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O xfam in Armenia has been implementing charity and devel�
opment programs for more than 20 years now. We recog�
nize and promote the role of rural women and their contri�

bution to the agricultural development, provision of food security
and eradication of poverty and in all our endeavours follow the
motto “Women are the soul and heart of our programs”.

The stories compiled in this book represent women from Tavush
and Vayots Dzor Marzes, who are engaged in agricultural con�
sumer cooperatives, which were established within the framework
of Oxfam’s “Economic Justice” program.

Since 2010, in the poorest border villages of Tavush and Vayots
Dzor, 25 cooperatives were established with Oxfam’s assistance,
where  64% of members are women. Many of these women have
already won great achievements, such as receiving  “The Female
Food Hero” award, and some of them are still taking the path of
fulfilling expectations. For some women working at the cooperative
is the only source for their family’s survival, while for others it is
an opportunity to make extra money. Nevertheless, all of them are
united by a hope and faith that has been awakened in their com�
munities thanks to cooperatives. “Much has changed in our lives,”
say women, meaning not only their personal achievements, but
also the positive changes taking place in their communities.

According to Margarita Hakobyan, the Country Director of Oxfam in
Armenia, many issues are being resolved due to the operation of
agricultural cooperatives: the idea of social enterprise is realized,

access to loans is facilitated, hope is awakened in people, and
migration and migrant labour is lessened (which hold special sig�
nicagance for the border�area regions of the Republic of Armenia).

Thanks to the joint efforts of Oxfam and its partners – the
Business Support Centre (BSC) and the Scientific Centre of
Vegetable and Industrial Crops (SCVIC) of the RA Ministry of
Agriculture � around 3,000 small holder farmers have increased
their income by 30%. These farmers also make use of new agricul�
tural entrepreneurial infrastructures, such as  20 greenhouses
established through Oxfam support, which help to adapt to climate
change and grow non�traditional crops, and which are operating
based on the social enterprise model. 

Small holder farmers also utilize nine refrigeration centers, which
have been established for the purpose of storage of fruits and
vegetables, and offer cooperative members and other residents
of communities the opportunity of storing harvest, as well as two
community production units for processing of fruits and berries.
The loans provided by The Horizon Foundation, a local partner of
Oxfam, are accessible to all small entrepreneurial farmers and
members of agricultural cooperatives. The cooperatives have
also  establish new connections with wholesalers and retailors to
sell their harvest. 

“The cooperative is the only
right structure for small holder
farmers, which brings them
together around common prob�
lems and offers the opportunity
of finding mutually beneficial
solutions. The first of the most
significant bases for establish�
ing a cooperative is the pres�
ence of common interest and
good will and willingness for
cooperation”, says Vadim
Uzunyan, the Oxfam’s Economic
Justice Program Manager, not�
ing that women, as proven by
experience, collaborate more
effectively with each other and
make joint decisions.

Since 2010, in the poor�
est border villages of

Tavush and Vayots Dzor,
25 cooperatives were

established with Oxfam’s
assistance, where  64%
of members are women.
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Nelli Ordinyan – Head of Yenokavan cooperative of
Tavush Province has specializations in two areas:
philology and management. Nelli has 22 years of
experience in teaching and currently teaches the
Russian language and literature at the village school.
Nelli’s family is comprised of her husband, mother�
in�law and two children. Her children are students
and are living in Yerevan.  Nelli is working hard to pay
for their tuition fees and apartment rent and, though
they do not consider themselves poor, they need
additional sources of income. They have grown toma�
toes, peppers and chili peppers for the second year in
a row in the cooperative established in the village.
Last year they gathered four tons of harvest, which
generated 800, 000 drams of income. The coopera�
tive has expanded its range of vegetables in order to
grow beans and cucumber in the upcoming years.   

“I like my work at the cooperative because I can see
new opportunities to acquire knowledge and special�
ize in a new area. 

Life in a village rarely opens up opportunities for new
prospects in a certain area of work. The cooperative pro�
vides for this opportunity. So, given this chance, I imme�
diately accepted the offer to join the cooperative. Most
members of our cooperative are women  and we togeth�
er form  a strong team. We know a lot depends on us in
terms of results. The work in the cooperative, indeed,
takes most of our time but I manage to run it since most
activities are implemented in summertime when school
is closed. According to traditional views, the husband in
the family should earn money and the wife should stay
at home and take care of the children and the house.
We have the opposite situation in our family. I have
worked my entire life. My husband fully supports me by
helping me around the house and doing homework with
the kids. I think that other women members of the coop�
erative receive similar support from their husbands
because these women primarily work to support their
families. In general, I tend to think that these stereotypes
are fading. Many people have started to think that real
life requires catching all possible opportunities to
increase family income. I am happy to say that we feed
the whole village with tomatoes. We have established
good relationships with the village people and the
municipality. We, in turn, plan to support  the village by
co�funding the water pipeline construction. Our entire
team is grateful for Oxfam’s initiative and support. We
feel that our life has significantly been changed.”

37,1 % of workforce in
Armenia are employed in the
agricultural sector, 58,7 % of
whom are women. This fact
proves that women are very
important players in agricul�
tural development. As a mat�
ter of fact, it is women who
produce the major portion of
agricultural production and
serve as main guarantees for
food provision and sustaining
households in rural areas. 
The data of the RA National
Statistical Service

Nelli Ordinyan

“We feel that our life 
has significantly been
changed”
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share a piece of bread at home, than be away from each
other and ruin the family”, says Gayane Amiryan.

She says that last year, when they learned about Oxfam’s
possible support to establish a cooperative in their village,
they thought that was just the chance they had been look�
ing forward to. They talked to the villagers, found sup�
porters and people ready to engage in the cooperative
and start working.  

“Our cooperative is not a women’s cooperative. But the only
man in the cooperative is the head of the cooperative who
was elected because of his significant managerial experi�
ence, open�mindedness, and fair character. He respects
women. The other nine members of the cooperative are
women, which is right, I think. Women are the main work�
force in our village. So, it is them who should get support to.
Now women have a sustainable source of income, but even
this is not the most important factor. The utmost value is the
hope that has awaken up in us. We have started to believe in
ourselves and know that our joint work will come to support
both our families and the entire village community.  If every�
thing proceeds well, we plan to allocate the 10�15 per cent
of the income to the village kindergarten where 70 children
attend.  We are very grateful to Oxfam for including our vil�
lage within the framework of its programs. We have the
power, the willingness and the opportunities to move for�
ward and are now responsible for reaching the goal. 

Gayane Amiryan is one of the active members of the
cooperative of Aygehovit in Tavush Province.  She
says that she is a happy woman – her family lives in
peace and harmony, kids are in good health, and now
they are starting a new venture � the agricultural
cooperative. All preparatory work is finished. The
greenhouse will soon be set up and they will start
planting vegetable seedlings.

“People in our border village are not rich and earning
one’s living is hard here. Few men remain in the vil�
lage. Those who stayed are mainly elderly men. Young
men leave for Russia to work and sometimes take
families with them. My husband and I experienced that
too: at first my husband travelled to Russia to find a
job and then I joined him together with the children. A
year later, however, we all came back to Armenia
because we could not settle down in a foreign country.
To me, it was the right decision at that time. Family is
the most important value for me. So, it is better to

Gayane Amiryan 

“The utmost value 
is the hope that 
has awaken up in us”
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work. I am not scared of work, let it be scared of me.
To earn my living I work in the school cafeteria as a
cook, grow vegetables in my garden, collect berries
from the forest and sell it to wholesalers or exchange
them with other products. My children receive state
benefit allowance. It is, of course, very difficult to sur�
vive but my son will soon finish his army service and
help me. My mother will soon be reaching her pen�
sion age and will receive pension. I really hope that
life will improve with all this, especially since the
cooperative established in our village opens up new
opportunities.  

Last fall I learned that Oxfam would be constructing a
400 sq.m greenhouse and providing seedlings, as
well as conducting special training sessions for us on
how to plant and cultivate vegetable crops in the
greenhouse.  I loved the initiative – that was exactly
what I wanted.  Work in the cooperative is very inter�
esting. We meet and communicate with the villagers
and feel like a family. We discuss all issues and take
collective decisions. Oxfam staff and experts are very
friendly and attentive to us – they are quick in
responding to our inquiries and in supporting us. We
have high expectations from the cooperative and
hope to succeed. There are indeed risks but we are
prepared to overcome all obstacles.”

Lusine is one of those rural women in Armenia who
heads the household and consequently deals with all
chores and problems of the family. The 37�year�old
Lusine is divorced and is living with three children and
her elderly mother in the village of Aygehovit of
Tavush Province. Her son is serving in the army, and
the daughter is studying at school. Lusine looks quite
reserved and unemotional when speaking of her life
whereas the conversation about the new cooperative
makes her eyes shine. 

