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In Nampula province, Mozambique, internally displaced and refugee communities
live in settlements situated at the outskirts of Nampula city. This paper explores
the intersection of gender and food systems in displacement contexts by focusing
on the experiences of displaced populations and examining how displacement
exacerbates existing gender inequalities and shapes access to food resources
and livelihoods. It delves deeper into the barriers and opportunities men and
women face in orienting themselves within food systems in displacement
contexts. A participatory rural appraisal methodology, disaggregated by gender,
was implemented in displaced communities in Nampula. The gendered analysis
found that displacement dynamics affected food systems, where gender dynamics
play a central role in determining resilience capacities. The findings of this study
contribute to the scholarship on the nexus between climate security, food security
and gender, bringing internally displaced and refugee communities into the fore
of food system discussions.
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Introduction

Food insecurity does not happen in a silo. Rather, it results from a range of social, political,
climatic and ecological disturbances that impact food systems in varied and multifaceted ways
(Bryan et al., 2023; FAO, 2008, 2023b; Pingali et al., 2005; Queiroz et al., 2021; Tendall et al.,
2015; Wezel et al., 2020). Within these food systems, gender emerges as a significant stratifier
and definer of how different groups experience and respond to these disturbances. Food
systems are defined as complex systems that

Encompass the entire range of actors and their interlinked value-adding activities involved
in the production, aggregation, processing, distribution, consumption and disposal of food
products that originate from agriculture, forestry or fisheries, and parts of the broader
economic, societal and natural environments in which they are embedded (FAO, 2018, p. 1).

Globally, climate and conflict-related risks are rising, posing significant threats to food

system sustainability and food security (IPCC, 2023; United Nations, 2023). Such hazards force
the number of displacements to rise (IDMC, 2024; IOM, 2024a,b), generating contexts of
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multifaceted vulnerability that drive food insecurity (IDMC, 2023;
Queiroz et al,, 20215 Vos et al., 2020). In this paper, displaced persons
are understood as

Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee
or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, either across
an international border or within a State, in particular as a result
of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of
generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or
human-made disasters (IOM, 2019, p. 55).

To build resilient food systems that can withstand ongoing and
future climate security shocks, gender must be a key consideration
(Bryan et al., 2023; Sachs and Patel-Campillo, 2014). This paper
explores resilience at both the individual and systemic levels.
Generally, resilience is understood as the capacity of individuals or
systems to “bounce back” from various shocks and stressors (Holling,
1973; Tendall et al.,, 2015; Walker et al., 2004). This conceptual
understanding informs the exploration of resilience used in this paper.
At an individual level, resilience refers to the ability of a person to
adapt, cope, and recover from shocks while maintaining their overall
aspects of human security and well-being (Garmezy and Masten,
1986; Hirani et al., 2016). Resilience is shaped by gender, socio-
economic status, age, cultural background, and access to resources and
support systems. Similarly, food system resilience refers to the ability
of a food system to maintain food security despite disruptions,
challenges, or shocks, such as natural disasters, economic instability,
or supply chain disruptions. It is about how effectively the system can
adapt, recover, and continue to provide sufficient, nutritious, and
accessible food after shocks. Various contextual factors, including the
adequacy of food production, accessibility of markets, availability of
resources like water and arable land, and the overall infrastructure
supporting food distribution influence the capacity for resilience in
food systems (Tendall et al., 2015). Thus, food system thinking offers
a holistic understanding of the myriad of disturbances and influences
that affect food security at both a micro and macro level.

In displacement contexts, food systems face specific challenges
and vulnerabilities. Displacement settlements are often situated in
makeshift contexts, which may alter access to markets, trade, land and
the availability and access to resources (Conca, 2024; FAO, 2023z
Queiroz et al., 2021). Lacking access to the various factors that make
up a resilient food system, such as a profitable market economy and
available natural resources and productive inputs, threatens food
security. Furthermore, displacement contexts are highly vulnerable to
climate hazards due to the limited infrastructure and poor socio-
economic conditions. The compounded, repeated, and prolonged
pressures within displacement contexts render these food systems
volatile with limited capacity for resilience (IDMC, 2023; Pingali et al.,
2005; Queiroz et al., 2021; Vos et al., 2020).

While all people have a role to play within food systems, the role
each person plays is, at large, determined by gender. Different genders
have varied access to opportunities within a food system. For example,
their exposure to disturbances, the capacities that individual has to
respond to that disturbance as well as the institutions that govern the
individual’s opportunities, such as legislation, cultural norms and
decision-making structures all influence gendered experiences (Bryan
et al,, 2023). Globally, women still face notable structural challenges
and barriers within food, land and water systems as these systems are
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entrenched in patriarchal practices that define most societies (Bates,
2016; Hooks, 1984; Mahmood, 2001). Structural limitations on
women globally translate to women having significantly less access to
land ownership as well as control and access to the broader food value
chain, with gender differences noted in access to transportation,
production rates and market participation (FAO, 2023¢; Maereka
et al., 2023; Odiwuor, 2022). Additionally, women are also highly
responsible for reproductive care work within the household, limiting
their opportunities for paid employment and broader market access
(Anwar et al., 2019; Choudhary and Parthasarathy, 2007; Dickin et al.,
20205 Sachs and Patel-Campillo, 2014). On the other hand, while men
are more likely to access paid employment, they are often required to
migrate across borders to access work (Crush, 2013; FAO, 2023¢;
Hampshire and Randall, 1999; Rao et al., 2019a; Sturridge et al., 2022).
In displacement contexts, these gendered differences shape
experiences within food systems at the intersection of gender and
displacement, and thus, understanding these nuances plays a crucial
role in food system transformation and sustainability.

