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Despite the importance of water for the survival of human beings and for many other reasons, many water
supplies designed in Nepal have not been able to sustain the benefits to women and men. In view of
women’s pivotal role in the water sector, Gender and Development practitioners argue that one major
reason for this failure is the lack of women’s strategic involvement in project activities. Such an
involvement can increase women’s confidence, their income and thereby their bargaining power, their
status and thereby their decision-making ability, and their continued interest towards the projects. All of
this should lead to sustainability of project benefits as well as to a society with greater gender equality and
balanced power relationships, all of which are strong indicators of sustainable human development. In turn,
this research was carried out to examine gender issues at international, national, institutional and project
levels, and their impact in meeting women’s strategic gender interests at community level, as all these are
inter-linked. Altogether, four projects from three agencies, namely non-governmental, bilateral and
governmental, were selected for this purpose. The research locations represent western, mid-western and
eastern regions, and include both gravity flow schemes and point sources. Participatory research
techniques, such as semi-structured interviewing, activity calendars, observation, group discussions, etc.,
using detailed checklists, were followed to collect information required by this research. The sources of

information were both men and women at all levels — agencies, projects and communities.

Based on the findings of the research, a number of conclusions have been drawn. Some of those
conclusions are as follows: 1) Drinking water projects in Nepal are still concerned with meeting only the

practical gender needs of community women and men but not with women’s strategic gender interests
since the water sector at all other levels — international, national, institutional, and project that affect the

outcomes of projects at the community level — 1s gender weak. The NGO sector seems to be relatively
more gender sensitive than others though it also has to go a long way in order to be truly gender sensitive
in 1ts activities. 1) The community level framework of women’ strategic gender interests, consisting of five
indicators suggested in this research for a gender analysis of impact in the water sector, appears to be
useful and relevant. However, the research findings suggest that these five indicators should be split into
six to make the framework more realistic, user-friendly and comprehensive. The suggested framework
should now include: women’s physical presence in project activities, women’s participation in decision-
making, changes in the traditional gender division of labour, women’s access to and control over income,
equity in sharing of benefits, and women’s increased status leading to new development initiatives. inn) The
institutional level framework, consisting of eight mdicators suggested in this research to study gender
1ssues at the agency level, 1s quite useful and relevant. Nonetheless, the research findings suggest that some
of these eight indicators should be split to make the framework even more relevant and comprehensive.
The suggested framework now includes ten indicators as follows: policy-formulating mechanisms,
objectives and strategies, personnel policies, organisational structure, organisational culture and
management style, provision of gender training, provision of capital and human resources, sharing of
power between women and men staff, role of change agents, and relationships with external agencies.
Based on the findings of this research and these conclusions, some action plans have been developed to
improve gender sensitivity at all these levels in the drinking water sector.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents an overview of the research problem, research hypothesis and research
objectives. Also explained in this chapter are the focus of the research, significance of the

research, limitations of the research and information on how this thesis has been organised.

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Water is, literally, the source of life on earth. The human body is 70% water. People begin to
feel thirst after a loss of only 1% of bodily fluids and risk death if fluid loss nears 10%.
Human beings can survive for only a few days without fresh water. Despite this reality, only
one one-hundredth of 1% of the world’s total supply of water is considered easily accessible
for human use. As a result, today 31 countries, accounting for about 8% of the world
population, face chronic fresh water shortages. By the year 2025, however, 48 countries are
expected to face shortages, affecting more than 2.8 billion people - 35% of the world’s
projected population (Population Reports, 1998). Even 1n South Asia, including Nepal where
this research was undertaken, the last 50 years of water management has been the story of an
unfolding disaster. Throughout the region, the water and energy requirements of cities and

villages have confronted decline in the quality and quantity of water. These years have made

societies in the region more vulnerable to environmental degradation. The over emphasis on

the technical aspects of water supplies has ignored existing indigenous knowledge (Ahmed et

al. 1997).

Experience in the rural sector has shown that, within five years of installation, up to half of all

new water supply systems are not functioning (Simpson-Hebert, 1989). Similar experiences
are reported by Dixit and Crippen (1993) from Nepal as they write that many schemes have
been built with the assumption that users would continue the maintenance. However, this
notion that beneficiaries would automatically be able to maintain a project has proven to be
incorrect as indicated by probably more than 50% of the schemes that are not providing

adequate service and are in need of repair and rehabilitation. Though designed to operate for
about 20 years and built during the last few years, the majority of the schemes have ceased to

function before reaching even half of their design life.



This situation highlights the immense need to effectively manage whatever water resources
are available at present in the world. Since the shortage of water affects women more than men,
as the former are traditionally considered responsible for the management of domestic water
along with maintaining the health and hygiene of the family members, the United Nations (UN)
Decade for Women (1975-1985) took this matter as a serious concern. The main concern of the
Women’s Decade was women’s equality in all sectors including that of drinking water.

