key role in rural societies and in the agricultural sector. 
However, there is very little recognition of women involved in agriculture; 
whether as the holder of the farm or assists on the family farm. The gaps in the 
collection of data and information on the number of women involved both 
directly and indirectly in agriculture needs to be improved and more robust data 
collected.  
 
Farm poverty continues to be an issue, especially with reduction in off-farm 
income since the financial crisis. Women whose spouse or partner are the 
holder of the herd number and in receipt of Farm Assist have limited 
opportunities to courses or employment schemes they can do. 
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Overview 

Irish Rural Link (IRL) is the national network of rural community groups, representing over 

600 groups and thousands of individuals committed to socially, environmentally and 

economically sustainable rural communities.  

Women living in rural areas face many of the same difficulties and challenges as women 

living in urban areas. However these difficulties can be exacerbated in terms of access to 

services, experience of social exclusion and disadvantage and opportunities for economic 

independence. The recognition of different needs according to levels of disadvantage and/or 

geographic location is critical. The lack of employment opportunities for women in rural areas 

was outlined in the new Action Plan for Rural Development. 

“Employment opportunities for women tend to be concentrated in towns and cities. 

As a consequence, women in work tend to live in, or relatively close to, towns and 

cities”. (Realising our Rural Potential, 2017, p.13)1 

The lack of services, such as affordable childcare, public transport and good quality 

broadband infrastructure limits opportunities for women and increases their risk of poverty 

and social exclusion, especially marginalised groups of women in rural areas. 

 

The number of women involved in agriculture remains low. The most recent Census of 

Agriculture in 2010, showed 17,345 women out of a total of 139,556; 12.4% were the holders 

of farms. The number of females employed in agriculture, forestry and fishery as recorded by 

the Quarterly National Household Survey for Q3 2016 was 13,000; just over 11% of the total 

employed in the sector2. There is still very little recognition and acknowledgement by 

Government policy of women in agriculture; whether as the farm holder or helper on the 

family farm. Few studies and research has been undertaken on women in agriculture and 

the contribution they have made in the sector.  

 

 

                                                 
1 DAHRRG (2017) ‘Realising our Rural Potential: Action Plan for Rural Development’ 

http://www.ruralireland.website/Rural-Ireland-Action-Plan.pdf 

 
2 CSO QNHS Q3 2016 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/qnhs/quarterlynationalhouseholdsurveyquarter32016/ 

 

http://www.ruralireland.website/Rural-Ireland-Action-Plan.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/qnhs/quarterlynationalhouseholdsurveyquarter32016/
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Current Context 

Poverty Rates among Women 

The most recently published SILC3 report for 2014 showed that women experienced higher 

rates of deprivation and consistent poverty than men. In 2014, 30.1% of women experienced 

two or more types of enforced deprivation compared to 27.9% of men, while 8.3% of the 

female population were living in consistent poverty compared to 7.8% of men. People living 

in rural areas also had higher rates of ‘at-risk’ of poverty and consistent poverty than people 

living in urban areas; 19.1% were at risk of poverty in rural areas compared to 14.6% in 

urban areas while 8.7% were living in consistent poverty in rural areas compared to 7.6% in 

urban areas4. There was no breakdown between urban and rural areas for deprivation rate. 

 

Lone parents, who in the majority of households are headed by a female, remain particularly 

vulnerable to poverty, having the highest rate of consistent poverty in 2014 at 22%. These 

households also had the highest rate of deprivation with 58.7% of individuals living in a one 

parent household experiencing two or more forms of enforced deprivation5. Lone parents 

wishing to avail of education and training opportunities or indeed employment can face extra 

barriers of the high cost of childcare. 

 

Employment Opportunities for Women in Rural Areas 

The quality of jobs available in rural areas tends to be lower than in urban areas, with a 

higher number of people employed in lower paid sectors. Many jobs in retail/wholesale, hotel 

and catering, tourism are zero contracts. In rural areas, these are the jobs many people work 

in as there is very little alternative unless they commute long distances to work, which is not 

always an option for people, especially women as they very often take on caring 

responsibilities, either of children or elderly parents. It was highlighted in ‘Realising our Rural 

Potential’ that employment opportunities for women tend to be concentrated in towns and 

                                                 
3 Survey on Income and Living Conditions 
4 CSO – SILC 2014 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2014/ 
5 i.b.i.d 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2014/
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cities, making it harder for women living in rural areas with small children to access these job 

opportunities.  