Despite the protracted realities of displacement, much of the
discourse regarding food security in displacement contexts focuses on
short-term coping rather than adaptability and resilience (Abdel et al.,
2014; Arhin et al,, 2022; George and Adelaja, 2022; Horn, 2009; Sassi,
2021). While coping mechanisms tend to be short-term solutions to
shocks, often associated with already deteriorated well-being,
adaptation mechanisms aim to pre-empt and minimize harmful
impacts in the longer-term (Bryan et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2004).
Rather than understanding the protracted development needs
required, responses to food insecurity in displacement contexts are
often reactive, responding to a series of immediate shocks, leaving the
food systems reliant on aid, which may hinder local production and
market trade (de Coning, 2016; Gibson et al., 2005; Pingali et al., 2005;
Tschirley et al., 1996). For refugees living in Syria and Jordan, for
example, despite 90% receiving food aid, refugees grappled with
deteriorating food security, resulting in the use of coping strategies
such as skipping meals, reducing portion size, and selling food aid to
purchase larger quantities of food (Doocy et al., 2011). This reality is
mirrored in many displacement contexts, where what was meant to
be a journey towards stability and a safer life, results in a protracted
and even life-long food insecure displacement (Bellino, 2018; George
and Adelaja, 2022; Wesley Bonet, 2021).

The protracted displacement reality and high insecurity
underscore the critical importance of building sustainable food
systems and food security in these contexts. While many displaced
communities rely heavily on coping, longer-term adaptability and
resilience emerge in some contexts. This can, for example, be seen in
Ghana, where mining-induced displacement resulted in mobility from
rural to urban areas, leading communities previously dependent upon
agriculture to turn to other sectors for income, with many engaging
in multiple sectors and mixed farming practices (Arhin et al., 2022).
Such stories indicate a need to understand how resilience and
adaptability emerge in displacement contexts and what barriers
displaced populations face in building sustainable and resilient food
systems. As displacement is on the rise, it is key that food systems
transform to adopt sustainable and resilient practices that go beyond
pure ecological emphasis but also build equitable and just food
systems that uphold food security under current and foreseen climate
security pressures (Gliessman, 2016; Shiva, 2014; Webb et al., 20205
Wezel et al., 2020).
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While gender is becoming an increasingly popular topic within
climate-responsive science, particularly within the Southern Africa
region, and a key research field for food system sustainability,
evidence is lacking on gendered dynamics within displacement
contexts. This is despite these contexts being highly climate-affected
and climate effects being highly gendered (Bunce and Ford, 2015;
Dunn and Matthew, 2015; Smith, 2022). While this study has utilized
‘men’ and ‘women’ categories in the data collection, as advised by
local partners, we conceptualize and understand gender in its
broader form, understanding gender to be a social construction
(Butler, 1990). As such, we understand the opportunities and
barriers faced by different genders as at large socially, culturally and
politically constructed and thus, these gender norms can be shaped
and altered in contexts such as displacement. We recognize the
significant shortcomings of non-cis inclusion in this paper. Current
gender data tend to hold a heavy focus on women and girls’
vulnerabilities, a trend which has left other gender voices largely
excluded from the research agenda, including men and boys as well
as non-cis voices and intersectional experiences (Bunce and Ford,
2015; Carr and Thompson, 2014; Maviza et al., 2024; Quisumbing
and Doss, 2021; Smith, 2022). The skewed focus on women’s
vulnerabilities necessitates a shift away from the narrative of lacking
female resilience and male vulnerability, to centre a broader array of
voices into knowledge generating and decision-making spaces
(Henry, 2021; Smith, 2022). As Dunn and Matthew (2015,

p. 159) argues,

This is not to suggest that centering research on women is not
useful, but rather that a gender analysis requires consideration of
how men and women are affected differently because of how
gender-specific roles and norms are constructed in particular
contexts and in the international sphere (e.g., within international
organizations). Familiarity with both sets of roles and norms is
essential to a nuanced gender analysis.

While recognizing unequal power relations within agrifood
systems is key for achieving equity within these systems, understanding
men’s experiences is not only essential for understanding male
vulnerability but also for how women are affected by changing male
realities in displacement contexts and vice versa.

In Nampula, Mozambique, the challenges that emerge at the
intersection of climate and conflict hazards leading to displacement
are plentiful. Since 2017, violent conflict has been ongoing in Cabo
Delgado, leading to large numbers of internal displacements,
particularly within the northern provinces, including Nampula
(ACLED, 2024; UNHCR, 2024). Additionally, Mozambique is facing
severe impacts of climate change, including droughts, floods and
cyclones, which impact infrastructure and land use systems, further
exacerbating human security risks (Human Rights Watch, 2019;
OCHA, 2023). As a consequence of these ongoing challenges, as of
January 2024, it was estimated that approximately 835,834 Internally
Displaced People (IDP) reside in Mozambique, of which 21% had
been displaced due to extreme weather events and the remaining
fleeing the armed conflict in Cabo Delgado (UNHCR, 2024). Food
insecurity is at the heart of displacement impacts. In 2022, 75% of the
countries facing severe food insecurity worldwide have IDPs (IDMC,
2023). This is a trend clearly reflected in Nampula, where food
insecurity rates are the highest nationally, with approximately 335,000
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severely food-insecure people living in the province (FAO, 2021;
OCHA, 2024).

Thus, escalating numbers of forcibly displaced persons render it
necessary to understand how food systems are affected by such
contexts. Understanding this dynamic will help build sustainable food
security for the over 110 million people facing displacement globally,
living in what is becoming an increasingly prominent and protracted
reality (IDMC, 2024; UNHCR, 2023). This paper seeks to improve the
understanding of gendered dynamics within food systems in
displacement contexts. By focusing on intersections between
displacement and gender, we aim to contribute to filling some of the
existing knowledge gaps regarding gender dynamics in food system
and forced displacement science, in order for academia and responsive
organizations to build inclusive and durable solutions to ongoing and
future challenges.