“I married a guy from my village at the age of 18. My
husband had no permanent job and earned a living by
doing occasional work here and there. We left for
Russia and lived there for four years but returned to
Armenia in 2008. Right after three years my husband
left us, got married again and has another family now.
He does not help us at all, does not even pay alimony
so I rely only on myself. But, never mind, that is not
the end of the world, because I know that I have to

Lusine Matinyan  

“Nothing will change 
if you sit at home and
keep complaining” 

11

In Armenia approximately 1/3 of
households are headed by women
which to a large extent is explained
by migration of men: husbands, when
leaving abroad for labour, do not
always keep in touch with their fami�
lies left in Armenia. In rural areas
27.3% of households are headed by
women; moreover, these households
with their income per capita (28,021
AMD monthly) not only significantly
yield to the income per capita
(49,325 AMD monthly) of the house�
holds headed by men, but are gener�
ally have a lower standard of living
than the latter.   

The data of the RA 
National Statistical Service
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parents’ house and divorced her husband.  She was
forced to find sources of income for the family and
tried everything from bakery, paid work in villagers’
gardens, to being a shop cleaner and a collector of
berries and walnuts for sale.  Larisa managed to send
her daughters to university. Her elder daughter has
got married recently. 

“I signed up for the cooperative as soon as I learnt
about it. I have some relevant experience of growing
vegetables in my house garden which was for us, not
for sale. We receive enormous support through train�
ing, consultations and quick feedback on issues.
Currently we cultivate four different vegetables to
understand which one will be better sold in the mar�
ket. We spend an interesting day in the greenhouse
full of discussions and joint work. We help the com�
munity as much as we can. We often supply lonely
elderly people of village with vegetables. To me, the
cooperative opens up new prospects.  I see it as an
opportunity to stand my own ground and not to
despair from futile search for work anymore. If every�
thing works out well, I even think of saving up some
money and doing renovations at my house… I am an
optimist.  I have built my life on my own and have
proved to myself that I am capable of many things.
The role of the cooperative in all of this is invaluable.”  

The story of Larisa Amirkhanyan, a resident of the vil�
lage of Gosh in Tavush Province, is in very many
ways similar to stories of numerous other vulnerable
women living in contemporary Armenia. Their hus�
bands have left the country as economic migrants to
seek employment elsewhere, and have later divorced
their wives leaving behind their children without any
assistance. During the Soviet period Larisa’s husband
worked at the textile factory in Ijevan City which
closed down in the early 90’s. He was forced then to
move to Russia to earn money. Larisa stayed in the
village with two little daughters.  Her husband did not
appear for three years and did not support the family
financially. Larisa tried to have her husband return
and travelled to Stavropol Region in Russia. Having
lived there for one year, she understood that her hus�
band had changed and was no more interested in her
or their children.  Larisa returned to Armenia to her

Larisa Amirkhanyan 

“I am an optimist, 
and the role of the
cooperative in all 
of this is invaluable”
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information materials on ongoing activities to share
our experience with the public. Our Facebook page
enjoys certain popularity. When we just started, some
people doubted the success and proper operation of
the cooperative. Whereas I was sure that everything
would be great.  

No matter female or male, young or elderly, disabled
or not, we all are equal. Every person’s voice counts
in decision making. It is the first workplace where I
witness this.    The cooperative offers me an opportu�
nity for a new experience, both in terms of functions
and relations with personnel.  This job enhances my
determination and self�esteem, which is not affected
by somebody else’s opinion. On issues relevant for
me, I pay much attention to my mother’s opinion.
She is a role model of a dignified woman for me and
I try to resemble her in my work. We both work for
the benefit and success of the cooperative and that
has brought us closer together.

Armine is only 24. She is the youngest member of
the Mkhitar Gosh agricultural cooperative and does
all the secretarial work for it. Armine is a teacher�
psychologist having received her specialization from
the Ijevan branch of Yerevan State University. She is
now doing a distance learning course at the Yerevan
State University Department of History and is teach�
ing at her school in the Tavush Province Gosh village.

“I was present at the final meeting for the cooperative
set up just by chance as my mother, Larisa
Amirkhanyan, was there too. The meeting was so
interesting that I did not hurry to leave it and I even
asked to sign me up as a member. The group wel�
comed me and even appointed me the cooperative
secretary. In my position I deal with all cooperative
documents and logistics. I successfully use the com�
puter literacy skills I gained in Dinette Center of
Dilijan. I manage the Facebook page of our coopera�
tive and frequently update it with new photos of and

Armine Grigoryan  

“Every person’s 
voice counts 
in decision making”

Our life has changed and we
witness day by day the
changing attitude of village
people towards active
women. People understand
that new developments in life
require revisiting their per�
ception of traditional roles of
men and women both within
the family and the communi�
ty. In a team we are able to
prove that if men and women
show mutual respect and
discrimination�free attitude,
the most challenging issues
will find a solution.” 

Armine Grigoryan  
Member of Mkhitar Gosh 
agricultural cooperative
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from Oxfam’s partner organization, the Scientific
Center for Vegetable and Industrial Crops, within the
project funded by OXFAM and the Austrian
Development Agency (ADA).  She says that these
knowledge and skills are of lasting value. 

Through training, the co�op members gained a wide
range of practical knowledge and skills which they
successfully use, not only in the cooperative, but
also in their own households.  With enthusiasm,
Astghik says, “In the cultivation of our own arable
lands in order to treat and care for vegetables, we
use new practices and methods we did not know
before. We enjoy positive and tangible results,
income and high quality of the yield.”  She also
makes note of the project’s positive impact on peo�
ple’s important values like dignity, mutual respect,
women’s self�esteem. As to Astghik, collective work
around greenhouse management has promoted
women’s solidarity and unity. Women are inspired to
work in the greenhouse even more and by their work
they are ready to contribute significantly to their own
household management, development, and well�
being of their community. Astghik adds, “Due to this
Oxfam project the co�op female members’ life has
acquired a new meaning, they have established close
ties with each other, as well as have become more
considerate towards each other, have begun to feel
themselves as decision�makers.”

Astghik Ghushchyan is one of the most active female
members of the Haghtanak agricultural consumer coop�
erative.  It was established by Oxfam in 2012 and unites
37 farmers, including 26 women. Having migrated from
the neighboring Tsalka Province, in Georgia, and settled
down in the Haghtanak community of Tavush Province,
Astghik started generating income from her agricultural
activities. She grows traditional crops in her backyard
such as tomatoes, green beans, onions, cucumber, and
potatoes: which are mainly for household consumption. 

As she notes, “Before this project we had no idea that
one day it might be possible to have an agricultural coop�
erative in our community and to succeed engaging as a
co�op member. We could only dream of a greenhouse,
we did not know what a social enterprise was about and
what benefits it could bring to the community.”

Astghik greatly values new agricultural practices and
methods of crop cultivation. The knowledge of treat�
ment and care of crops was provided by the experts

Astghik Ghushchyan

“We did not know 
what a social enterprise
was about”
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portation, thus making theiragricultural work more
efficient. 
Liana Silikyan has been involved in all initiatives from
the very first day of the cooperative’s establishment,
she tries to apply her knowledge and skills to the
benefit of community and the cooperative’s empow�
erment. Although, as Liana noted, people in Ptghavan
have always been famous for their farming and horti�
culture traditions, all trainings sessions and experi�
ence sharing meetings with international experts
arranged by Oxfam Armenia were useful and worthy
of praise. 

Rafik Ohanyan, the president of the cooperative
spoke about Liana: “I wonder how a fragile woman
like Liana can be engaged in horticulture activities
like irrigation, harvesting, and a number of other
hardagricultural work and at the same time partici�
pate actively in the activities of consumer coopera�
tive, run a skillful husbandry and bring up wonderful
children.”  Due to her selfless devotion to work, in
2013 Liana was granted the title of Female
Agricultural Production Hero. 

Liana Silikyan is a resident of Ptghavan community in
Tavush Province. She is an active female member of
the Ptghavan consumer agricultural cooperative
established in 2011 in the Ptghavan community.
During the Artsakh war Liana moved to the Lori
Province in Armenia and after she got married, she
moved to Ptghavan. As the name of the community
“Ptghavan” implies, the people here are mainly
engaged in farming and horticulture. 