There was an 8.6% decline in the number of active enterprises registered in Western 

Counties6 between 2008 and 2014. In other counties this figure was 1% below that of 2008.  

The sectors in which active enterprises were higher in western counties than in the rest of 

the state included; Construction, Wholesale & Retail and Accommodation & Food Service. 

There were a large number of sole traders and micro enterprises in these sectors7.  

The high cost of and limited access to transport and broadband in rural areas can deter 

companies locating or setting up in these areas. Investment in rural areas is essential to 

ensure that the necessary infrastructure is available to support the set up of companies and 

enterprises to carry out their business and in turn create employment.  A recent study for IE 

Domain Registry found that a  quarter of small businesses that do not have a website are 

being kept offline due to poor broadband, with a third not having the time to go online8. Poor 

quality broadband in rural areas prevents women from working from home or starting up a 

business where they are not in a position to commute long distances to work or move closer 

to where there are greater employment opportunities.  

 

Access to Education and Training 

Like employment opportunities for women in rural areas, there is very limited access to 

education and training. Courses are provided by the Education and Training boards across 

the country but are often considered too advanced for early school leavers. Further 

education is limited with people having to travel to do courses, with difficulties to access 

online courses as a result of poor broadband. Many courses that are available in nearby 

locations are often in the evening and may be difficult for many women to attend with young 

children or caring for elderly parents.  

IRL members have cited lack of transport and broadband as the main barriers to accessing 

education and training and little employment opportunities available afterwards. 

 

For many women whose spouse or partner is in employment, they may not be entitled to any 

back to work schemes or back to education schemes. 

 

Access to Affordable Childcare 

                                                 
6  The Western Counties include; Clare, Galway, Mayo, Roscommon, Sligo, Leitrim and Donegal.  
7 Western Development Commission (2016) “WDC Insights: Enterprise Profile of Western Regions” 
http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/WDC-Insights-Enterprise-Profile-of-the-Western-Region-Sept-2016-
0.3MB.pdf 
8 RTE News.ie 16/06/16 http://www.rte.ie/news/2016/0616/795937-businesses-web-presence-iedr/ 

http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/WDC-Insights-Enterprise-Profile-of-the-Western-Region-Sept-2016-0.3MB.pdf
http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/WDC-Insights-Enterprise-Profile-of-the-Western-Region-Sept-2016-0.3MB.pdf
http://www.rte.ie/news/2016/0616/795937-businesses-web-presence-iedr/
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The high cost of childcare for families in Ireland has a significant impact on women’s ability 

to access employment and career progression. The European Commission has identified 

‘limited access to affordable and quality childcare’ as ‘a barrier to increased female labour 

market participation’ (OECD, 2014). Significantly, as a percentage of family income, Ireland 

has the highest childcare costs in the European Union with low income families (including 

lone parents) incurring childcare costs of up to 40 per cent of their total income. Access to 

childcare in rural areas can be hindered by lack of transport. If there is no transport available 

to a woman, it can be more difficult for them to access childcare. The high cost of childcare 

can often mean it is not financially worthwhile for a woman to remain in or take up 

employment, especially if they work in low-paid or minimum wage jobs. 

 

Gender Pay Gaps and Pension Gaps 

The Programme for a Partnership Government has committed to put the reduction of the 

gender pay gap on the political agenda. The Gender Pay Gap report for 2016 showed that 

there was a 17% pay gap between men and women in regions outside Dublin and Cork9. 

The report also showed that approximately 3,000 new mothers leave the workforce each 

year due to the cost of childcare. Levels of flexibility marginally favoured men over women 

with 4% of men surveyed said they had no flexible working arrangements available to them 

compared to 19% of females. More women work part-time than men. The QNHS Q3 2016 

showed 315,400 women worked part-time compared to 146,300 men. A higher percentage 

of women choose to work part time compared to men. 

Changes in the eligibility of the contributory state pensions impacts more on women as there 

is very often a break in employment due to caring responsibilities, which falls more on 

women. The impact of women having to give up work in the 1960’s and 1970’s once they got 

married is now resulting in an increase in the number of women at risk of poverty. Women 

are more at risk of poverty as they reach old age due to any break in employment.  

 

Health and Social Services 

There are limited access to health and social services for women living in rural areas. 

Although GP services are available in many small towns and villages, access to specialist 

healthcare, mental healthcare, addiction services, domestic violence and homeless services 

can be more difficult. 