Accordingly, the Plan of Action adopted at the UN Conference on Women in Mexico in 1975

stated that improved water supplies, seswage disposal and other sanitation measures should be
provided both to improve the health conditions of families and to reduce the burden of carrying
water, which falls mainly on women and children. This statement was reiterated in the action
plan adopted at the Mar del Plata Water Conference in 1977, and a resolution was passed at the
UN Mid-Decade Conference on Women held in Copenhagen in 1980 which demanded that
member states and UN agencies, including specialised agencies, should promote the full

participation of women in planning, implementation and application of technology for water

supply projects (Wakeman et al. 1996).

The main argument of the Women’s Decade in relation to water was that the health of human
beings, especially children, is greatly affected by the quality of drinking water, and 80% of the

sicknesses and diseases in the poor developing countries are caused by poor quality water. The
role of women in this sector is unquestionable, as they are traditionally considered responsible
for meeting the household needs of water and taking care of the children, as well as maintaining
the health of the family members. Therefore, women should be included in all aspects of project

activities so that all these practical needs related to water are met. In turn, the dominant Women

in Development (WID) approach claimed that women should be considered as the primary

beneficiaries in the water supply projects. It emphasised that women can get involved in income

generating activities in the time saved by improved water services.

The limitations of technically-oriented drinking water projects in providing people with
sustainable practical benefits were further realised in the International Drinking Water Supply

and Sanitation Decade (IDWSSD) launched in 1981. The aims of the IDWSSD stated that
drinking water is a basic need for human survival, and hence everyone should have access to
an adequate amount of safe drinking water; the local governments should take this matter

seriously. The IDWSSD further indicated that, unless and until the recipient communities are

2



involved in the planning and design of water and sanitation projects, they cannot be effective.

Because women deal with almost all water supply activities, it was well appreciated at the
international level, by the second half of the IDWSSD, that community participation should
include both women’s and men’s involvement. The IDWSSD stressed the fact that women are
more than target groups, they are active agents who can contribute to the Decade efforts in
decision making, generating ideas for policy-making, mobilizing labour, providing resources,
and disseminating and implementing innovations. By involving women, particularly in the
planning, design, and operation and maintenance stages, as well as in complementary health

education programmes, water and sanitation projects can be expected to be more effective in

achieving improved water services in terms of adequacy, quality and better health.

By the end of the IDWSSD, it was also accepted that the notion of water supply being a

masculine field needed to be changed - the sector had to be feminised if women’s participation
was to be achieved (Simpson-Hebert, 1989). The lack of attention to community involvement in
ceneral, and women’s involvement in particular, was frequently given as the reason for a failure
in the drinking water sector (Kalbermatten, 1991 in Cleaver and Jobes, 1996). A number of
studies had also shown by then that the active participation of women can lead not only to the
higher efficiency of water projects but also improvements in women’s status and roles in
development (INSTRAW and UNICEF, 1988; INSTRAW, 1989; and INSTRAW, 1989a). The
emphasis led by the Women’s Decade, IDWSSD and various studies (van Wijk-Sijbesma,
1985; UNDP/PROWWESS, 1990; Mathew, 1991; New ERA, 1991; IRC, 1994; Bhatt, 1995;:
Ahmed et al. 1997) conducted in different countries during and after the IDWSSD, which

have clearly shown the effective roles that women were playing and could play in the
management of water supplies, encouraged the national governments and development

agencies in developing countries to involve women in various phases of the water projects

implemented thereafter (Narayan Parker, 1993; Hannan-Anderson, 1990; New ERA, 1991;
World Bank, 1992; Baden, 1993).

The experiences available so far reveal, however, that, though there have been quite positive
effects of women’s active involvement in the water sector, including some changes in their
leadership and management roles (IRC, 1993; Mwangola, 1991 in IRC, 1993; Narayan-Parker,
1993 in Wakeman, 1995), the water projects are still involving women in providing labour,

cleaning the areas around the water points, cooking food at construction sites and non-decision
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making roles such as collecting water tariff (Buringa and Tshering, 1992; Frimpong, 1991 in

IRC, 1993; IRC, 1993; IRC, 1994). The gender aspects in the management of rural water
supply are still overlooked within the development of water supply schemes. These studies
report that, in general, women are involved 1n low positions that neither give them any financial
reward nor any decision-making role. There were no attempts from the projects discussed in
these sources to create any space for women to fulfil their strategic interests such as higher
status in the household and the community, greater power to make decisions which can increase
their access to, and control over, resources, and the ability to transfer their work load to their
fellow men. On the other hand, men are employed in paid positions, are provided skill-oriented,
technical training and are given the majority of the seats, including the positions of Chairperson

and Vice-Chairperson, with higher decision-making power in the water committees.