Liana cultivates corn, sunflower, wheat, barley, and
grows fruit trees and vegetables. She is a loving and
heedful mother of three children who combines
household duties with agricultural work. Liana is also
engaged in cattle husbandry which allows her to pro�
vide her family with fresh and nourishing dairy prod�
ucts. Liana has recently learned to drive and she is
always there to help her villagers with harvest trans�

Liana Silikyan

“Expert consultations
and training have
proven to be very useful 
for everybody”

Communities benefit from
training on modern methods of
agriculture management, which
is a mandatory component for
creation of cooperatives.
Everybody who wishes can par�
ticipate in farming schools and
consultative training sessions
organized by experts of the
Scientific Center for Vegetable
and Industrial Crops of the RA
Ministry of Agriculture. Almost
all women involved in coopera�
tives note that the acquired
knowledge and skills are of
sustainable value for them,
even beyond the completion of
support projects. Thanks to
them, new agricultural tech�
nologies are brought to villages
enhancing the work efficiency
and providing for ecological
purity of the produced food.
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Among some improvements in social infrastructure
of Ditavan village she also talked about the signifi�
cance of the establishment of an agricultural con�
sumer cooperative, which was recently set�up with
the support of Oxfam in Armenia. The cooperative
has unified smallholder farmers of Ditavan village
around common issuesthat they had difficulty
addressing on their own.  As Anush states, the estab�
lishment of the greenhouse as a social enterprise sig�
nificantly contributes to the viability of Ditavan coop�
erative and solution of the Ditavan community prob�
lems in the upcoming years. 

Anush Sargsyan has worked in the community
librarysince she was 22. “My world is in books, I love
reading, discovering new things and getting new
knowledge.”

Anush also writes poetry and tries to express her
feelings and experience.  She says that there are
many people like her in Ditavan who stay in their vil�
lage and are eager to contribute to its prosperity by
their everyday work.  She is convinced that thanks to
them all her dreams will come true and Ditavan will
turn into a paradise on Earth. 

Anush Sargsyan was born in Aygehovit of Tavush
Province, but many years ago she moved to Ditavan
and now she can hardly imagine her life without
Ditavan village, “Little Switzerland,” as Anush likes to
call it for its cozy and unique nature which has all
necessary conditions for tourism development. Anush
is engaged in different types of farming activities.
She cultivates corn and tobacco, grows fruit trees
(apple, cherry, pear, mulberry, fig, sweet cherry) and
receives plentiful yields of fruit crops and organic
vegetables. Two years ago she got enthusiastically
engaged in the cultivation of non�traditional resistant
vegetable crops such as broccoli, kohlrabi, Brussels
sprouts, tomato cherries and chili peppers. Anush is
also engaged in animal husbandry, she keeps around
twenty heads of cattle and about thirty chickens. She
said that unfortunately she was forced to slaughter
her pigs. “Farmer sare used to earning their livelihood
by hard work,” Anush added.

Anush Sargsyan

“I love to discover new
things and to acquire
new knowledge”
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ure and did all type ofland cultivation works with
love.” Jemma engages in animal husbandry, bee�
keeping, and horticulture. Jemma Vardanyan enthusi�
astically speaks about the establishment of the agri�
cultural consumer cooperativein her community. 

“I am happy to be one of the first people in the com�
munity who believed in the success of the coopera�
tive and convinced others to believe in that idea too.
After joining the cooperative we acquired new skills
and up�to�date knowledge for growing non�traditional
plants such as tomatoes, peppers and different types
of cabbage. The construction of a greenhouse in our
community in 2012 was a grand event –a true mira�
cle,” she says.

Jemma Vardanyan assures us that the cooperative
has become a unique platform that unites people
around common goal. Hence they utilize their entire
potential, contribute their love and soul towards
achieving better results and bringing significant
changes in the community people’s life.

Jemma Vardanyan stands out among the staff of the
Sevkar agricultural consumer cooperative in Tavush
Province due to her activeness, commitment and
work style. 

Jemma Vardanyan has worked as Director of Sevkar
Cultural Center for many yearsand she does her best
to keep the cultural life in thecommunity alive and to
ensure the participation of youth in it.

She successfully combines her job and cultural activi�
ties with her favorite occupation � land cultivation.
She says that she got interested in land cultivation
when she was an adolescent and has always loved
that occupation.  “My father explained his every sin�
gle action. He taught me the technique of growing
and tending of each plant, how to plough the soil,
how often to water it. I helped him with great pleas�

Jemma Vardanyan

“The construction 
of a greenhouse 
in our community was 
a true miracle“



“Much has changed in our lives”

25

Recognition and valuing the role of rural women

24

ed by the Oxfam partner Horizon Fund have inspired
and motivated the co�op members. 

The loans enabled these women to more effectively
organize the agricultural activities: purchase seeds
and other necessary materials, pay the land rent, and
cover transportation costs. Nushik Janoyan assures
that the cooperative members turn to the village
mayor or community council in case of any problem.
The establishment of a sun�drying facility and a
tomato processing workshop was discussed. Their
establishment could also address the issue of realiza�
tion of rich harvest in the market.  Being a distant
community, Azatek has benefited greatly from the
visits and consultation of experts and contacts with
representatives of international organizations.
According to Nushik Janoyan, the greenhouse,
equipped with up�to�date technology, together with
the cultivation of high�value plants are things that the
village residents are really proud of. 

Nushik  Janoyan from Azatek village of Vayots Dzor
Province actively participates in all activities of the
Azatek agricultural consumer cooperative, established
through Oxfam support, since its inception. She was
born in Azatek, has five children and supports all her
children in receiving higher education. She has been
cultivating an apricot orchard for twenty�two years
and receives rich harvests. She used to cultivate veg�
etables about ten years ago, but after a snake bite
she was scared to go into the field again. Since the
cooperative establishment in 2012 and the green�
house construction in 2013 Nushik Janoyan has
returned to her favorite occupation. She attended all
training sessions and proudly united all the other
cooperative members into one team. 

Nushik Janoyan considers training sessions to be
very important since they contributed to better organ�
ization of all activities. The interest�free loans provid�

Nushik  Janoyan

“The greenhouse is 
a matter of pride for the
village resident”
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care. Their diligence, discipline, distribution of roles
and tasks inside the bee�hive are just amazing.  Any
work connected with bees is a pleasure and has a
soothing effect.” Anahit Markosyan has four children
and nine grandchildren. One of her biggest achieve�
ments, as she mentions, is the fact that all her chil�
dren got higher education and are practicing profes�
sionals in the fields of environment, healthcare, and
pedagogy.

Anahit Markosyan ascribes a big importance to the
consumer cooperative’s existence in her village. The
cold storage and the greenhouse established within
the cooperative open up big opportunities for the res�
idents of the village and can bring radical changes
into their lives. Anahit says that the greenhouse is
already operational and meets the expectations of the
cooperative members.  “We need to increase our
knowledge and skills to better cultivate high�value
crops and to get aricher harvest. We should work
continuously to maintain what we have and develop it
further,” she says.

Anahit Markosyan is well�known in Zaritap communi�
ty of Vayots Dzor Province not only as the Creative
Director of the Cultural Center, but as an active and
experienced member of the agricultural consumer
cooperative operating in Zaritap. She is able to com�
bine all household work with the cultural activities
and work in the cooperative.

Anahit Markosyan is engaged in horticulture, cattle�
breedingand beekeeping. She cultivates vegetables
and fruit�trees, such as, walnut trees, apple�trees,
pear�trees, and apricot�trees.  although, her favorite
business is beekeeping. She started with only one
bee�hive and over time has brought their number to
fifty.    

“You should be very careful with bees: they are fragile
insects and are in need of continuous attention and

Anahit Markosyan 

“The cold storage 
and the greenhouse
bring radical changes 
to the village”

“When our greenhouse was
established, I used to spend
nights there. I was nursing the
plants as if they were babies,
regulating the temperature. The
tomatoes and cucumbers that I
have grown, why not, the pre�
serves that I have prepared,
already have their regular buy�
ers in the market. At the coop�
erative, where I am a member, I
increasingly feel the breath of
novelty: the marketable state of
products, new opportunities for
sales. Difficulties are in the
past now, whereas in the end I
feel I established myself as a
farmer, who still has things to
do: increase the income as
much as possible, establish a
new production, and share my
experience with others”.

Leyla Ayvazyan
Member of Lusadzor cooperative
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O ne of the innovations brought to life within the framework
of Oxfam’s “Economic Justice” program is establishing
cooperatives of women. Presently eight cooperatives of

women already function in Tavush and Vayots Dzor Marzes.

Margarita Hakobyan, Oxfam in Armenia Country Director notes that
the core idea of establishing cooperatives of women was born as a
result of of men’s migration for labour, even though the priority
was to effectively utilize women’s potential. “We make an attempt
to mitigate the migration problem by linking women to the village,
by engaging them in economic activities. For that purpose we also
decided to establish women cooperatives. Our objective was to
encourage women, improve their self�confidence, and increase
their economic opportunities”, she says. 

The outcome was more than positive, because female farmers, in
parallel to economic achievements, were also willing to participate
in decision�making processes in relation to their communities.