Methods
Study area

The research took place in Corrane IDP Settlement (CIS) and
Maratane Refugee Settlement (MRS) in Nampula province, northern
Mozambique. CIS was established in 2020 to provide temporary
shelter and essential services such as food, water, sanitation, health,
and education to thousands of IDPs fleeing violence, conflict, and
insecurity in the northern region of Cabo Delgado. The conflict in
Cabo Delgado has led to widespread displacement, economic
disruption, and increased humanitarian needs. The settlement has a
population of approximately 7,000 IDPs (IOM, 2022). MRS was
established in 2001 to accommodate refugees fleeing conflicts in their
countries, including the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Burundi, Rwanda, and Somalia (UNHCR and WFEP, 2022). MRS is
Mozambique’s only official refugee reception centre (UNHCR and
WEP, 2022). The settlement hosts around 9,000 refugees (although
this number is contested due to people frequently moving in and out
of the settlement). Most of the people (86%) in MRS have been living
there for between 5 to 20 years, making protracted stays a common
reality (UNHCR and WEP, 2022) (see Figure 1).

Data collection methods and tools

The study employed a qualitative approach to obtain in-depth data
on participants’ lived experiences with food systems in displacement
contexts. A participatory rural appraisal (PRA) methodology was
adopted to center the diverse lived experiences of the displaced and
host communities. Data collection took place across 5 days at each
site. Activities included a transect walk of the settlement and the
natural resource landscape within the community and the surrounding
area. The building of a historical timeline of the social, political,
climatic and environmental events and changes to the environment.
Resource mapping also took place, with participants being asked to
map the resources in their area and discuss how the resources (or lack
thereof) impacted them and how these were impacted by the wider
socio-ecological ecosystem. Furthermore, all groups were asked to
map and discuss the main challenges in each site and develop solutions
to these challenges by identifying the needs and actions required. For
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Map of Nampula Province, including Corrane IDP settlement and Maratane Refugee Settlement.
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each focus group discussion (FGD), five to ten open-ended questions
were developed to gain insight into topics related to climate, conflict,
natural resources and gender, asked along each PRA activity. A specific
gender discussion also took place in each group where participants
were asked questions related to gender norms, values and experiences
within their communities. Gendered questions were also
mainstreamed throughout the methodology. Data collection was done
over a period of five days with men and women engaged separately in

each site.

Study participants

Participants were sampled at each site in collaboration with
community leaders and the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR). The study involved a total of 50 participants,
25 in MRS and 25 in CIS. In each site, participants were divided into
two groups categorised by cis-gender, each with 8 to 15 volunteers. In
MRS, participants spoke various languages depending on their
country of origin, with the majority speaking Swahili, French and
English, while some spoke basic Portuguese. In CIS, participants
spoke a mixture of Makuwa and Makonde and some also spoke
Portuguese. To bridge the language gap, translators were used in both
settlements. To triangulate the data, Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)
were conducted with ten officials from UNHCR (2 women, 1 man),
government departments (2 women, 1 man), and community
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leadership structures within the settlements and host communities (3
men, 1 woman).

Data analysis

The qualitative data gathered was analysed using thematic
analysis. The verbatim quotes detailing the participants’ experiences
were thematically coded and analysed. Coding entails categorisation
data in qualitative research (Maxwell, 1998), where the researcher
identifies and groups data under distinct themes and uses the
identified themes as master headings that guide the analysis (Flick,
2013; Gibbs, 2007). For this paper, the authors deductively coded data
guided by the themes emerging from the data in accordance with the
research question. The deduced themes formed subheadings under
which findings, supported by direct interview excerpts, were presented
and discussed.

Findings

The findings in this paper highlight the gendered dynamics of
food systems within displacement contexts, revealing their interactions
with external factors like climate change and humanitarian aid, both
of which are central to food systems affected by displacement. The
data generated revealed four key themes: the volatility of food systems,

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2025.1564638
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org

Synnestvedt et al.

the gendered nature of these food systems, the impacts of climate
variability and change on food systems, and gender biases in
humanitarian assistance in displacement contexts. These themes are
explored in detail in the sections that follow.

Food system volatility in CIS and MRS

In general, the food systems in CIS and MRS were highly affected
by displacement. Climatic and environmental hazards coupled with a
violent history of colonialism, conflict and political instability have left
Nampula a place where sufficient access to food is not guaranteed.
Frequent and intense droughts, floods and cyclones have rendered the
land less fertile and local food systems extremely volatile. As a result
of this high food system volatility, all focus groups noted significant
food and nutritional insecurities, particularly following extreme
weather events. Some of the respondents narrated it this way:

“[Men and women] are facing the same problems since they came
here [Corrane settlement], no food, no food, no food” (Woman FGD
participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

“Wed prefer to die of hunger in Corrane than to die before the war
in Cabo Delgado” (Man FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

“Here it is very difficult, it’s difficult to get money for food. It’s
difficult to get a job” (Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

“We eat little food, but we have survived. Some ran away, and others
died from hunger” (Man FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

The testimonies from CIS and MRS starkly illustrate acute food
system volatility arising from the intersection of displacement and poor
socio-economic conditions, evidenced by the emphatic reports of food
scarcity. This disruption forces trade-offs between safety and
sustenance, emphasising the profound destabilising effect of conflict-
induced displacement on food system resilience. Furthermore, the
challenges in income generation within the settlement highlight the
critical role of socio-economic capital in securing food access, revealing
the volatile interplay between economic stability and nutritional
security. The tragic reality of differential survival outcomes, with some
surviving on meager rations while others perish from starvation, serves
as a poignant indicator of the catastrophic human cost associated with
such extreme food system volatility, underscoring the systemic failure
to ensure basic nutritional needs within the displaced population.