This kind of involvement of women in water supply projects, as argued by Gender and
Development (GAD) practitioners, does not lead to women’s empowerment, which is the
ultimate objective of a GAD approach for a better societal development. The argument
continues that women have been involved in water supply projects only to increase the
efficiency of the project by bringing improved water services near people’s homes (due to the
influence of the welfare and the efficiency approaches of WID to fulfil people’s practical gender
needs), but not to meet women’s strategic gender interests, which are the basis for women’s

empowerment (the ultimate aim of the GAD approach). As it is currently defined in the GAD
literature, practical gender needs are those which are related to meeting inadequacies in living
conditions, whilst strategic gender interests are those which aim to empower women by giving
them rights to make decisions, control their bodies, change the existing gender roles, own and
control land and property, claim equal wages etc. GAD practitioners further argue that the

present practices of involving women, as described above, can widen the gap between men and
women and further strengthen the existing gender inequality and power imbalances between the
two sexes. The ultimate effects of this can be that the water supply projects cannot lead to a

society with sustainable human development. (A detailed discussion on practical and strategic

cender needs is presented in Chapter 3.)

van Wijk-Sijbesma (1998) argues that water resources development and management
practices which have a negative impact on women also have a negative impact on

development. Water development and management projects that exclude women as actors,
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and as an interest group, bypass half the population and reduce the efficiency and
effectiveness of the project. A gender-based approach, on the other hand, as argued by IDS
(1995), ‘seeks the active involvement of women together with men, taking into consideration
the relations, differences, needs and concerns between them so that the analysis can lead to
appropriate planning which aims to improve women’s position in relation to men’. GAD
practitioners argue that women are demonstrably active agents in development, and have a
vital role to play in the success of development projects, including those concerned with
water supplies. To allow women to play this role effectively, development projects should try
to strengthen women’s position, confidence, and voice. Development projects (whether
dealing with water supplies or other kinds) can meet the genuine needs and concerns of
women and men if they give attention to meeting women’s strategic gender interests as well

as their practical gender needs (Moser, 1993; van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998; Mosse, 1993).

Given the above discussions, it seems now to be an appropriate time to learn practical lessons
from the growing range of experiences of projects in the water sector which have tried to
involve women, and to disseminate those lessons in forms appropriate to different project
stakeholders - field workers, project managers, policy-makers, and aid donors. Since the task of
meeting poor women’s strategic gender interests 1s governed by organisational policies and
practices, as well as national policies and international policies in the water sector, it is also

important to examine these policies and practices. Thus, this research attempts to examine the

cender issues involved at different levels, such as international, national, institutional, and

project, and their effects in empowering women at the community level by meeting their

strategic gender interests along with their practical needs. Finally, the research aims to offer

some conclusions to make the water sector more gender sensitive.

1.2 Research Hypothesis

Despite the global realisation of the contribution of women in the drinking water sector, the
sector in developing countries is still concerned with meeting only the practical needs of men
and women but not the strategic gender interests of women which could empower them to be

active partners in the overall development process, and which would 1mprove the likelihood of

sustainable practical benefits.



1.3 Research Objectives

The general objective of this research 1s to make an analysis of some selected non-governmental
orgamisation (NGO), bi-lateral and government institutions involved in the drinking water sector
in Nepal from a gender perspective. While doing so, an attempt will be made to examine the
extent to which the drinking water projects of those institutions have brought positive effects in

meeting women’s strategic gender interests as well as meeting their practical needs. In order to

meet these broad objectives, the following specific objectives have been defined:

e To examine gender sensitivity in the interational water policies and in the national policies

and practices of the drinking water sector in Nepal (international and national levels)

 To analyse gender aspects of the institutional policies and practices of the organisations

involved in implementing drinking water projects (institutional and project management

levels)

e To assess the outcomes of the selected drinking water projects in relation to meeting

woinen’s strategic gender interests (community level)

e To draw some conclusions and offer some recommendations to promote gender sensitivity

at all levels in the drinking water sector

1.4 Focus of the Research

Since water is a large topic, it will be useful to clarify here that the focus of this research is on

domestic water supplies implemented by the selected agencies, Nepal Water for Health
(NEWAH), Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Project (RWSSP) and Fourth Rural Water
Supply and Sanitation Sector Project (FRWSSSP) in the rural areas of Nepal. Geographically,

the research areas fall under western, mid-western and eastern Nepal. In the western and mid-

western sectors, the research was carried out in Tarai (plain flat land) covering point source
schemes (tubewells), whilst in eastern Nepal the research was carried out in the hills,

covering gravity flow schemes (tapstands). Detailed information on these aspects is presented

in Chapter 4.

This research was sponsored by the British Department for International Development

(DFID). A similar research project under the DFID funding 1s also being undertaken in India.
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1.6 Significance of the Research

This research is the first of its kind because it explores jointly the gender issues prevalent in the
water sector at various levels - international, national, institutional and project - and their impact
in meeting women’s strategic gender interests at the community level. The analysis of
international and national level policies in the context of the drinking water sector in Nepal is
another contribution of this research. Another new task carried out in this research is its attempt
to explore the applicability of the institutional level gender issues reported in the development
sector in general to that of the water supply sector. This application has led to the formulation of
a framework for gender planning and analysis at the institutional level of the water sector.
Finally, the research has also developed a theoretical framework for analysing women’s
strategic gender interests vis-a-vis women’s empowerment in the context of the drinking water
sector at the community level. This framework can also be useful to analyse the outcomes of
other development interventions in empowering women vis-a-vis men. Given the practical
contribution of this research in understanding gender issues at all levels in the drinking water

sector and some theoretical contributions for gender planning and analysis of development

interventions, especially in the water sector, it can be said that the findings of this research will
give a new dimension to other academics, researchers, and the people and agencies involved in

the drinking water sector to make their work more gender sensitive, leading to a better

development of both Nepal and other countries.