“Our experience proves that these cooperatives are more sustain�
able, women have effective business skills, are more responsible
and dutiful, and observe the principle of social justice better, as
compared to the case when a cooperative is headed by a man. The
experience shows also that a male manager more widely spreads
his authority over other members, personal interests become a pri�
ority, and the principle of social justice and accountability is
pushed back”, says Margarita Hakobyan.

When talking about women’s cooperatives, Arthur Gomktsyan,
Oxfam Economic Justice Program Officer notes that unlike mixed
cooperatives (with men and women members) women’s coopera�
tives are more organized and transparent and show greater results.
Mixed cooperatives quite often face two problems. “First, women
mostly abstain from participating in decision making and not
because they are forced by men to act so. It is their own decision
conditioned by traditional way of thinking. And second, men are
more practical and when they do not see the expected results very
soon, they get disappointed,” Arthur says. 

Conversations with women cooperative members prove that coop�
eratives bring about significantly important changes in their lives
and social status. They feel an increase in self�esteem, their opin�
ions are recognized in their communities and they acquire a certain
civil stance. Having gained a good reputation among village people
these women attempt to participate and win in local government
elections so that they can change something in villages. In Gomq
community, for example, out of five Council members three are
women, and all the three are cooperative members.

“Women should participate in the
community governance activities.
We have a project to nominate coop�
erative staff as Council members for
the forthcoming elections. We have
to do it to become members of the
Council and move forward. Among
the cooperative women members we
have candidates for the village
mayor post, too, why not? I think we
will encounter obstacles along this
way, and it is natural, but we, the
women, must overcome them”, says
Susan Yeghoyan, the member of
Azatek cooperative. 

“We make an attempt to mitigate
the migration problem by linking

women to the village, by engaging
them in economic activities. For
that purpose we also decided to

establish women cooperatives. Our
objective was to encourage women,

improve their self�confidence, and
increase their economic opportuni�

ties”, says Margarita Hakobyan,
Oxfam in Armenia Country Director.
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The establishment of a cooperative through Oxfam
support in the village of Sarigyugh in 2014 has an
interesting pre�history. When Luiza learned about
the cooperative successfully functioning in the
neighbouring village of Sevkar, she contacted
Oxfam representatives and asked for support in
establishing a cooperative in her village –
Sarigyugh. As soon as Oxfam’s support was
secured, she convened women of the village and
told them about the initiative. Many of these
women liked the idea and, as a result, 15 of them
nowadays operate the Sarigyugh cooperative and
cultivate different kinds of vegetables.

Luiza is proud of the cooperative. She thinks
that women’s cooperatives are more effective
than mixed ones because women are more dis�
ciplined and consistent, and they are better
team players. 

“Women of our cooperative are more respected in
the community and in their own families. They are
sought for advice and feedback on different issues.
In my family, for instance, my husband and my chil�
dren, as well as the elderly relatives are proud of
achievements of the cooperative and do their best to
support it.  The trust of people is the biggest
achievement we have gained. The cooperative’s
team has become a big family for us where we share
hardships and happy moments.” 

The Sarigyugh  village borders Azerbaijan and it was
almost entirely destroyed during the war, and even
nowadays, shooting can still be heard in the area.  

“Life is not peaceful here but we have got used to it.
We try to live with danger by ignoring it when we are
busy. We find the work in the cooperative as some�
thing important and necessary for us and if it suc�
ceeds, people will stay in the village. As of today,
almost all men have emigrated abroad for work. This
means women should think of earning their living.
The cooperative is a new undertaking for us. Oxfam
provided not only support for the greenhouse con�
struction and delivered all necessary agro�input
including seedlings, fertilizers, but also through its
implementing partners � the “BSC” Business
Support Center (BSC) and the Scientific Center for
Vegetable and Industrial Crops (SCVIC)� conducted
appropriate training and consultancy on cultivation
of vegetable crops in the greenhouse.  These train�
ing sessions and consultation proved to be very use�
ful, and we managed already to establish contact
with other farmers via Internet and participate in
online forums. This year we plan to grow  2�3 tons
of tomatoes and really hope to sell the harvest quite
profitably,” says Luiza, noting that that they have
been able to develop good relations with the com�
munity municipality and it takes into account their
feedback, supports them at its best. “We, in our
turn, plan to provide support in solving the issues
our village faces,” says the cooperative president.  

“We have been able to prove that women can not only
be good wives and mothers, but also successful farm�
ers, which inspires many people who then follow our
example,” says Luiza Revazyan, head of the Sarigyugh
cooperative of Tavush Province. 

Luiza graduated from school and university with
honours and took up the job of a computer science
teacher at her native village school. At present she
is preparing to apply for the school principal’s posi�
tion. Luiza is an energetic and proactive woman.
Unlike most women in the village Luiza drives a car,
which breaks the traditional stereotypes of villagers
about rural women’s status and position in a rural
community.  

“I cannot imagine myself without working at all and
always strive to learn or start something new. I am con�
vinced that one cannot achieve anything in life without
hard work,” says Luiza. 

Luiza Revazyan 

“The women’s 
cooperative of 
our village breaks 
many stereotypes”
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for the family. Thus, they do not forbid their wives to
engage in the cooperative.  

I should say that life itself dictates new rules.
Nowadays, when most men are forced to emigrate in
search of employment, women take up responsibility
for the entire family and naturally become de facto
heads of it. My experience proves that women are no
worse than men in that role and often exceed men in
rationally managing households. 

I myself stepped into a new stage of life when I joined
the cooperative. In addition to opportunities to
increase income and to acquire new skills to grow veg�
etables for the family, relations in my family have
improved and my husband has started to reckon with
my opinion, as well as take my advice. Several years
ago my co�villagers suggested that I should nominate
my candidacy for the village mayor’s position, but my
husband was against it. Whereas now, when our coop�
erative is so successful, he would not mind, I think.” 

Before marriage Marine lived in Ijevan. She graduated
from the Pedagogical Institute and worked as a
teacher at school. She lives in Sarigyugh now, teach�
es in junior classes at the village school and is active�
ly involved in the women’s cooperative activities. 

She says that life in the village was at first rather hard
for Marine not only because she had never engaged
in agricultural work, but also because she found her�
self in a patriarchal family and environ.

“Women are not allowed to do many things here:
taking independent decisions is not the practice;
husbands usually decide what to do and when. For
instance, we had cases in our cooperative when hus�
bands did not even allow their wives to travel to
Yerevan to participate in seminars. However, atti�
tudes are gradually changing and husbands are
beginning to understand that the work in the cooper�
ative creates income and a certain level of well�being

Marine Manucharyan

“I stepped into a new
stage of life when I
joined the cooperative”

Being the driving force of agriculture,
women are almost unheard of partici�
pating in decision making relevant for
their communities, and thus are
deprived of the opportunity to
express their interests. Only seven�
teen (2%) out of 866 rural communi�
ties in the Republic are headed by
women. Approximately 10% of women
have a membership in the community
councils. The highest number of
women among councillors is in Siunik
Province at 21%.  The lowest level of
women engaged as community coun�
cil members are in the Aragatsotn
(5.2%) and Vayots Dzor (5.8%)
Provinces. In Tavush Province female
councillors make up 10%. 
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says Hasmik noting that they have learned a lot
through training. According to her, after training,
when certain questions arise, they either consult
each other or call the experts of the Scientific
Center for Vegetable and Industrial Crops for a tele�
phone consultation. 

“The tomatoes and peppers we grow are delicious.
All of our customers are very satisfied and we periodi�
cally receive new orders from Vayk and Zedea,”
Hasmik says proudly adding that she is mostly
impressed by the fact that with the funds received
from the sales of the greenhouse harvest the co�op
members have decided to reconstruct the community
roads and purchase a vehicle for transporting the pro�
duce to the customers in a timely and safely manner. 

Hasmik Ghazaryan’s family moved to Zedea village
of Vayots Dzor Province from Yerevan in the 1980s.
Hasmik Ghazaryan is one of the active members of
the Hreshtak agricultural consumer cooperative. She
left behind a cozy life in the city and has a big affec�
tion for the village life.  She thinks that the freedom
of village life, as well as the nature, urge people to
be more creative.

Hasmik Ghazaryan has a pedagogical background
and teaches at secondary school in her village.
Hasmik has four children. Due to the support of her
husband and daughters, Hasmik manages to organ�
ize her work in such a way that she is able to allo�
cate enough of her time to the greenhouse.

She joined the cooperative upon its establishment.
She participated in all training sessions and meet�
ings where she acquired new knowledge and skills. 

“The greenhouse is a novelty for both our village
and the province. Before we could only dream of it,”

Hasmik Ghazaryan

“In the past we could
only dream of it”
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tive active members andfrequently organ�
ized training, although before that we never
dealt with a business that generated
income. This is a good way to earn your liv�
ing in the community andthe only reason to
stay in the community. We, women, get
onw ell with each other, discuss our daily
plans, learn from each other and work
together with pleasure,” Bavakan Melikyan
tells and adds that her family members
always support her in all her initiatives.