Reliance on humanitarian aid in both CIS and MRS further
exacerbates food system volatility. While essential for immediate
survival, this dependency can undermine the development of
sustainable local food production and market integration. Fluctuations
in aid distribution, often influenced by external factors and donor
priorities, create periods of acute food insecurity, particularly when
coupled with environmental shocks. Furthermore, the influx of aid
can sometimes disrupt local markets, depressing prices for small-scale
producers and hindering the emergence of independent livelihoods.
The limited access to functioning markets and the constraints on
alternative income-generating activities trap residents in a cycle of
vulnerability, making them highly susceptible to any disruption in aid
supply or environmental conditions.
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Despite the challenges, people in both settlements have adopted
several mechanisms to build food security, with the settlement
structure generating new and emerging systems and opportunities for
collaboration and learning. This became evident in CIS, where
participants requested that the Makuwa word “Okhaviherana”
be included in this work due to its great importance in the community
and in building sustainable food systems, meaning ‘the spirit
of solidarity’

The gendered nature of food Systems in
Corrane and Maratane

One of the broader themes emerging from the findings is the
nature of food systems in the two sites. Emerging subthemes under
this broad theme, namely, Access to farming Land, Access to Natural
Resources, Access to Markets, and Decision-Making, Power, and
Control, all speak to gender differences noted in the local food system,
including food production, distribution and processing. The way these
differences emerged varied depending on the context. Despite
differences, food insecurity was high for all genders. The data shows
that the food systems in CIS and MRS are fragile but adaptive,
reflecting the complex interplay of displacement, environmental
stressors, and socio-economic dynamics. Findings on the subthemes
are presented in the following subsections:

Access to farming land

“The major issue is that the host community won't give land freely.
If you want to get [a] machamba [land], be prepared it won't be free”
(Woman FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

Land is a key element in food systems, especially in agro-based
communities. It is a critical asset which is very scarce in displacement
contexts in general (Vos et al., 2020), and Nampula is no exception.
When MRS was first established, both the host community and
refugees tell a tale of available land and generous aid. Despite limited
climatic disturbances at the time, the adequate aid distribution meant
that the refugees “did not cultivate nothing in 2002, because we were
receiving food aid” (Woman FDG participant, MRS, Dec 2023). The
host community explained how the refugees had come to them for
food and work, and that land, food and water had been shared.
However, tensions grew as the refuge€’s stay protracted, population
pressures grew, and government aid was unequally distributed to
refugees over host community members. Collaboration slowed down
as explained by KIIs from the host community, “they would say they
are helping the refugee communities, but that they would also help the
host communities, but this support never came” (Man, host community
KII, MRS, Dec 2023). With the protracted and increasing refugee
population, the host community “had to move their farms further out
toward the mountains to accommodate the refugees” (Man, host
community KII, MRS, Dec 2023). However, with time, tensions
surfaced as host communities began reclaiming ‘their’ land from
the refugees.

While all land in Mozambique is under public ownership
(Constitution of The Republic of Mozambique, 2018; Jacobs and
Almeida, 2020), the government can allocate land for individual
usage. In both MRS and CIS, land was allocated to provide the
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displaced communities with sustainable livelihood opportunities. This
equated to approximately 42 x 70 m plots each in CIS (according to
male IDP participants), given to early arrivals. In MRS, The National
Institute for Refugee Support (INAR), allocated approximately 2000
hectares of land to be utilised by the refugee population following a
reduction in aid. The land allocation in MRS included the settlement,
non-arable areas as well as areas far from the settlement, leaving
limited arable land available and accessible for food production.
Despite efforts from government institutions to peacefully implement
the land allocation, the initiative was not recognised by the host
communities in either settlement. Tensions quickly arose over rights
to land as one participant explained “the land that the government gave
was taken by local landowners. If you fight with the local landowners,
you die” (Man FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

These tensions impacted food production in multifaceted ways.
When discussing the conflicts, the refugee community reported
frequent cases of sexual assault as well as the destruction of food
supplies, including the burning and stealing of crops and the burning
down of the market structures within MRS. One refugee man narrated
that, “my wife left 1 day to go to the fields alone and was raped by some
man from the host community to send a message to all of us that
we should not come to their land,” (Man FGD participant, MRS,
Dec 2023).

Yet, although tensions persist amongst displaced and host
communities, it was also evident that the influx of refugees had
generated positive outcomes for the local food system. One host
community KII explained, “because the refugees arrived, [I] learned
how to crop tomatoes” (Man, host community KII, MRS, Dec 2023).
The KII explained that host communities have adopted successful
home-based horticulture practices during the agricultural off-season,
where they plant vegetables in their kitchen gardens. This shift
occurred following the arrival of refugees, who introduced the
necessary techniques that the host communities previously lacked.

Due to the limited arable land and tensions, most participants
reported utilising spaces outside their homes for small kitchen
gardens, mainly for household consumption. These were largely
managed by the women in the household. Those unable to cultivate
within the settlement or with access to financial means would rent
land from host communities. In both settlements, men were more
likely to own land than women, but women were more likely to rent
land. In Mozambican culture, particularly in the northern provinces,
matriarchal lines are common, yet while property is often passed to
women, land remains in the hands of the male head of the household.
This was reflected in the communities in CIS, who had travelled from
Cabo Delgado where such practices are common.

“Within the family the land belongs to the man. But if a woman is
alone, she can also own [land]. In terms of the house, the right of the
house belongs to the women. Because the one who will be living with
the children is the woman not the man. If you come as a man to
marry someone else, you are aware that the house belongs to her.
Culturally in northern Mozambique, there is a matriarchal system.
If you come to the family, when you decide to divorce, you leave
everything there” (Woman FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

As MRS hosts people from a range of different backgrounds and
cultural contexts, practices differed depending on the cultural norms
of the household. Focus group discussions revealed that land
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ownership rights were significantly lower for women than for men
living in this settlement.