1.6 Limitations of the Research

The research has tried to be as comprehensive as possible to uncover gender issues prevalent
in all levels - from international policy to the local community - of the drinking water sector
though this has proved quite difficult due to lack of adequate literature on some levels.

Further, some limitations were also observed whilst working at the institutional level where
regular interactions, thorough communications and constant observations with the agency

staff were not possible. Such interactions could have helped to dig out even more deeply-

rooted gender issues than those reported in this research; these types of interactions are

possible when the agency itself initiates such research, which was not, however, the case in

this research. As a result, it was not possible to stay for a longer duration in the institutions,

observing all institutional activities for weeks and months, which could have uncovered some



other interesting gender dimensions. Despite this limitation, whatever gender issues have

been identified at the institutional level are still very comprehensive and useful in the water

sector. Such issues can therefore guide any further research that is designed to explore the

gender 1ssues in the institutions.

It is also essential to mention here that because this research had to study several projects and
agencies at various different levels, and given the limited time and other resources available, -
it was not possible in this research to go into great depth concerning the differential impact
that the selected projects might have made on various categories of women and men in the

project communities. Nevertheless, such differences have been highlighted wherever possible

in the thesis.

1.7 Organisation of the Thesis

This thesis has been organised into eight chapters followed by a list of references and
appendices. Chapter One presents the statement of the research problem, research hypothesis,
objectives, focus, significance, and limitations of the research. Chapter Two provides a
review of gender issues in the management of domestic water supply at various levels, from
the international to the local community, and the roles of government and women in water
supplies in Nepal. Chapter Three describes various frameworks that have been developed for

gender analysis and draws on their strengths and weaknesses to develop a new framework

which has been used in this thesis for analysis of the data collected in several rural

communities. Study contexts, including introduction to Nepal, gender situation in Nepal,

social context of Nepali villages, and description of institutions and communities selected for
this research, research techniques, selection of informants, and the types of information

collected and the analysis techniques have all been explained in Chapter Four.

The research findings are presented in Chapters Five to Seven. The gender issues prevalent at
the international and the national policy levels are discussed in Chapter Five. The gender
issues prevalent at the institutional and the project levels are covered in Chapter Six. Chapter
Seven analyses the effectiveness of the selected projects in meeting the strategic gender
interests of women at the community level. This analysis makes use of the framework of
indicators developed in Chapter Three. Conclusions, related to the relevance of the

framework used in Chapter Seven and projects’ effectiveness in meeting women’s strategic
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cender interests at the community level, together with some suggested actions and further
work to be done, are presented in Chapter Eight. The thesis ends with a list of references
followed by a series of appendices, which contain information required to supplement the

analysis presented in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.



2. GENDER ISSUES IN THE MANAGEMENT OF WATER SUPPLIES: .
A HISTORICAL REVIEW

The purpose of this chapter is to review the contemporary views on gender issues in the
management of domestic water supply at various levels: international, national, institutional,
project and community. A number of observations that were noted whilst undertaking this
activity are as follows: i) The review of gender issues at the international and national policy

levels of water supply had to rely on limited sources due to non-availability of adequate
materials showing the impact of policies at these levels in meeting women’s strategic gender
interests at community level. ii) Gender issues at the institutional level have been drawn from

studies carried out in the development sector in general for the same reason as mentioned

above. The purpose of doing this is to ensure that these issues are relevant for consideration

when analysing the institutions selected for this research from a gender perspective, which is
one of the primary objectives of this research. 1it) There are adequate references dealing with
cender issues at the project and the community levels. However, even at the community level,

there is virtually no documentation analysing the impact of gender insensitive policies and

practices in meeting women’s strategic gender interests (women’s empowerment), which is
another key objective of this research. Because of these reasons, this research, as mentioned

in the previous chapter, can be a milestone in giving new dimenstons to this topic.

Also reviewed in this chapter are the roles of government and women in water supplies in

Nepal, where this research was undertaken.

The sources of information on these issues were: books, research studies, project reports,
journals, policy documents, development plans, abstracts, web site (internet), case studies,

periodic information bulletins, etc. Most of these materials are written by researchers,

practitioners and project evaluators from their experiences of water supplies implemented

mostly in Asia, Africa and Latin America.
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2.1 International and National Policy Levels

This section begins with a review of the global trends and initiatives in domestic water, and
the current perceptions of the international community in the sector from a gender
perspective. Though exploring gender 1ssues at this level was not originally planned, this task
had to be carried out as a preliminary study since the international community can influence

the national and the NGO/INGO level water policies due to their financial ability. For
example, the policy documents of the World Bank (Annual Report 1995/96) and the ADB

(1998) mention that they advise, encourage and expect the recipient governments to adopt the

strategies that they have proposed.