Bavakan Melikyan is a member of theVanqadzor
consumer cooperative in Gomq village, Vayots Dzor
Province. There are many refugee and displaced
families that moved to Gomqvillage in the 1990s.
Bavakan Melikyan’s family is one of those families.
She has two children and two grandchildren. 

She is engaged in agriculture, particularly animal hus�
bandry. In addition, she is head of the Culture House
in the community and she knows well what responsi�
bility means.  Her involvement in the co�op’s activities
has given her strength and new quality in her life. She
has become more decisive in supporting her friends,
making joint decisions and implementing programs.

“The greenhouse establishment is the first initiative
in thehistory of our community. We have achieved
good results due to the joint efforts of the coopera�

Bavakan Melikyan

“We, women, learn
from each other 
and work together 
with pleasure” 
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derived from production purchase fertilizers for the coop�
erative to increase the fertility of land.

Nune Avagyan is also a member of Community Council
in Gomq.

“I think the time has come for a woman to have her say,
too. When you notice flaws, problems, you should voice
them, and this provides good means. After all, a man
considers his concerns, while a woman considers hers,
and we can achieve results only by joining our efforts.
The community has its problems, but there are not
impossible and unsolvable problems, and we have to
understand that we are to resolve those problems”.

In fact, the Vanqadzor cooperative operates according to
the social enterprise model encouraged by Oxfam and
generates income for not only the cooperative members
and their families, but assists the entire community, since
some portion of income is directed towards solutions to
the social problems of the community.

For many years Nune Avagyan has taught at the village
school, she is a member of the School Council.

“All my institutions – the cooperative, the Commnity
Council and the school – help each other and do not
interfere with one another at all”, points out Nune
Avagyan with a smile on her face: she performs three
important roles and manages everything in good time.

“Today we have jobs and can grow a variety of crops,
we have established greenhouses and dry�houses, and
we want to develop greenhouse crops in our small vil�
lages and turn our village into small Switzerland”,
says Nune Avagyan, the President of “Vanqadzor”
women’s cooperative of Gomq community in Vayots
Dzor Marz. The community residents call her “our
Nune” and treat her with special warmth.   

“Our cooperative is comprised of 37 female farmers. It
was established thanks to Oxfam and provided the
stimulus for us to act, think and work together.”, says
Nune, adding that thanks to the work at the coopera�
tive’s greenhouse many people forget the idea about
leaving the country.

The women of “Vanqadzor” cooperative have sown,
cultivated and preserved very useful types of non�tra�
ditional crops: cherry tomatoes and broccoli cabbage.
Presently they plan to extend the land plots for the
cooperative, increase the crop production, and make it
available to the market. They also plan to undertake
the production of dried fruits and with the income

Nune Avagyan

“Let us turn our village
into small Switzerland”

“We have always been free and active,
Gomq is not a traditional village, peo�
ple have assembled here, and these
are townspeople. Most of them are
refugees so we did not have to over�
come a variety of obstacles and prove
that kitchen is not the only place for a
woman. There is no such thing, as it
is, for example, in the neighbouring vil�
lage, where a mother�in�law, the
father�in�law or the husband does not
allow the woman to engage in public
activity. When people from the neigh�
bouring village visit us and see how we
live, they ask why the women in their
village cannot be active as well, they
want the women of their village to be
similarly active, but there are some
“buts”. And we respond to them that
eradication of those “buts” should
start with themselves, in other words
they should set an example”.

Nune Sakunts
Member of “Vanqadzor” cooperative 
and Gomq Community Council
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and the entire population of the village benefit from
the cooperative. The 30 refugee women, who are
members of the cooperative, have their jobs and the
living standards of their families have improved. In
addition, they have had the opportunity to unite their
efforts to find solutions to common problems of the
community. By growing the most viable and resilient
non�traditional crops, such as broccoli, kohlrabi,
Brussels sprout, cherry tomatoes and chili peppers,
they make a great contribution to improving commu�
nity welfare.

“Hermon, being a border area village populated with
refugees, seems to have been overlooked by the
Government. But here, more than anywhere else, we
feel the need for support and assistance. I am proud
that I could contribute to foundation and establishing
of this agricultural cooperative”, says Naira
Mnatsaknyan, emphasizing that their cooperative is
the guarantee of well�being of the entire community.

“When 37 women got united, at first it seemed absurd
to think that only women would be doing the business,
but time has shown that we succeeded…” she says.

Hermon is the poorest community in Vayots Dzor
Marz and is populated by refugees. Naira
Mnatsakanyan has been living in Hermon for 15 years
now. She is a teacher and has been engaged in bee
keeping and gardening for more than 10 years.

She assumed the position of the President of the agri�
cultural cooperative of women in Hermon village,
established with Oxfam’s assistance, by nomination of
her fellow villagers. She has extensive experience in
the field of agriculture; she can unite people and lead
them thanks to her diligence and business acumen.

“The members of our cooperative are exclusively
women, and this fact gives us the strength to do
more and better. We have to prove what matriarchy is
capable of”, Naira Mnatskanyan jokes.

The cooperative was set up in 2011 and has achieved
a lot since then. Both the members of the cooperative

Naira Mnatsakanyan

“Let us prove 
what matriarchy 
is capable of”
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work and infected the fellow villagers with her opti�
mism. At first, it was difficult, but she overcame her
lack of experience by participating in training ses�
sions on operation of greenhouses and acquiring
appropriate knowledge.

“Last year we were able to provide the village popula�
tion with tomatoes and chili peppers. We have sown
them in big quantities because they were not avail�
able in the village, and we decided to fill the gap”,
tells Mrs. Alvard noting proudly the volume of their
production sold last year: 2.5 tons of tomatoes and
more than 500kg of chili peppers. “Our production
did not stay in the storage, people would constantly
come and take it away, there were even days when
we were not able to provide sufficient volume and
requested them to come back on specific days to
supply them with production”.

In her opinion, their work does not only resolve
the issue of supplying the village with necessary
food products and generating income for women,
but offers them an excellent opportunity to get
united. “We are a good team. We celebrate every
member’s birthday, get together and have good
time. There could be no cause at all, but still the
girls would come and have a talk around the
table”, says Alvard Chatyan.

Alvard admits that they encounter financial difficulties,
but the cooperative members do not complain of diffi�
culties and are willing to work selflessly. “We are like
a family, we have very warm relationships, whatever
we do – we do it with love; that is the reason why our
products are so delicious”, adds Alvard smiling.

She feels sorry for her village, because most of the
residents departed and abandoned the village of
Hovq, initially inhabited by refugees.

Mrs. Alvard tries to understand, but not excuse
those who leave. “There is no kindergarten or cul�
tural centre in the village; most of the houses are
located in a landslide zone and are deprived of mini�
mum facilities. For townspeople, it is difficult to
adapt to the absence of elementary communal facili�
ties. Yet the village is the pillar that one should lean
on firmly: the land will sustain the villagers; they
only need to work. An apartment with all communal
facilities is not worth a thing if one cannot create
and produce,” says Alvard Chatyan confidently.

As difficult as it may be, she does not complain
and lose her optimism; she is convinced they will
achieve the awaited outcome. As for the problems
of the village, she is prepared to deal with them
too, she contemplates running for Community
Council membership, since it will give her an addi�
tional opportunity to help people.

Alvard Chatyan feels very close to village and village
life, although she has spent all her life in town and
worked at “Shoghakn” factory in Nor Hajn. She is the
President of greenhouse founded with Oxfam’s assis�
tance in Hovq community of Tavush Marz. When she
returned to Hovq, because of being unemployed, she
never thought that she would become so devoted to
nature and community problems.

In 2013, 31 women of Hovq village united to establish a
women’s cooperative. The team members elected her to
be the president, taking into account her perseverance in
work and striking personality. Alvard Chatyan in her turn
emphasizes that she was not appointed but elected as a
result of free and democratic election. “All members of
the cooperative had a secret ballot, and I was elected”.

The major achievement of the “Hovq agricultural asso�
ciation” cooperative is the greenhouse, which is the
only one in the village. Since the very first day of estab�
lishment, Alvard Chatyan immersed herself into hard

Alvard Chatyan

“Village is the 
pillar that one should
lean on firmly”
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which she hurries, together with her girlfriends, to per�
form the activities assigned by the daily schedule.  

Shagik has been a great contributor to the establish�
ment and success of the women’s cooperative in Zedea
village. Like the other 31 female members of the coop�
erative she also attributes great importance to their
work at the cooperative.

Tomatoes and peppers were planted on 400sq.m. of
land at the greenhouse of the women’s cooperative in
Zedea constructed with Oxfam’s assistance.