“In our culture, a woman is not allowed to own anything” (Man
FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

“According to our culture, a married woman cannot own anything
unless she is single” (Man FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

This also meant that women were more likely to rent land from
host communities than men. While in both settlements, the host
community rents land to the displaced communities, challenges
persist, particularly due to high rental prices, lack of contracts and
violence perpetrated in the fields. Due to women’s central role in
agricultural production, these issues were particularly prominent
amongst women participants.

“Nobody owns land, but they rent it. Some of the women rent. They
have never gotten [a] document [contract]. They rent for 3 months,
after that it’s finished. After 3 months they renew the contract
[verbal agreement]. It depends on prices, if you produce a lot, the
condition to renew will be high. They can tax you more than what
they did before. You have to pay before you start. You also have to
give a bit of the produce, the amount depends on how much
you produced, it can be 5 or 10kg of the produce” (Woman FGD

participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

Women also accounted for the majority of food production in
both settlements, particularly within the agricultural sector. The
cultural contexts differed in each settlement, with the displaced and
host communities in Corrane noting that both men and women work
in agriculture and contribute equally when working in the fields. This
was not the case in MRS where the women explained that:

“Women go the most to the field, men don’t go there. Women go
there to plant, men only go to observe” (Woman FGD participant,
MRS, Dec 2023).

“Women are responsible for producing food. Single women alone
with their children. The men do nothing, the women are the only
ones who go to machambas, to clean, plant and cultivate everything”
(Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

Access to natural resources

“We are refugees here in Maratane. We don’t have any natural
resources” (Man FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

With limited access to land, the natural resource landscape is
crucial for achieving food security in displacement contexts. Access to
natural resources, such as forests, water and land systems depends
upon an array of factors, in which gender and displacement intersect
to play a crucial role. All groups within the displacement contexts
reported limited access to natural resources within and surrounding
the settlements. Differences mainly presented themselves in what type
of resources were lacking for each gender. While women tended to
focus on food-related resources for the household, e.g., fruits, animals
etc. men focused on economic opportunities such as charcoal and
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fishing for profit. While charcoal production is a common livelihood
strategy for communities in Nampula, this was not a commonly
reported mechanism utilised by the displaced communities due to the
surrounding forest areas being owned by host communities. This
presented an issue, particularly for the men who expressed a wish to
engage in charcoal production to improve their livelihoods.

Fishing was also a key resource in both settlements, largely
managed by the men. Mozambique’s vast coastlines make fishing a
common form of livelihood across the country. In both settlements,
men and women noted fishing to be a key avenue for food security, yet
no women reported participation in the sector. However, due to the
limited sample, we cannot conclude that this applies to all. In CIS,
many of the IDP men had worked as fishers before their displacement.
As Nampula is located approximately 200 km from the coast, fishing
opportunities are scarce. This is made worse by the limited
infrastructure connecting the settlements to the wider area. The men
explained that they utilised social networks surrounding the Nampula
area and would travel during the week to fish and then return to CIS
during the weekend. Yet, lacking equipment proved a challenge for
many, including fishing nets, ropes and boats.

The women in both settlements reported utilising natural
resources in and around the settlements. Some reported hunting
rabbits and rodents to boost food security. Fruit trees and plants in
and around the settlements were utilised but access to these resources
was significantly limited due to host community tensions and lacking
land ownership. Even within the settlements, most fruit trees were
privately owned by the host community, and so picking of the fruit
was seen as theft with harsh punishments expected (corporal
mutilation). Nevertheless, in both settlements the women showcased
great knowledge of the local trees and what areas they were allowed to
harvest from. They also noted changes to the surrounding forests due
to climate change.

“The trees along the road, they don’t have an owner. The trees by the
machambas belong to the Mozambicans. There has been changes in
the trees, the number of trees have reduced. There is limited access
to shade. In the rainy season, when there is wind, they [Women,
MRS] can see that the trees were so useful, the wind [without the
trees] impact directly on their houses. Cyclones have reduced the
trees, some of them are affected by specific diseases and some were
too old” (Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

Access to markets

Market access differed significantly in both settlements. MRS
is located approximately 30 km from Nampula city with good
road infrastructure and regular public transport for the price of
around 100 MZN. CIS is located approximately 60 km outside of
Nampula city with limited infrastructure connecting the city to
the settlement. The main road to CIS is poorly maintained and
highly vulnerable to floods, significantly restricting movement
outside of the settlement during rainfall. Transport from CIS to
Nampula City costs around 400 MZN. The closest larger market
to CIS is in Corrane Town, approximately 4 km from the
settlement, with a shuttle costing about 100 MZN. Due to the high
cost of transport and the consequential need for prioritising who
to send, in addition to the household’s dependence on women’s
domestic labour, men were prioritised for wider market access and
urban errands. In both settlements, traditional gender roles
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permeated the household, with women being primarily responsible
for household labour. As the men explained, “Women are better
than men at everything about the house; they take care and [are]
better housekeepers than men” (Man FGD participant, MRS,
Dec 2023).

Local market access also differed in both settlements. As MRS is
in closer proximity to the city and has been established for a greater
period, markets in this settlement had a greater variety of choices in
comparison to CIS. MRS boasted a greater variety of produce and
products sold, including vegetables, fish and cooking tools as well as
other essential items such as oil, sugar, spices and clothing. Several
businesses were also spread around the settlement including a
restaurant, seamstress and a bar.

At the time of the visit, the CIS public market consisted of dried
fish, okra, tomato, mango and banana as well as some clothing. One
store was selling household essentials including soap, sugar and tea.
The women in CIS noted that this store was essential to get a hold of
“things you can find in the city” The lack of access to markets in CIS
limited food choices and meant that the food systems remained hyper-
local, restricting financial circulation within the settlement. Although
the men brought in fish from surrounding areas, produce was limited
and few opportunities for trade existed.