Water will be a critical resource for sustainable economic development in the coming
decades. Population growth, rapid urbanisation and industrialisation are imposing rapidly
increasing demands on water services and pressures on the water resource. In many
developing countries, as reported by ADB (1998), between 60% and 95% of water
withdrawals are used for agriculture. An estimated 737 million people in rural areas, and 93
million people in urban areas, still have no access to safe drinking water. Even more people
are without sanitation facilities. A number of meetings/conferences were held (Appendix 1),
and various strategies have been adopted, to resolve the problems of the shortage of water

supply over the last three decades; the gender aspects of these strategies have been discussed

below.

The global realisation of the adverse effects of inadequate water supply and poor sanitation

facilities on human beings took place at the United Nations (UN) Conferences held in
Vancouver, Canada, in 1976, in Mar del Plata, Argentina, in 1977, and in Alma Ata,
Kazakhstan, USSR, in 1978 (Population Reports, 1998). Even before these conferences, this

issue of lack of safe drinking water and its effects on human beings in general, and on women
in particular as they have to shoulder the burden of meeting the household need for water by
walking for several hours, was discussed, as mentioned in Chapter 1, during the UN

Conference on Women held in Mexico in 1975. Despite the emphasis given by this

conference on the role of women in water supplies, this issue did not get much attention in the
water conferences held before 1980. Nevertheless, one of the major outcomes of these

conferences was to declare 1981-90 as the International Drinking Water Supply and
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Sanitation Decade (IDWSSD). The other achievement was that they identified the inadequate
supply of drinking water and lack of sanitation facilities as a significant factor affecting
human lives, and the source of the majority of the diseases found in developing countries.
The conferences thus made a strong commitment to give priority to make provision of
improved water supply to 1,500 million people and for sanitation facilities to 750 million
people, and instructed national governments to proceed with this objective. During this
period, the states were considered as the providers of water facilities. The role of the local

community in general, and of women in particular, was not addressed at these conferences.

Even in the conferences and meetings held after the beginning of the IDWSSD, the role of
women in water supply and sanitation was not addressed until the ninth meeting of the
Steering Committee, held in April 1982. One probable reason for women to get attention at
this meeting could be the resolution passed at the UN Mid-Decade Conference on Women

held in Copenhagen in 1980, which demanded that all international and national agencies

should pay serious attention to involving women at all stages of drinking water projects.
Accordingly, this meeting established an Action-Oriented Inter-Agency Task Force of the

Committee for fostering women’s participation in activities of the IDWSSD (Box 1). One
major reason highlighted for women’s higher participation in water supply was because of
their key role in water supply, sanitation and other hygiene-related activities in both the

household and community, since the poor management of these elements could have serious

implications on the lives of all human beings.

Box 1: Mandate of the Action Oriented Inter-Agency Task Force, April 1982

The mandate of the Task Force was: i) to develop a strategy for the enhancement of the role of

women within the IDWSSD, ii) to assist in activities in support of the IDWSSD programmes in
relation to the role of women, iit) to act as a mechanism for collaboration in the development and

‘|implementation of activities at international and national levels, iv) to monitor, evaluate and report
on the implementation of IDWSSD policies and programmes related to women, in order to ensure
that they adequately reflect the concerns, needs and contributions of women, and v) to recommend

further action in this regard (Population Reports, 1998; Wakeman et al. 1996).

Accordingly, it was decided that a strategy document should be developed on the promotion

of women’s participation in water supply and sanitation activities at the 10th meeting of the
Steering Committee, which was endorsed by its 11th meeting held in late 1983. However, by

1985, it was realised that the targets set were not achievable. The major reasons were: too
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much focus on technical aspects, lack of proper understanding of the local community, and .

lack of people or agencies responsible for operation and maintenance of completed projects
(Population Reports, 1998; Wakeman et al. 1996). Since the effects of these failed projects
had to be faced by women in general, and more so by those in the poor marginalised
population, it was realised that a proper understanding of the community dynamics, including
the socio-economic and cultural aspects, was needed. It was also felt that the technology of
the water systems needed to be simpler so that the local community could manage them
better. Accordingly, the involvement of people from other sectors, especially the social

sciences, was felt necessary to deal with the social, cultural, economic and environmental

aspects of the drinking water projects as they determined their sustainability.