Shaghik says she enjoys working at the cooperative,
because collective work is interesting, the atmosphere is
warm accompanied with jokes and joint lunches, where
people train one another and share their experience.
They did not face the problem of consumption of the
cooperative produce: they were able to manage sales
right within the boundaries of Marz.

This is what Shaghik answered to the question on how
she manages to combine the care of a multi�member
family and work on her own home�adjacent land with
active involvement at the cooperative: “I do every single
thing with love, hence I manage all. Oxfam and partner
organizations are always by our side and offer the
assistance we need”.   

Shaghik Gyulamiryan and her family settled in the vil�
lage of Zedea in Vayots Dzor Marz in 1988, when as a
consequence of a newly emerging conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan an ancient village of Aznaberd
in Nakhijevan was completely displaced. She was 14
years old then. Her hardworking family adapted to the
new conditions and got settled in Zedea village
together with numerous fellow citizens. A few years
later the young girl linked her destiny with a fellow vil�
lager, Vachagan Khachatryan, starting a close�knit and
happy family, where four children were brought up by
the diligence and kindness of their parents.

Shaghik’s routine starts at six in the morning and ends
late at night with reading the latest news on the com�
puter. Early in the morning, after feeding the cows,
sheep, hens and rabbits, the work on the home�adja�
cent land awaits her, and in between are the household
chores, for which the eldest daughters offer an invalu�
able assistance. Yet the greenhouse is on her mind, to

Shaghik Gyulamiryan

“Every single thing 
I do with love, hence 
I manage it all…”
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emotions”, says Mariam smiling. She admits that,
despite many years  engaged in agriculture, they did
not master the skills of cultivation of agricultural
plants. “Now we have much knowledge, which we
apply not only at our greenhouse, but at our own
orchards, too”. The refrigerating warehouse con�
structed with Oxfam’s assistance was also very
important for the 33�membered agriculture coopera�
tive of women of Azatek village. Mariam’s family
along with their fellow villagers successfully sold
pears stored there at the agricultural markets in
Yerevan. “We hope to develop our cooperative even
further in the coming years and generate greater
income,” says Mariam.

At the cooperative women work by the principle “one
for all, and all for one”. “Various feasts and harvest
festivals also rejoice us greatly and give positive
emotions, when we have the opportunity to present
our achievements and our production, and where our
work is appreciated,” says Mariam.

Mariam Margaryan has been a member of the
women’s cooperative of Azatek village in Vayots Dzor
Marz since its inception. “At the beginning we did not
have a clear idea what the work at the cooperative
could give us, but thanks to numerous training ses�
sions organized with the assistance of Oxfam and
partner organizations and the ongoing practical work
we learned a lot. However, the most important thing
we understood was that a lot depended on us”,
Mariam says.

In spite of her dense schedule in the village, Mariam
manages to allocate 2�3 hours daily to work at the
cooperative and perform the most important activi�
ties. “It is very difficult for a rural woman to be away
from home for a few hours. Taking care of four chil�
dren and our own agricultural household, where I am
fully involved along with my husband, requires much
time. And yet I am looking forward to the moment of
working together with other women at the green�
house, because team work yields totally different

Mariam Margaryan

“One for all, 
and all for one”
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Zhanetta Nersisyan is one of the most active members of the women’s
cooperative and the greenhouse of Azatek village in Vayots Dzor Marz,
which was established with Oxfam’s assistance. She says they do
everything to produce healthy food. “We add manure to fertilize the soil.
Our local water is very clean that is why the harvest is healthy, too”.

She is a 65�year�old woman and a grandmother. She was born in
Azatek village and spent all her life here. She was one of the first
members to get enrolled in the cooperative of Azatek village. She
says after the collapse of the Soviet Union that her first opportunity
was to get back to work.

“We plough the soil, plant the seedlings, remove weeds, work in
solidarity and look forward to the harvest”, says Zhanetta and
remembers how big the harvests were for the past three years.
“The best one was tomato harvest: four tons of tomato was yield�
ed, but cucumbers were not that good. This year we will again
grow tomatoes and peppers, we will see how that works”.

She has home�adjacent land, too. “We have greens and vegetables,
we have cattle, too, and hens, fruit orchards; it is all ours, and I am
relaxed: my grandchildren consume healthy food”, she says.

Zhanetta Nersisyan

“We do every 
single thing to produce
healthy food…”
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Greta is fond of growing flowers and her selection
includesdifferent types of flowers including roses,
lilies, bluebells, asters, tulips, gladioluses and so on.
The corner in her orchard, decorated with colorful
flowers, is a favorite place for both Greta and the vil�
lage people. “If I get tired of doing other types of
work, with flowers and bees I relax and enjoy
myself,” she notes. 

Greta’s husband and son often migrate for labor pur�
poses and during the year. Greta stays and cultivates
land which includes irrigation, tree planting and a
number of other gardening activities. Although fall is
a busy and difficult season in the village, it is my
favorite season because this is when I finally enjoy
the results of my hard work,” Greta says.

When introducing Greta Ayvazyan, the residents of
Yeghegis village of Vayots Dzor Province  speak of
her as the most active and exemplary member of
the cooperative. In addition to working in the coop�
erative, Greta’s main occupation is horticulture and
husbandry. She owns two orchards where she
mainly grows different sorts of apples, walnuts and
other fruit trees.  She makes delicious canned
food, dried fruit and other sweets using the crop
from the orchards.

Greta takes care of around forty hens and turkeys and
other domestic livestock. She has been engaged in
beekeeping for seven years now and tends for 30
beehives after starting from only two. “My first bee�
hive was merely a honeybee colony thatI occasionally
entrapped while making hay in the field. Mysecond
beehive was a gift. If possible, I would like to
increase the number of my beehives since bee�keep�
ing is my favorite occupation,” Greta says.

Greta Ayvazyan

“Fall is the time 
when I enjoy the results
of my hard work” 

“Every woman residing in a village
today, who cultivates land, brings
in a harvest and sells it, or bakes
bread, or milks a cow and sells the
milk, is a potential entrepreneur.
Rural women primarily possess
practical knowledge. Typically,
they are busy with not only with
household activities, such as cook�
ing a meal, house�cleaning, raising
children, but they take on many
other heavy duties: starting with
caring for the cattle to preserving
food and drying fruits, and these
very activities serve as a pillar for
them to start a small production
unit based on their experience.
Just one thing they is small assis�
tance by the state”.

Gagik Makaryan 
The President of the Republican
Union of Employers 
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T he most important characteristic of cooperatives
established by Oxfam in Tavush and Vayots Dzor
Marzes is that they are based on the concept of

social enterprise. This means that the greenhouses or
refrigerating farms operating within the framework of
cooperatives generate income not only for the cooperative
members and their families, but assist the entire commu�
nity too, since some portion of income is directed towards
solutions to the social problems of each community.

Experience shows that up to 40% of revenue generated
from operation of the greenhouses or refrigerating farms
can be directed towards the solution of social problems
and the needs of the community.

The concept of social enterprise is brand new for
Armenia, yet its implementation vital, not only in terms
of finding solutions for urgent community problems, but
also reducing the vulnerability of rural communities
against climate changes, including damages caused by
hails recorded almost every year.     

Within the framework of the “Economic Justice” pro�
gram the European model of small cooperation is being
implemented, which is based on the proper organization
and delivery of services and is directed towards consoli�
dation of the poorest small holder farms.

“This is a classic model of a cooperative, which pro�
motes the increase of income of small holder farmers

and development of rural communities at the same
time. Our objective is to demonstrate the effectiveness
of such a model and advocate for its replication by the
Government and incorporation into policy implemented
in this sector”, says Margarita Hakobyan, the Country
Director of Oxfam in Armenia. She notes that Oxfam
attaches great importance to adoption of the law on the
cooperatives, which will allow regulating the legislative
framework relating to the agricultural cooperation.

One of the major objectives of the “Economic Justice”
program implemented by Oxfam is reduction of
poverty, as well as establishment of social justice.
Both the social enterprise model, and the idea of
women’s cooperatives fit the scope of this objective.
The situational analysis of rural women in agriculture
shows that all the major problems currently existing
in rural areas have an especially severe impact on
women as the main labour force in the agricultural
sector, thus making them the most vulnerable group,
who are in need of additional assistance. In this
respect, women’s cooperatives can be regarded as an
operational and perspective model for many other vil�
lages in the Republic. The actions targeted towards
expansion of women’s opportunities and efficient uti�
lization of their potential are not an end in itself, but
they are intended to promote the well�being and
development of Armenian villages. Armenian villages
will revive only due to joint and unified work and
strength of both men and women.