“The market problem is linked to the lack of money. No money, no
market. No market no employment. The lack of market [variety] is
also linked to machambas [lack of yield] because you can’t sell
anything [leading to a] lack of food at the market. What the market
has is not what we want” (Woman FGD participant, CIS,
Dec 2023).

Spatial price discrimination was evident in the disparity between the
urban and the settlement market prices. Goods originating from the city,
such as soft drinks, commanded higher prices within both settlements
compared to their prices in Nampula City. Conversely, certain locally
produced goods, such as meat, were more affordable within the
settlements and rural communities, attracting consumers from
neighbouring areas, including Nampula City, who recognised the
opportunity for cost savings. The consequence of this spatial price
discrimination was twofold. The higher costs of city-originating goods
for displaced communities impact their purchasing power and
potentially reduce their overall consumption levels. On the other hand,
the lower cost of locally produced goods facilitated an influx of
consumers from neighbouring areas into the settlements, bringing
economic benefits. The gender differences in market access coupled with
spatial price discrimination, reduce womens opportunities to make
adequate profit as they are less likely to engage in trade and wider market
opportunities. The women reported a lack of access to food processing
tools, such as to cooking equipment and mills. In CIS, the women
explained that access to mills would enable them to start a business, as
they could sell baked goods in the local area. However, the lack of
cooking equipment made it difficult to earn a profit from processed food.
Despite some women having received culinary education, limited access
to tools and financial credit hindered their ability to access and capitalise
on business and employment opportunities.

Decision-making, power, and control

‘At home the man remains the chief of the family” (Woman FGD
participant, CIS, Dec 2023).
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The women explained how although they controlled the money
and purchased food, decision-making remained with the male head
of the household.

“If they [the household] have money, it is the woman who controls
the money. The man decides what the money is used for. It’s difficult
because the man can’t control the money. Women know that if the
man controls the money, one day he will take it and drink with his
friends. So, if the women keep the money, it will be used in the
proper way. The plan is coming from the man, but it is controlled
by the women” (Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

However, the women noted that while this was the overall trend,
this differed depending on the household.

“We can’t generalise issues. There are different scenarios. In some
families, the man, after some work, if he earns money, he will show
his wife and together they will decide how they will use the money.
In other families, even if the husband and wife work together, the
women will not see the results of the work. The man will keep the
money and he will never share the money with her” (Woman FGD
participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

The general lack of financial decision-making power for women
within the household highlights persistent gender inequalities that not
only affect economic control but also lead to broader social issues,
including domestic violence.

“There are disputes between men and women over resource access.
Some of them fight against each other physically, some cases are
reported to the police. Others are only verbal and psychological
violence” (Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

While violence and conflict over resources often manifest as

male-to-female violence, instances of violence against men were
also reported, underscoring the complex dynamics of power and
conflict within households. In response to these challenges, the
women had developed adaptive strategies to maintain food security.
For instance, some women in MRS sought to rent land for farming
to ensure food production in cases of financial mismanagement by
their husbands.
“The women decide to rent the land so that she may continue to
produce food and feed the children. So, if she discovers the husband
kept all the money, she looks for land to rent” (Woman FGD
participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

Impacts of climate variability and change
on food systems

“This lack of rain is affecting people’s livelihoods - no farming, no
food, increasing diseases...children do not grow” (Man FGD
participant, MRS, Dec 2023).

“[Cyclone] Gombe destroyed everything. Both the wind and the
water. After the storm everything stopped” (Man FGD participant,
CIS, Dec 2023).
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Gendered differences in labour division, and access to land,
resources and markets resulted in differential climate change impacts.
Crop production was severely impacted by extreme weather, which
highly affected the women of the settlements who were primarily
responsible for cultivating the land. Despite the heavy impacts of
climate change on agricultural production, limited climate adaptation
or mitigation mechanisms existed in either settlement. While some
(men and women) had been trained on extreme weather emergency
responses, the women felt that they had limited knowledge regarding
climate change responses. “There is no training on climate change. No
information on climate change. There are no early warning systems”
(Woman FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

The changes in rainfall made the land difficult to cultivate and
limited options for irrigation existed. Climatic changes also resulted in
increased pests, which was a common problem in both settlements. In
MRS, the women explained how the purchasing and usage of pesticides
on the crops fell within the responsibility of the man due to differences
in market access. While the limited crop yields as a result of extreme
weather events affected food security for all, it was evident that men and
women faced differing social consequences of food insecurity. Due to
limited alternative livelihood opportunities for women, lacking yields
and damaged crops led women in both settlements to engage in harmful
coping mechanisms such as survival sex. In the face of drought, one
woman explained “When there is no water, there is no food, so people turn
to prostitution” (Woman FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023). Participants
in both settlements explained how when food was scarce, survival sex
persisted as a common coping mechanism for women, particularly
exchanges between displaced women and the host community men.

On the other hand, womens central role in maintaining food and
water security as well as securing the household made them particularly
key in disaster risk reduction as their knowledge helped ensure that the
household was secure ahead of extreme weather events. “During
disasters, the women try to get water inside their houses because water
resources will be destroyed, so they make sure they have water, wood,
charcoal and food storage” (Man FGD participant, MRS, Dec 2023). This
became evident during the research as once the wind picked up, the
women requested time off to secure the household ahead of a potential
storm, while the men did not. Although climatic hazards have always
existed, the community noted an increase in extreme weather events.