To tackle these shortcomings, a body called “External Support Agencies (ESA) Collaborative
Council” was formed in 1988. The ESA’s goal was to help the national governments in
formulating appropriate sector policies. The attempts of the ESAs was further stressed in the
Global Consultation Forum held in New Delhi in 1990 which set out four basic principles
related to water which were guided by the new slogan: ‘some for all rather than more for

some’. One of the principles is related to the full participation of women in the sector

institutions. This forum also changed the role of ESAs in such a way that the water sector of
the national governments should be managed by themselves and not by the ESAs, as
originally planned. Accordingly, the name of the ESA Collaborative Council was changed to
Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC). The first meeting of the

WSSCC, held in Oslo in 1991, focused on seven key areas related to improved planning and
management of water supplies, one of which was ‘gender and sustainability’. The other

emphasis of this forum was on the role of national governments as facilitators rather than

providers, unlike in the past (Wakeman et al. 1996).

Realising the severity of the problem of the lack of safe drinking water, emphasis was then

put on the integrated/holistic management of fresh water at the Dublin Conference on Water

and the Environment in 1992. The Dublin Conference established four principles that guide
the current international thinking on water (Box 2). The Dublin principles were further

advocated at the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in

1992, and incorporated into Agenda 21, Chapter 18 (Fresh Water), one of the principal
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documents of the Rio Earth Summit. Several other meetings, conferences and events on water .

have been held in the last six years following the Earth Summit (ADB, 1998). The focus of

all these meetings, conferences and events has been on the effective implementation of the
Dublin and Rio principles. Emphasis has also been placed on the role of national

covernments in formulating strategies that ensure both the availability of water for poor

people and the enhancement of women’s participation in project activities.

Box 2: Dublin Principles

e Freshwater is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development, and the
environment;

e Water development and management should be based on a participatory approach involving
users, planners, and policy-makers at all levels;

e Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water;

e Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be recognised as an economic
good (ADB, 1998).
The two world conferences on women held, after the UN Decade of Women (1976-1985), in

Nairobi (1985) and Beijing (1995), have been instrumental in pushing the role of women onto

the agenda of international conferences on water. However, it might be worthwhile to

mention here that among the five strategic approaches to freshwater management adopted
during the Sixth Session of the UN Conference on Social Development in April 1998, women

have not been mentioned explicitly in any of them (ADB, 1998).

Overall. unlike the pre-IDWSSD period, water in the 1990s has been regarded as a resource
to be treated efficiently in its multiple uses. The present focus 1s on the integrated approach to

water. To control the unaccounted use of water, emphasis has been placed on seeing water as

a finite, vulnerable resource and hence, one to be treated as an economic good. The sector has
felt it necessary to involve the local community, including women, in the management of
water supply for its sustainability, and also for wider-socio-economic development. The post-
IDWSSD period has been influenced by the Dublin and Rio Principles and all efforts, both at
the international and the national level, have revolved around the concepts of demand-driven

approaches and cost-recovery aspects. Accordingly, a lot of emphasis has been placed on the

mobilisation of the private sector to provide water services on behalf of local governments.
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Although a detailed analysis of the current international view on water from a gender .

perspective will be found in Chapter 5, a few observations are presented here to set the right

context for that chapter.

One major principle of the Dublin conference is that water should be treated as an economic
good. Supporting this principle, Wakeman et al. (1996) note that an economic analysis of
water from a gender perspective, which shows the gender differentials in activities, resources
and benefits of household water use, can be very useful while preparing plans. They go on to

say that, as women and girls are often the primary managers of water facilities, determining

what kinds of services they as well as men prefer will be essential. This will lead to the
control of the mis-use of water. However, the point is that once the water is considered as a
commodity, those, who can use it for productive purposes for more economic benefits, such
as large industries and big land holders, can have unlimited use which can lead to severe
curtailment in the supply of drinking water at the domestic level; all these experiences have
been well documented by van Wijk-Sijbesma (1998). Even though the international sector
has well appreciated, at least in their policy documents, that priority in the supply of water
will be given for drinking purposes, this might not happen in reality once the private sector
takes on the responsibility of water supply, which is highly encouraged by the international
community. The effect is that women, who are responsible for managing water in the

households, are hard-hit by such a situation as they have no voice with which to justify the

need of water for basic survival due to not being able to pay for it.

Furthermore, the concept of the economic good of water can also create conflicts between

women and men at the household level itself, since experiences (van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998)

show that the former will be more concerned with its household use, while the latter with its
use in agriculture for irrigation. Though supporting this concept of economic good, Wakeman
et al. (1996) write that these varying roles need to be recognised; that both women and men
need to be involved in discussions for protecting water resources for their efficient use for
various purposes, experiences, from this research, as presented in Chapter 7, and others
(Mustanoja, 1998; Shtrii Shakti, 1995), show that women have very little decision-making

power on household matters, especially those related to economic aspects. As a result, men

can divert the use of water for their own purposes, leaving women to continue going to their
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traditional sources located at a far distance (van Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998). More discussions on

the issue of water to be treated as an economic good have been presented in Chapter 5.