The traditional “Female Food Hero” award
ceremony was launched in 2012 in
Armenia within the framework of Oxfam’s
global “‘GROW”’ campaign. It has iden�
tified and encouraged over 50 women,
who managed to achieve positive
changes with their activities and con�
tributed to the development of their com�
munities, as well as promoted the
improvement of food security and nutri�
tion. Their experience was widely publi�
cized and presented to the society.
With time, the “Female Food Hero” initia�
tive has enhanced its scope and has
become a national award ceremony.
Currently, it is organized under the aus�
pices of the RA Ministry of Agriculture
together with the Agricultural Alliance of
15 international and local organizations.

The actions targeted towards
expansion of women’s opportu�

nities and efficient utilization
of their potential are not an

end in itself, but they are
intended to promote the well�

being and development of
Armenian villages.
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extent – we breed cattle, make dairy products and
hand them for sale in Ijevan shops. My elderly in�
laws are mainly engaged in that, however due to
old age they experience difficulties. Hence, I am
forced to think of new ways how to earn addition�
al income for my big family. Children are growing
and the house is becoming too small to accom�
modate everyone. We dream of saving some
money to build a new house for my eldest son.
So, the cooperative is a wonderful opportunity for
us.” Seda believes that Oxfam’s assistance at the
initial stage will help everybody gain experience
and build a solid basis so that they can sustain�
ably cooperate when the project is over.

“We expect a lot from the cooperative’s func�
tioning. We are thinking of planting small quan�
tities of various vegetables first, and then follow
up which vegetables will yield good harvest,
which vegetables will be sold most and what
type of consumption markets exist.  Marketing
knowledge received during Oxfam training will,
indeed, help us with sales. It would be great if
we could purchase a refrigerator and a sun drier
in the future. If planned and managed well, we
can produce a lot. A lot of things depend on
how we will distribute our roles and responsibili�
ties in the cooperative. We will do it just like it

happens in a family – every person must engage
in whatever he/she is good at. I will most proba�
bly deal with sales and marketing issues as I
have certain sales experience gained from sell�
ing produce from my household. I am quite
good at negotiating with clients and manage to
sell our dairy products. 

The cooperative has eleven members now. Nine
are women. We all live in one neighborhood and
trust each other. I am sure we will succeed
because none of us is scared of work; and most
importantly the village municipality supports us.”

Joining the new initiative for the cooperative recently
established in the village of Getahovit of Tavush
Province, Seda Chagharyan sees it as an opportunity to
have extra income for her family.  She has lived all her
life in Getahovit. She worked in the military Prosecutor’s
Office in Ijevan city for many years, but left the job due
to the Office restructuring. Her husband is a former
policeman and is retired now. Seda’s family is large.
The oldest member of her family is 80, the youngest is
just 6 months old. All of them live in one house together
– Seda, her husband, and her in�laws. She has two
sons, two daughters�in�law and two grandchildren. Like
many young men of the village, Seda’s sons also work
abroad – one in Kazakhstan, and the other in Russia.
Seda’s family is friendly and hard�working. In the sum�
mer even the elderly take care of the cattle. 

“When villagers learnt about the cooperative, many
did not dare to join the initiative. But I signed up with�
out hesitation. Our household is well�off to a certain

Seda Chagharyan 

“I am sure that we will
succeed because none
of us is scared of work”
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the Oxfam project.  But still, many other villages of
Armenia are in need of support. I wonder what the
Government is up to.  I believe that the Government
too should carry out support projects to encourage
people in rural areas. Without Government programs
and support people will leave villages, especially the
youth. My two sons, for instance, still live in the vil�
lage but do not have permanent jobs. Because of that
they are eager to leave and I can hardly talk them out
of it and into continuing to stay. The important thing
is that they listen to people and be attentive to their
needs.  I attentively follow the developments in the
country on TV and in local newspapers and get the
impression that people’s voices are nowhere heard
and their needs are neglected. That’s not good.
Probably half of Armenia’s population live in villages.
If things are smartly arranged, life of people in vil�
lages can be easily improved. People can sustainably
earn income if they get the first push. Oxfam’s exam�
ple must be replicated in many rural areas of the
Republic to bring changes in poor people’s lives.” 

Gyulvard Yeghiazaryan is the eldest member of the
cooperative established in Getahovit village of Tavush
Province; despite her age she is energetic and cheer�
ful. She grew tobacco in a collective farm (kolkhoz)
for 27 years. Although retired now, she continues to
help her family.  

“I will work hard as long as I have energy and
strength for that. I am willing to pass my experience
and knowledge onto younger generations. When I
learnt about the cooperative, my first thought was to
definitely get involved. The initiative is new to
younger generation, not to me – cooperatives have
many similarities with Soviet time collective farms
such as, for instance, the collective work of people.
We are hopeful that work in the cooperative will
increase the income, and relations in the community
will be strengthened. Eleven families of our village
will directly benefit from the cooperative’s operation,
another 10�15 in each of the other target villages of

Gyulvard Yeghiazaryan 

“You need to listen 
to people and be 
attentive to their needs”

The Sustainable Development
Strategy of the RA Government for
2015�2025 will differ from the previ�
ous one in its innovative approaches,
which will take into account the new
issues and challenges in the sector.
This document, which is still under
discussions, assumes solutions to
remedy and improve the current situ�
ation with agriculture in the coming
ten years and alleviate the burden of
farmers. Ensuring food security and
appreciation of the role of women in
the development of agriculture are
among the peculiarities of the new
agricultural strategy.
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team do weeding, planting and harvesting together with us.  The
community respects us and the municipality supports us. The veg�
etables and greens we grow are sold in the village at lower prices
than in the market. We set special discounts for poor people. Our
vegetables are relatively ecologically friendly as we use minimal
amount of pesticides and use only bio�fertilizers. A lot of villagers
are eager to join the cooperative if we decide to expand. This year
we have already harvested 1 ton of tomatoes, 30�50 kg of pepper
which brought us a total income of 230,000 – 250,000 Armenian
drams. Our forecast is to collect at least another 2 tons of tomatoes
during the next months of cultivation.”

By the way, I had never dealt in agricultural activities before and that
is why I was afraid of failure.  However, training sessions and consul�
tancy organized by Oxfam and its partners were very important and
helped in acquisition of skills for agricultural work.  They have always
provided the needed support and have been ready to help respond to
all questions related to all problems arising during cultivation.”  

Anahit says that she highly appreciates her husband’s help in per�
formance of household chores when she is busy in the greenhouse.

“Well, I think that being weak and fragile is a huge luxury for
women. Women must be strong to overcome challenges of their
families and village life. The cooperative empowers our women
and strengthens both their economic and social status. The
Government of Armenia should also help the advancement of
women and of small enterprises in rural areas that basically cre�
ate jobs for women”. 

Anahit Veranyan is 52. She is a merchandiser by profession.
After graduation from a higher education institution, she
wanted to stay in Yerevan but could not. She returned to her
native village of Gosh in Tavush Province and got a job in
the local shop. She soon got married. Her family lived a
hard life and faced both financial and health problems, how�
ever the family could overcome them due to Anahit’s opti�
mism.  Anahit is an entrepreneur and owns two small shops
in the village. Her income is, however, very low. Risks of
running a shop in a village are high. People are poor and
buy food products on the condition of paying later.
Sometimes they do not pay back all their debts. This is why
Anahit was compelled to look for new sources of income in
the village and having heard about a cooperative being set
up in the village, she immediately joined the initiative.  

“During the first community open meeting with the village
people we discussed the Oxfam’s initiative of setting up a
new cooperative and constructing a greenhouse further
and decided to give it a try.  A year has passed since then
– now the cooperative is well established with 12 members
(6 men and 6 women) who have made up a friendly team.
Tasks are not labeled as ‘male’ and ‘female’: men in the

Anahit Veranyan 

Tasks are not labeled 
as ‘male’ and ‘female’

“Apart from income I get great pleas�
ure from working in the cooperative.
My soul rests when I take care of
plants in the greenhouse. In the morn�
ing I hurry to ‘meet’ my plants and
‘talk’ to them – they are like my chil�
dren waiting for attention and care.
Love and care are crucial for success.
I feel happy with my work in the coop�
erative and its results”. 

Anahit Veranyan
Gosh Community
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dren. She tells about their previous house, which col�
lapsed during the earthquake. After having lived in a
wooden hut for 20 years, they managed to solve the
accommodation problem with support from relatives
and her sons who had to work abroad.

Mrs. Zamira’s day starts with cattle breeding followed
by gardening, housework and so on…

“We focus on agricultural activities the whole day and
don’t even notice how it gets dark”.

She is very enthusiastic about the greenhouse. She
says the advantages of greenhouse farms are obvious
– you know you’ll not lose harvest because of weather,
like has happened in previous years because of hail.

She earns 4,000 drams a day, but she is happy.

“My family is my happiness, and the problems will
get resolved”, says Zamira Israyelyan.