                                                 
9Morgan McKinley 2016 Gender Pay Gap Ireland 2016 https://www.morganmckinley.ie/article/irish-gender-

pay-gap-stands-20-according-morgan-mckinley-study 

 

https://www.morganmckinley.ie/article/irish-gender-pay-gap-stands-20-according-morgan-mckinley-study
https://www.morganmckinley.ie/article/irish-gender-pay-gap-stands-20-according-morgan-mckinley-study
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People living in rural areas incur extra costs when accessing specialist health care, such as 

fuel costs, transport costs and in some cases may need accommodation if receiving 

treatment. For those without a car, they depend on public transport, which is not always 

available, or on lifts from family members, neighbours or friends. For women with young 

children, childcare is an issue for them. 

Rural isolation can have a negative impact on a person’s mental health. The stigma 

surrounding mental health and suicide is still very prevalent especially in rural areas. The 

stigma around asking for help or talking about their problems has not changed in rural areas.  

The lack of consistent mental health services and lengthy waiting times to see a counsellor 

or other mental health professional through public health system can also be a deterrent for 

people to seek the help they need.  

 

The lack of addiction services, domestic violence services and homeless services in rural 

areas means women either move closer to areas where these services are available or have 

to travel long distances to access these services, which can be costly for women who are 

not in employment. Living in a rural area can be a double edged sword when it comes to 

social issues. On the one hand tight knit communities can be supportive or a person maybe 

close to family and friends and get help from them but there can also be a stigma attached to 

them and women may not seek the help they need for fear they will be treated differently, 

this is especially true if the woman needs to get a lift or needs childcare while she attends 

appointments. 

 

Women in Agriculture 

Women play a key role in rural societies and in the agricultural sector. However, there is very 

little recognition of women involved in agriculture; be it as a farm holder or a farm helper. 

There is also very little promotion of women involved in agriculture. Few studies have also 

being carried out on women involved in agriculture in Ireland. The previous National 

Women’s Strategy 2007 – 2016 had very little recognition of rural women and of women in 

agriculture. A study done in 2003 by the Gender Equality Unit at the then named Department 

of Justice, Equality and Law Reform looked at the gaps in existing information on women in 

agriculture. It recommended reviewing the methodologies in collecting data in the three 

current sources available, i.e. Census of Agriculture, Teagasc National Farm Survey and the 

Quarterly National Household Survey and more recognition and data collected on women 

who are involved in agriculture but not the farm/herd number holder10. 

                                                 
10 Department of Justice, Equality & Law Reform 2003 ‘Assessment of the Main Gaps in Existing Information 

on Women in Agriculture’ 
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The most recent Census of Agriculture in 2010, showed 17,345 women out of a total of 

139,556; 12.4% were the holders of farms. The number of females employed in agriculture, 

forestry and fishery as recorded by the Quarterly National Household Survey for Q3 2016 

was 13,000; just over 11% of the total employed in the sector11.   

Farm Poverty 

Farming communities are still feeling the impact of the recession and austerity budgets. The 

average farm income is €26,000, far below the industrial average salary of €37,000. Low 

income coupled with the costs of running a farm are leaving some farms in a very vulnerable 

position and pushing farming households into poverty. A recent report by Teagasc on Farm 

Incomes shows 34% of farms were economically vulnerable in 2015i. When this is broken 

down by region, over 50% of farms in border region were economically vulnerable. 

Off-farm income is very often provided by the woman of the household who may be in full or 

part-time employment. However, over the past few years off-farm income has reduced 

resulting in increased farm vulnerability.  

 

Farm Assist is a means tested payment and subject to eligibility criteria for people engaged 

in farming and/or forestry by Department of Social Protection whose income is below a 

certain level. However, farm assist is only available to the herd number holder. A female 

spouse is only eligible to take up a small number of work placement or training schemes. 

Opportunities available to farm women are therefore limited. 

 

 

Recommendations 

Irish Rural Link call for the following recommendations be included in the new National 

Women’s Strategy  

 

1. Better Recognition of Women in Agriculture 

The low recognition and acknowledgement of women in agriculture needs to be addressed 

in the new National Women’s Strategy for both women directly involved in agriculture as 

farm holders and for women who work on the family farm but are not the holder. Irish Rural 

                                                 
11 CSO QNHS Q3 2016 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/qnhs/quarterlynationalhouseholdsurveyquarter32016/ 

 

http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/qnhs/quarterlynationalhouseholdsurveyquarter32016/
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Link call for a study on Women in Agriculture and that better recording of data on the 

numbers of women involved both directly and indirectly in agriculture.  

 

2. Employment Opportunities for Rural Women 

Women living in rural areas need more and better quality jobs. Women with third level 

education should not have to migrate to cities and bigger towns to access employment. 