Drinking water has significant impact on the health of human beings. One WHO estimate
claims that 80% of sickness and disease in the world is due to inadequate water supply and
sanitation (New ERA, 1991). The lack of access to safe and clean water due to the inability to
atford it, may lead to negative effects on human health leading to an increase in women’s
burden as they take care of sick persons in the family. This is the origin of the opinion that
water should be regarded as a social good and not only as an economic good. Because women
and girls are so closely involved in household water supply, they often benefit the most when
the village supply is improved. As Wakeman et al. (1996) note, ‘when water quality and
quantity improves and water is available closer to home, many advantages exist: girls and
women take shorter trips carrying heavy containers, women may have more time for income-
generating activities and for leisure, there will be improvement in the health of the family
members, and girls may have time to go to school and spend more time there’. However, here
also one can argue that women may not be able to take advantage of any social benefits

resulting from improved water services since they cannot pay, either for their capital costs or

for their operational costs due to not having access to, and control over, resources.

One of the Dublin principles is concerned with the management and decision-making about

water at the lowest appropriate level. Agreeing with this principle, Wakeman et al. (1996)

note that, as women are often the managers as well as the direct users of water facilities,
involving them as well as men in management and decision-making helps ensure that systems

meet women’s needs. Women use systems frequently and are in a good position to provide
accurate, up-to-date reporting on the functioning of a given system. If a system breaks down,

1t 1s women, not men, who will most likely be the ones to travel further to get water. Women,
therefore, need to be involved in making decisions about the water supplies. The weakness of
this principle is, however, that because the women are powerless in the communities due to
their lack of education, reduced access to and control over resources, and other social and
cultural factors, the chances of their involvement in the management of water resources is

bleak. Even when they are involved, their number will be very small as seen in many water

committees around the world, and hence women will not be able to voice their concerns.
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Therefore, it is necessary that such a principle is further elaborated to clarify ‘how’ aspects of

women'’s participation rather than simply saying that women’s participation will be sought,
because the danger is that women’s participation can be misinterpreted only as project

beneficiaries but not as active change agents.

For example, a number of international agencies have emphasised the need for women’s
incorporation in professional, managerial and technical positions at all levels so that the water
projects can be more effective, not only in meeting people’s needs but also for women’s
economic and social development (UNDP/PROWWES'S, 1990 in FINNIDA, 1993; UNCED,
1992 1n IRC, 1994; FINNIDA, 1990 in FINNIDA, 1993; DANIDA, 1992 in IRC, 1993; SIDA,
1987 1n IRC, 1993; IRC, 1994 referring about UNICEF). But to take one example, of UNCED
and the World Bank, they have singled out women as a special category within Chapter 18 of
Agenda 21 of their policy paper instead of integrating them into the mainstream. The policy
paper has appreciated women’s role only as providers of water for domestic consumption, but
not as those who are active in productive activities as well (Green and Baden, 1994a). The
authors further argue that this kind of compartmentalisation of women distances them from their
relationships with men, and reinforces the gender gap even if they have been well mentioned in
the policy document. These agencies have failed to mention women in relation to men, nor have

they defined how the system of social relations (including gender relations), within which they
operate, determines women’s participation in the management of water projects. When women

and men and their rights, roles, responsibilities and relationships with each other are not

mentioned together in the policy documents of donors it is very likely that neither they will be
mentioned in the policy documents of their partner governments and other agencies nor will the
people, both from the implementing agencies and the partner communities, involved in

planning, designing, and implementing projets have any appreciation of women’s roles.

As at the international level, gender issues need to be considered in national level policies. As
mentioned in the beginning of this section, the international agencies/donors play an effective
role at this stage due to their financing power. Macdonald et al. (1997) and Oxfam (1997) note
that real commitment shown by donors in addressing gender issues will compel recipient

governments and other agencies to formulate policies that are gender sensitive. In principle,

national governments should adopt an unambiguous policy commitment, backed up by

17



adequate funds, to involve women in the water sector. Supporting the importance of.
incorporating gender issues at the national policy level, Goetz (1998) also writes that
Integrating gender into national development plans and allocating budgets accordingly

indicates governments’ real commitment to gender as these are important public statements

and are translated into action without any question.

On the other hand, the lack of clarity about gender roles in legislation can create confusion
while formulating national policies. For example, Nepal’s Water Resources Act 1992 does
not require the involvement of women in district level water users committees, though it does
require that at least 20% of the members of village-level water users associations should be
women. As a result, the policies are silent about women’s role beyond the village level
(HMG/Nepal, 1995). This kind of ambiguity in legislation can affect women’s involvement at

any level as has been discussed in detail in the forthcoming chapters.

Contrary to this, the specific treatment of gender issues at the national policy level can lead to
better project results. For example, Tanzania has included explicit statements about gender in

its national water policy. The water policy of 1991 has formalised the training, participation
and involvement of women. Tanzanian policy aims to have more equal gender involvement in

control of benefits from rural water supply projects, and also that half of village water
committee members should be female. As reported in a report by Wakeman et al. (1996), a

Tanzanian-Danish review mission found all these features met in a number of water projects

funded by DANIDA. The mission further reports that the socio-economic impacts of the
projects have been felt mostly by women and children, with children collecting more water,

and women having more time in their fields because the new water sources are closer to home

and safer in the evening. The same report further mentions that, under the same Tanzanian

policy, SIDA also has funded a number of water supply projects in Tanzania. The evaluations

conclude that although much remains to be done to increase women’s participation in the

water sector, women’s involvement in water supply 1s far stronger in those project sites than

in the other three villages chosen for comparison.