Approximately five women work at the greenhouse
farm established with Oxfam’s assistance in
Haghtanak village, Tavush Marz. The greenhouse is
rather far from the village. Zamira Israyelyan is one of
the workers, who walks a long distance to the green�
house with the only purpose to cultivate and water
the land in time, in short – to do her share of the
work with honor. She never complains of the work.

“I’ll get sick if I don’t work”, says Zamira.

This woman, who is in harmony with nature and
understands the land well, is engaged in agriculture
and cattle breeding. Having dealt with horticulture since
the age of 23, she has accumulated significant experi�
ence. Zamira Israyelyan’s family comprised of her two
sons and grandchildren, live in a modest apartment in
Haghtanak. The harmonious family raises six grandchil�

Zamira Israyelyan

“My happiness 
is my family; 
as to the problems,
they’ll be resolved”
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thanks to her, and more than 30 other cooperative
members’ efforts, they have achieved a lot. .
According to her, new knowledge gained in the train�
ing sessions on cultivation, production and care of
high value and resilient vegetable crops, and income
generation has enormously supported and united the
cooperative members.

Due to Svetlana’s consistent efforts, a number of
problems concerning cooperative operation have
been revealed and resolved.  She is very proud of her
cultivated high value tomatoes, cucumbers, and
green beans. She says the only way to achieve this is
through hardand devoted work.  

Svetlana Ghazaryan lives and works in Aknaghbyur
village of Tavush Province where an agricultural con�
sumer cooperative, which was established with
Oxfam’s support, has been operating since 2010.
Among them, 3 greenhouses, one cold storage/col�
lection center for farmers’ fresh produce, and also
new farm lead research school which is to be linked
and contribute to the Regional Agricultural
Support/Extension Center form of social enterprise.

Svetlana has been engaged in farming activities since
she was 17. She has an extended family with 5
grandchildren and 2 great�grandchildren. Svetlana
cultivates corn and alfalfa, she also grows and propa�
gates fruit trees, vegetables and potato in her back�
yard. Svetlana’s husband is sick and she has to carry
the burden of her big family. With a special love and
warm compassion, she combines her household
duties with the consumer cooperative and green�
house care. She says she is lucky and happy that

Svetlana Ghazaryan

The only way to 
succeed is through hard
and devoted work
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As noted by Armenak Gasparyan, the president of the
agricultural cooperative and other cooperative mem�
bers,Hasmik Alikhanyan has taken an active part in all
initiatives and discussions of the cooperative. She also
inspires other members of the cooperative by provid�
ing advice and setting a good example for them. This
is how female members of the cooperative speak
about Hasmik,“Hasmik’s every single word is precious.
She is always ready to share her knowledge and expe�
rience with us. We are happy to have such a woman in
our cooperative and learn from her every day.”

Hasmik herself attributes her success to hard work, “I
have been running my household for quite a long
time and I have not faced any serious obstacles so
far. Nature is always changeable, full of unexpected
surprises. However, if one works hard and has apre�
cise plan of agricultural activities, land will never let
her down. A diligent and hard working person will be
always generously paid back.”

Consumer cooperative members from Atchajur,
Tavush Province speak of Hasmik Alikhanyan with
infinite tenderness and deference. They say, “Meet
one of our mostresponsible, committed and hard�
working members.”

Hasmik Alikhanyan lost her husband when she was
very young and she had to struggle to earn her fami�
ly’s living on her own. She brought up her children
trying to do her best to ensure a carefree childhood
and adolescence for her children. Today Hasmik is a
grandmother who is proud of her nine grandchil�
dren’s achievements. She is involved in horticulture
and animal husbandry activities. Hasmik grows veg�
etables, different trees like apple, pear, cherry, plum
and also walnut trees in her backyard. From her
backyard’s yield she makes homemade vodka, wine
and delicious sun�dried fruit. She notes with pleas�
ure and pride that last year she collected up to 1 ton
of green beans.

Hasmik Alikhanyan

“Land will never 
let down a hard�working
person”

“My mother, who was engaged in agricul�
ture her whole life, advised me to trust the
land, which will not leave you hungry if you
cultivate it in a smart way. Therefore, the
difficult working process started: there
were not many of us who could work, the
children were small, but the most important
thing was that we did not have to expect
support from anyone. We have already
overcome all the hardship. I am considered
a successful farmer now. I cultivate garlic
on 1,000sq.m. out of total 5,000 sq.m. – it
has market demand in the region, and there
are few who cultivate garlic. We grow corn
and vegetables on the rest of the land. At
the same time I take care of a fruit orchard
in the forest area, which is also rather prof�
itable. I have a successful farm. Well, I
haven’t become very well�off, but my
accommodation conditions have improved,
and I have acquired new appliances and fur�
niture. I feel more confident, as my earn�
ings and achievements are the outcome of
smart use of time”.

Liana Matinyan
A farmer in Kashtarak community
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Margarita Karapetyan is one of the business women in
Artchis village of Tavush Province. She engages in animal
husbandry and land cultivation. She grows corn on land
plots she rents and gets up to 5�8 tons of harvest. She
also owns orchards where she tends for different fruit
trees: apples, pears, walnuts, plums, figs, and cherries.

Margarita makes thin roll�up sheets of sour plum puree
(ttu lavash) and dried fruits and beautifully designs
those in the form of natural flower bunches. She active�
ly participates in different agricultural activities, even
those which require physical strength and significant
energy, such as haying. 

Carpet weaving and knitting are her hobbies. Margarita
Karapetyan thinks that every village woman is a hero:
they all possess enormous hidden potential which can
lead to big achievements if revealed and properly utilized.
She claims that the newly established agricultural cooper�
ative, which unites everyone and imparts them with fresh
energy to act, is a major stimulus for revealing and devel�
oping the potential of Artchis women farmers.

Margarita Karapetyan

“Every village woman 
is a her”

The cooperative of Azatek  community



Assist not only the members of the cooperative, but the entire community, too

73

Recognition and valuing the role of rural women

72

Kristine Safaryan, a resident of Hovq village of Tavush
Province, is one of the most active members of a women’s
agricultural cooperative established two years ago through
support of Oxfam and its partner Business Support Center.

She speaks about the work in the cooperative and its pro�
duce with great enthusiasm. “I am very happy that we have
a greenhouse and that through our joint efforts we have pro�
duced tomatoes and hot peppers and have been able to sell
our produce.  We are like one family, our relations are very
warm, whatever we do, we do with love and that is why our
food products are so delicious.”

Educated as a lawyer, the 31�year�old woman loves her vil�
lage and everything connected with it.  Married into the vil�
lage of Hovq  from Dilijan, she has learned everything she
has seen and heard about agriculture in the village. She also
cultivates her land plot in her backyard. She says that the
residents of Hovq village first provide for their own families
and then sell the remainder. “Our produce is different.
People like it very much and come and get it from towns.
We sow potatoes and green beans and never use pesticides,
only natural fertilizers.” 

Kristine Safaryan

“I am hundred per cent
confident about my food
produce” 
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learned not only with her colleagues, but also
applies them in her own farmland. 

Sofia and her fellow co�op members are very
proud and inspired that they have been able to
cultivate high value tomato crop in their new
greenhouse. They call on all active women in
the village to unite and work for a good cause to
the benefit of the cooperative and the green�
house, which is a social enterprise and for this
reason benefits the entire community. 
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Sofia Atabekyan is one of the members of the
Tsaghkunq agricultural consumer cooperative. It
was established by Oxfam in Nerkin Tsaghkavan,
Tavush Province, two years ago. Sofia has a big
family, she used to work at kindergarten, and has
been involved for 20 years in farming production
by cultivating vegetables, fruit and other crops.
Her harvest is particularly abundant in corn,
tomatoes, potatoes and greens. 

She says that her husband has always helped her
to raise their three children, cultivate land, and
care for the livestock. Now, since her children are
already grown, they are a big help to her which
allows Sofia to spend more time working in the
new co�op’s greenhouse enterprise established
by Oxfam and its partners.

Sofiahas actively taken part in all cooperative meet�
ings and capacity building training sessions and
she shares the skills and knowledge she has

Sofia Atabekyan

All cooperative 
members are very
proud and inspired



Oxfam is a global human movement, which pursues a
goal of developing a future without poverty. The com�
pany has been implementing long�term development

programs in approximately 165 remote rural communities of
Armenia since 1994 in close cooperation with the
Government, Marz authorities, local self�governance entities,
over ten local NGOs, as well as NGO networks and alliances.

The stories of women compiled in the book were gathered
within the framework of the project  “Improving Small
Holder Farming through Agricultural Cooperatives and
Value Chain Development in Tavush Marz, Armenia”
implemented by Oxfam in cooperation with the Business
Support Centre (BSC) and the Scientific Centre of Vegetable
and Industrial Crops (SCVIC) of the RA Ministry of
Agriculture, and with financial assistance of the Austrian
Development Cooperation.