Gender biases in humanitarian responses

Aid interacts with the local food system in multifaceted ways. In
both settlements, aid was highly gendered. Women were primarily
responsible for collecting food aid for their households in both
settlements. In the studied context, while attempts to equalise
gendered power relations benefited food security and household
spending power by female household members, the context also
exacerbated sentiments of lost masculinity amongst male household
members due to limited breadwinning opportunities and access to aid.
This structure challenged traditional gender roles and expectations,
with social security concerns rising in response, particularly male-to-
female gender-based violence (GBV). The women in CIS explain:

“Here in this camp, there are no specific rights for men. Because

when they came, the responsibility of the family for the entire process
is the name of the women. The woman is the leader of all processes
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in the camp officially. Culturally the head of the family is the man
but, in the camp, this is the women. The ones who can go to get
support is the woman not the man. The man should follow his wife”
(Woman FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

“The men are not comfortable. They are always complaining that
you women are leading the process. Sometimes they say that if
something wrong happens to you it is up to you to sort it out. It
provoked a lot of conflict, in other families they used to fight
physically against each other and sometimes when the wife is not
around the man takes the food that she received as support and sells
it to host communities. The money he keeps. Part of this behaviour
is because they are somehow frustrated because in their homeland
they used to do business. Here there is nothing for them, so they are
dependent” (Woman FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

The limited aid provision for men in the settlements coupled with
few livelihood generating opportunities meant that some men were
forced to turn to dangerous coping mechanisms. While these included
violent acts against female household members, many also resulted to
other mechanisms such as returning to areas of conflict. The men in CIS
reported that the severe food insecurity had forced some men to travel
back to Cabo Delgado to fish. They explained how “others prefer to die in
Cabo Delgado as long as they can farm and fish... They stay for a few
months and then come back. They come back with a lot of money, but it’s
very dangerous. Many have gone to do this and been killed in Cabo
Delgado” (Man FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023). For those staying in
CIS, while men were largely excluded from directly receiving aid, they
were more likely to receive work through international organisations.
Although some labour opportunities were provided to women, it was
evident from both genders that the majority of (the limited), labour
opportunities went to men. However, this was not perceived by the
women in this study as unfair, rather, many of the women expressed
frustrations over the limited opportunities provided to the men in the
settlements and the high nepotism rates, which limited opportunities to
a lucky few. The men in CIS expressed high reliance on projects from
international organisations explaining that, “our life was to sit and wait,
just depending on projects” (Man FGD participant, CIS, Dec 2023).

Additionally, the high reliance on foreign aid in the settlements
meant that, despite the team clearly communicating research intent
only, showcasing vulnerability was a clear coping mechanism within
both settlements. While the focus groups in CIS were more inclined
to showcase resilience, likely due to many stating a wish to stay
permanently, the refugee women in MRS explicitly told the research
team that showcasing resilience would prove a significant barrier to
them, as perceived resilience and integration would limit opportunities
for resettlement elsewhere.

Discussion

At the intersection of gender and displacement, opportunities and
barriers within food systems are formed. While the displacement
context generates multifaceted challenges, including lack of access to
land, natural resources and high climate change vulnerability, these
challenges do not impact everyone equally. A significant finding from
this paper is the differential impacts of food system disruptions on
gender. Discussions with displaced communities revealed that limited
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access to land and insecure tenure agreements heightened
vulnerabilities in both settlements. These challenges were accompanied
by distinct gender-related consequences, including disparities in
labour linked to food production, incidences of GBV and varying
degrees of food insecurity.

Although limited land access poses a significant hurdle for all
displaced individuals, its impact is distinctly gendered. Echoing the
general trends in Africa, women in the studied sites played a crucial
role in the agri-food sector (Bryan et al., 2023; Djoudi and Brockhaus,
2011; FAO, 2023¢; Rao et al., 2019a). However, our research highlights
a critical divergence: despite this active involvement, persistent socio-
cultural and structural factors in Mozambique significantly impede
women’s ability to translate their labour into profit and build resilience.
This resonates with studies highlighting the unrecognised and
informal nature of women-dominated sectors like small-scale
agriculture and domestic labour (de Brauw, 2014; Johnston et al., 2015;
Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Action, 2022). The study
argues that the continued invisibility of women’s contributions, despite
governmental attempts at legislative reform regarding land acquisition
(Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Action, 2022), reveals a
critical gap between policy and practice, ultimately exacerbating land
insecurity for women, a challenge compounded by its limited
accessibility of land for displaced communities (Vos et al., 2020).
Additionally, climate change acts as a significant external stressor,
exacerbating existing vulnerabilities within food systems and
disproportionately affecting displaced communities who often have
limited adaptive capacity.

In the absence of land and natural resources, formal employment
and wider market access is key for economic resilience, yet globally,
forced displacement settlements provide significant barriers for people
to seek formal employment, due to issues such as national restrictions
on freedom of movement, rights to employment and insufficient
documentation (Fasani et al., 2021; Fincham, 2012; Wesley Bonet,
2021). While there is full freedom of movement for refugee and IDP
populations in Mozambique (UNHCR, 2010), people living in
displacement settlements face a multitude of barriers to movement,
including poor infrastructure and socio-economic conditions, largely
confining them to hyper-local opportunities and food-value chains.
Gendered differences in wider, urban market access were evident,
largely shaped through time-consuming expectations of domestic
labour placed on women. This, coupled with great travel distances and
poor infrastructure led to the consequential prioritisation of men for
urban access. This observation aligns with findings from other camp
settings (Johnston et al., 2015; Komatsu et al., 2015; Logie et al., 2022;
Rao et al., 2019a,b), suggesting a systemic pattern where women’s
unrecognized domestic burdens directly undermine their economic
opportunities. Furthermore, the predominantly informal nature of
labour in these contexts limits women’s access to crucial social
protection mechanisms like childcare and reproductive health support
(Gammage et al., 2019; Logie et al., 2024; Ministry of Gender, Children
and Social Action, 2022), further entrenching their confinement to
less resilient, hyper-local food chains. The geographical proximity to
Nampula City influenced resilience capacities in both sites. For
example, the closer location of MRS to Nampula City and better access
to transport facilitated improved market access for food system inputs
and opportunities for selling outputs, thereby enhancing resilience for
all genders and the broader food system. In contrast, Corrane’s remote
location, coupled with poorly maintained roads, restricted market
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access - particularly for women - undermining individual and
systemic resilience. Strengthening market access could thus play a
crucial role in fostering resilience across gender lines.