Similar experiences have been reported in some water projects in the Philippines. As

Wakeman et al. (1996) report: “the Philippines has gender sensitive policies at the national
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government level. These policies, reinforced by explicit attention to co-ordination, provide a .
supportive environment for gender and development efforts in the water and sanitation sector,
and women are more involved in the sector than in many other countries, though activists in
the sector note that there is still more to be done”. The authors cite two successful projects
which are the results of gender sensitive national policies (Box 3). The other positive aspect
of the national policies of the Philippines is that it also has made provisions for calling at least
5% of funds from international donors to support programmes that include mainstream
gender concerns into development and this percentage 1s expected to increase to between 10
and 30% in the future. Though this figure of 5% seems low at present, it shows the

government’s commitment in addressing gender concerns in the water sector. Once the

commitment is there the government might easily be able to increase this figure as planned.

Box 3: Results of Gender Sensitive National Policies

In one project in the central Philippine province of Capiz, ten women and two men built their own
ferrocement rainwater tank. In another project, women built a 10,000 litre water tank over seven days
using a manual which conveyed necessary information. After the engineer approved it the women
were very proud, at the same time astounded that they could build a tank. “Now, they are saying, give
us a manual on how to construct a house and we will” (Wakeman et al. 1996). |

The above examples reinforce the argument that gender sensitive national policies can have a

direct impact at the project level. Agreeing with this statement, Wakeman et al. (1996) note

that, if gender issues are not considered at the policy level as part of overall sector policy, it is

likely that they will not be considered at the project level either. Because the national and
international policies are translated into action by various agencies, the lack of gender

sensitivity within them can lead to bypassing gender issues while implementing projects. The

following section thus reviews the experiences of various institutions and GAD practitioners

on this matter.

2.2 Organisational Level

The literature on GAD emphasises that mainstreaming gender in organisational policies and

practices is essential to bring equality between women and men. The literature also highlights
that in order for the benefits of the development institutions to get down to the community

level, including women, it is essential that the organisational atmosphere becomes gender
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sensitive in all aspects. The experiences discussed here come mainly from local and

international NGOs as there have been more studies done at the institutional level of these
organisations than of government departments and local authorities. The areas where the
service sector institutions (government, NGOs, INGOs etc.) need to take gender into
consideration, as highlighted by the literature, are as follows: procedures for setting policies,
rules, and norms; institutional goals, strategies and activities; organisational structure and
staff facilities; organisational culture; provision for gender training; provision for adequate

financial and appropriate human resources. Also discussed are the nature of obstacles for

engendering an institution and the role of change agents, if any, in a given institution.

Procedures for setting policies, rules and norms: In any institution, the way in which it sets
out its policies and rules is a strong basis to find out whether the institution is committed
towards gender equality. If the institutional norms and procedures are formulated by involving
both women and men taking into consideration the gender relations between them then the
implementation of those norms can achieve gender equality. This mechanism ensures that the
organisation has appreciated that women and men have different needs and concerns and hence,
involving only one of them in the formulation of policies does not guarantee that the needs and
concerns of the other group have been met. Otherwise, the chances of women being
marginalised in the distribution of benefits will be high. For example, Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee (BRAC), a leading NGO in the development sector, maintains a
strong commitment to gender equity in its anti-poverty programmes, including an impressive
rural credit programme. It has well over 700,000 members, of whom 70% are women; by 1995
women made up 85% of its total borrowers. A central goal of BRAC is the empowerment of the

disadvantaged, particularly poor women (Rao and Stuart, 1997 and Goetz, 1997a).

However, as Goetz (1992) argues, even institutions such as BRAC, which have claimed
themselves to be very gender sensitive, have been found to be weak while setting norms for
people to participate in project benefits. For example, despite policy rhetoric claiming gender-
egalitarian approaches in both state and non-governmental rural credit and income generating

programmes in Bangladesh, studies have shown common and consistent gender differentials

in project implementation. Fewer women than men are members of these programmes, but

even where they form a majority, as in the Grameen Bank or BRAC, the credit they receive is
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non-proportional to their representation as members. Individually, women receive credit in

much smaller amounts than men, training is for low profit, sex-stereotyped activities, and
unlike men, their programme membership may be made conditional on their acceptance of
family planning measures. This could be due, in part, to the fact that the women staff turnover
in BRAC is very high, with women occupying about 25% in 1991/92, 16% in 1993 and 20%

in 1996 of the total staff and the majority being in low (field-based) positions with almost no

opportunities to input to the policy formulation of BRAC; only four of BRAC’s 20 senior

managers are women (BRAC, 1997).

Hence, the DAC Sourcebook (1998) suggests that a key lesson from recent studies of equality
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