Continued support and incentives need to be in place for rural women to set up their own 

business. The Department of Justice and Equality must work with Department of Jobs, 

Enterprise and Innovation and Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht 

Affairs for the creation of quality jobs in rural areas and to attract companies into rural areas.   

 

The Acorns Programme, the Rural Female Entrepreneurs Initiative must be included in the 

National Women’s Strategy and the advantages of this programme. The Department of 

Justice and Equality must work with Department of Food and Marine and the Department of 

Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs to ensure the full implementation and 

support for this programme. 

 

3. Support for Education/Training and Back to Work Schemes 

Access to education and training is limited for women living in rural areas. More variety of 

courses which encompass every level of education must be provided for. Access to online 

courses must be made available also and the necessary infrastructure in place to ensure 

that people can get online. 

Women whose spouse or partner are the farm holder and in receipt of Farm Assist should 

not be limited to the courses or employment schemes they can access to get them back into 

employment. 

 

4. Access to affordable Childcare 

Availability of affordable childcare is one of the biggest barriers for women either entering 

employment or returning to employment or taking up a course or training. Better supports 

must be put in place to ensure affordable childcare for all. No women should have to make 

the choice to not enter the workforce or leave the workforce because they are better off 

financially to stay at home. 

 

5. Gender Pay Gap and Pensions for Women 

Government must now fully commit to reducing the gender pay gap in Ireland. It impacts on 

all women regardless of education level. Changes to the eligibility of the contributory state 

pension must be reviewed. This impacts women more especially those who have taken a 
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break in employment to care for young children or elderly or sick family members. These 

changes will impact on women in later life and increases their risk of poverty. 

 

6. Provision of necessary Infrastructure 

The new National Women’s Strategy must support the roll out of the National Broadband 

Plan to ensure the full implementation of good quality broadband to every house in rural 

Ireland. This will help with women who can work from home or set up their own business. 

 

 

7. Provision and Access to Health and Social Services 

Stigma surrounding mental health, domestic violence, addiction and homelessness can be 

elevated in rural area. There are few, if any, provision of services in rural areas for women 

experiencing any of these problems. The National Women Strategy must work closely with 

the relevant Government Departments to ensure that the necessary services are available 

for women in rural areas. If women need to travel to access these services or for 

appointments they must be flexible to allow for travel time, especially for women reliant on 

public transport. 

The extra costs incurred for rural women accessing specialist healthcare must be taken into 

consideration and supports in place to compensate these extra costs. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Although women living in both rural and urban areas face many similar challenges and 

difficulties, they can be exacerbated for women in rural areas because of their location. The 

lack of public transport and good quality broadband were the two factors that hindered 

women’s access to employment, education, training and services, with affordable childcare 

seen as another major barrier. 

The quality of jobs available in rural areas means many women migrate to larger towns and 

cities to access better employment opportunities. This is especially true for women with third 

level education. 

The Gender pay gap affects women all over Ireland. The Government must fully commit to 

reducing the pay gap between men and women to ensure women are supported to take up 

senior positions.  
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More recognition and acknowledge of the contribution women make to the agricultural sector 

is needed. More robust data is needed on the numbers of women involved in agriculture; 

both as farm holders and those who help or assist on the family farm. 

The new National Women’s Strategy must ensure that women have the same opportunities 

available to them as men and they are rewarded in the same way as men in terms of pay 

and recognition. Implementation of this strategy and monitoring of the implementation needs 

a whole of Government approach and working with relevant Departments on various issues 

is required. 

 

 

 

 

 Irish Rural Link the Organisation 

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals 

campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. IRL, a non-profit 

organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly represents over 300 

community groups with a combined membership of 25,000. 

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing 

disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share 

their experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European 

Level. 

 

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely 

representing rural communities’ interests. 

 

 

 

 

Irish Rural Link’s aims are: 

- To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional, 

national and European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, social 

exclusion and the challenge of change in the 21st century. 

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural communities that 

contribute to an equitable and just society’ 
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- To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to 

strengthen and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary 

movers through practical assistance and advice. 

- To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities 

including issues such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty 

- To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
i Hennessey, T & Moran, B (2016) Teagasc National Farm Survey Results 2015 

https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Income-Estimates-2015.pdf 

 

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national and 

European development policies and programmes in favour of rural 

communities especially those who are marginalised as a result of poverty 

and social exclusion in rural areas.’ 

https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2016/Income-Estimates-2015.pdf