Interestingly, the study also reveals that displaced men face
significant limitations in accessing diverse livelihood opportunities,
challenging a potentially gender-blind approach to displacement
challenges. The inability to pursue traditional livelihoods such as
charcoal production and fishing due to resource ownership by host
communities and settlement location, created considerable economic
strain. Fishing is a common livelihood for both men and women in
Mozambique (Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Action, 2022;
Sturridge et al., 2022), but the settlements were situated far from the sea,
proving a significant barrier of access to this resource. In the absence of
opportunities within and surrounding the settlements, many of the men
resorted to extreme coping mechanisms, such as returning to areas
affected by conflict, to secure a livelihood. The cultural expectation for
men to provide economic security for their households added substantial
pressure to secure employment. While this expectation afforded men
certain advantages, such as being prioritised for project employment and
gaining access to markets, it also created a dichotomic reality, of
upholding cultural expectations of the man as the breadwinner within a
context with little to no opportunities to fulfil such expectations.

There is increasing recognition of the need to look at relations
within the field of gender studies (Dunn and Matthew, 2015; FAO,
2023¢; Rao et al., 2019a; Smith, 2022). In times of disaster, a common
notion has been that gender relations may shift, where power is altered
by women becoming de facto heads of households (Djoudi and
Brockhaus, 2011; Hans et al., 2021; Smith, 2022). However, it seems
that rather than induce equity, many of these contexts undermine
female power and security. For example, when we look at food systems
in displacement contexts, foreign humanitarian intervention is a
common reality. Intervention in a complex system does not result in
linear outcomes, rather, there is a need to consider the specific
contextual relations that make these systems peaceful (or not) and
sustainable (or not) (de Coning, 2016). It was evident in the studied
settlements that despite humanitarian organisations attempting to
equalise gendered power by primarily providing women with aid, the
man remained the head of the household and even exerted violence
to maintain this position. This finding is in line with the common
critique of resilience, that resilience for one may undermine resilience
for another (Chelleri et al., 2015; Mahdiani and Ungar, 2021). While
this is a common environmentalist critique, it applies in the field of
gender studies, highlighting the need to understand the relational
gendered consequences of resilience building. Considering the
foregoing, this paper recommends the crucial need to bridge the
humanitarian-development divide when offering assistance in
displacement settings. There is a need to shift from a model reliant
solely on humanitarian aid to development-focused initiatives that
promote individual and system self-reliance and strengthen the long-
term resilience of local communities and food systems to address the
gendered challenges. This transition should be implemented carefully
to preserve social cohesion and foster solidarity within the community.

In the studied contexts, sentiments of lost masculinity with limited
opportunities for breadwinning led men in both settlements to
re-enforce their positions of power within the domestic sphere through
financial and sometimes physical control, generating a power dynamic
which exacerbated cases of GBV. That is not to say that targeting women
for aid did not increase women's financial autonomy and security; rather,
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there is a need to look at the relational consequences of such efforts to
improve security and equity outcomes for all genders. Therefore, in
advancing gender equity and the transformation of sustainable food
systems, it is essential to approach gender resilience not as an isolated
concept but as an integral component of the broader food system. This
requires situating it within the wider societal structural dynamics that
shape gender relations. Consequently, gender studies should focus on
understanding the interconnectedness of gender relations rather than
treating them as individualistic and separate experiences. As such, this
study is not conclusive on how interventions impact wider food systems
and security; instead, it points to the importance of further research to
unpack these non-linear gender relational consequences.

Conclusion

Within displacement contexts, food systems are shaped through
multifaceted social and ecological factors that govern the settlements
and their respective host communities. These systems are highly volatile,
due to pressures such as conflicts over land, increasing climatic hazards
and limited livelihood opportunities. Gender plays a crucial role in
determining individual capacities for resilience within these contexts.
The pivotal role of displaced women in upholding food security within
settlements, particularly within the agri-food sector and food processing,
remains largely unrecognised. Women encounter substantial barriers to
resilience, including challenges in accessing land for cultivation, limited
access to wider market participation and insufficient financial capital to
invest in sectoral improvement and climate adaptation. Similarly,
displaced men encounter multifaceted challenges in finding formal
employment or resource access. While they showcase resilience through
leveraging social networks for livelihood options such as fishing, barriers
persist, including great travel distances and poor infrastructure,
hindering access to natural resources beyond the settlement.

These gender dynamics reveal how men and women are affected
differently by structural and cultural power relations and barriers but
also how these dynamics interlink and relate to one another. These
findings point to the ongoing need to include displaced communities in
decision-making processes, with particular attention to women who
remain largely excluded from the peace and security agenda unless
victimised (Dunn and Matthew, 2015; Henry, 2017, 2021; Smith, 2022).
It is important to note that while this study aimed to front local
perspectives, local voices are ultimately not given the same recognition
due to a need for anonymity within the study. Therefore, continued local
integration and representation are needed to address such gaps and
prevent the marginalization of local, especially Global South dynamics
in favour of Western notions of gender transformation and ‘development’
In striving to bolster resilience within displacement-affected food
systems, it is essential to consider the gender dynamics and relations that
shape roles and experiences within these systems. A nuanced and
inclusive understanding of these dynamics facilitates targeted
interventions, improving security, equity and resilience for all genders.
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