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Introduction

Water and development: 
a growing crisis

There is widespread recognition 
that the world is facing a growing 
water crisis, affecting the well-being 
of millions of the poorest people. 
Rapidly growing populations, urbani-
zation, agricultural intensification 
and climate change (such as global 
warming) all contribute to greater 
competition and scarcity of water 
resources. Despite massively 
increased provision of water facilities 
over the past few decades and the 
development of low-cost, sustain-
able technical solutions to many 
aspects of water provision, millions 
still suffer from water-related dis-
eases and the physical, social and 
economic burdens associated with 
scarcity. A number of international 
initiatives aim to tackle this global 
problem through improving the gov-
ernance of water and setting targets 
for provision of supplies to increased 
numbers of people within the general 
context of poverty alleviation 
and environmental sustainability. The 
greater involvement of women and 
the adoption of gender-sensitive 
approaches are increasingly seen as 
integral to the achievement of these 
targets. In the context of the global 
concern for improved water manage-
ment (which encompasses sanita-
tion and hygiene education), this 
paper aims to:
•	  Set out arguments for the impor-

tance of a gender-sensitive 
approach to water resources man-
agement;

•	 	Review	progress	 in	achieving	 this	
and draw out the lessons learned 
from experience;

•	 	Identify	some	of	the	key	challenges	
and opportunities to gender- 
equitable water management;

•	 	Suggest	 helpful	 resources	 for	 
gender mainstreaming in water 
resources management.

Water is critical to the livelihoods 
and well-being of the world’s popula-
tion but millions suffer from lack of 
access to clean water, inadequate 
water for food production and the 
effects of pollution and environmental 
change. Increasingly, improved water 
supply management is seen as cen-
trally important to poverty alleviation 
and to ensuring a sustainable future 
for millions of people with vulnerable 
livelihoods in marginal environments. 
The impact of inequitable access and 
poor management is huge. The United 
Nations reports 1.1 billion people (one 
in six of the world’s population) lack 
access to improved drinking water, 
and 2.4 billion lack sanitation. As a 
result, the burden of death and disease 
related to inadequate water is high, 
with an estimated mortality of 3 mil-
lion people a year, and millions more 
suffering water-related diseases. The 
majority of those affected are likely 
to be children under five years old, 
affected by diarrhoeal disease.1

Water is critical to food production. 
While the majority of agriculture is 
rain fed, irrigated agriculture provides 
some 40 per cent of the world’s food 
and consumes 75 per cent of world’s 
freshwater resources.2 Sup plies of 
freshwater are increasingly threat-
ened by population growth, changing 
lifestyles (use of more water per 
capita) and pollution. Such stress is 
further magnified by other aspects 
of human development. The draining 
of wetlands for agriculture, the loss 
of trees to land clearance and soil 
erosion all affect natural water cycles 
and can contribute to increased floods 
and droughts. Those most affected 
by these changes often live in eco-
logically marginal areas; for example 
41 per cent of the world’s population 
live in river basins under conditions 
of water stress. The poorest people 
in these areas are often disproportion-
ately dependent on natural resources, 
and vulnerable to a deterioration of 
their livelihoods when access to these 
resources changes. 

There has been increasing realiza-
tion over the last two decades that 

technical solutions alone are 
in sufficient to ensure equitable and 
secure access to water resources for 
the world’s population. Access to 
water additionally depends on legal 
rights, social relations, cultures and 
customs, rights to land, control of 
resources (including labour) and 
access to appropriate regulatory insti-
tutions. This realization has led to an 
increased focus on the governance 
of water supplies, and particularly on 
community-based approaches for 
their management. Gender concerns 
are commonly assumed to be auto-
matically in corporated within participa-
tory  community-based approaches, 
although as is illustrated in this paper, 
this is not necessarily the case. 

International policy: 
from welfare to  
good governance  

and poverty alleviation
The past few decades have seen 

a changing emphasis on the role of 
women and gender relations in water. 
Early policies and interventions 
adopted a welfare approach, seeing 
women and children as the primary 
recipients and beneficiaries of 
improved water supplies. However, 
since the mid-1980s, a new policy 
consensus on water resources man-
agement was formulated at a number 
of international meetings focusing 
very much on the need to ensure 
the efficiency and effectiveness of 
water supplies.3 This was partly in 
response to a changing macro- 
economic climate that favoured eco-
nomic adjustment and a reassess-
ment of the role of the State, and 
to the perceived failures of previous 
 supply-driven government provision 
to meet the needs of the poor. The 
1990s consensus was expressed in 
the form of a series of “Guiding 
Principles” that were intended to 
shape the planning and management 
of projects and programmes.4

These “Guiding Principles” of 
policy have, in the past decade, moved 
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away from a prime emphasis on pric-
ing and distribution issues to a focus 
on the need for a more holistic view 
of water resources management. 
Integrated Water Resources Manage-
ment (IWRM) is a cross-sectoral 
approach responding to the growing 
demands for water in the context of 
finite supplies. It is an approach that 
aims to secure the coordinated devel-
opment of water, land and related 
resources to optimize economic and 
social welfare without compromising 
the sustainability of environmental sys-
tems.5  Key points in policy include:
•	 	Water	 should	 be	 treated	 as	 an	

economic, social and environmen-
tal good;

•	 	Water	policies	should	focus	on	the	
management of water and not just 
the provision of water;

•	 	Governments	should	facilitate	and	
enable the sustainable develop-
ment of water resources, including 
a regulatory framework;

•	 	Water	 resources	 should	 be	 man-
aged at the lowest appropriate 
level;

•	 	There	 should	 be	 recognition	 that



focus that looks at the relations 
between men and women and how 
these shape access to resources, 
participation in decision-making and the 
exercise of power within households 
and communities. If women are dis-
advantaged and subordinated in their 
relations with men, then changing this 
situation requires changes in the views 



 
Empowerment and 

equality

The empowerment of women is 
necessary to ensure gender and social 
equality and would enable women to 
take control of their own lives, to 
challenge the oppressive aspects of 
social systems individually and col-
lectively and to enter into relations 
with men on the basis of equality. 
These broad and ambitious goals are 
related to the more instrumental aims 
of ensuring efficient water supplies. 
The impacts of improved water sup-
plies can be translated into tangible 
benefits for women: better health, 
time freed up for other activities and 
more productive potential. All these 
outcomes can provide the basis for 

greater equality in their everyday lives. 
Moreover, a greater say and improved 
skills in decision-making and in manag-
ing resources may strengthen wom-
en’s ability to contribute to the trans-
formation of societal inequalities. 

Without specific attention to 
 gender perspectives, projects may 
reinforce inequalities and differ-
ences between men and women 
even when there is an explicit 
focus on women’s participation. For 
example, early initiatives empha-
sizing women’s roles as the bearers 
of water and the managers of 
household water may have served 
to reinforce gender-inequitable 
 divisions of domestic labour. To 
further goals of equality, gender 
sensitivity should be combined with 
wider social analysis, and an 



from water supply projects.16 Much 
of the progress that has been made 
is in those areas perceived by plan-
ners as more naturally associated 
with women, including domestic 
water supply and sanitation. Attempts 
to extend women’s roles in the areas 
of irrigation and drainage face other 
difficulties, including broader issues 
of land and access rights.17 At the 
international level, women’s involve-
ment in water-related issues is also 
limited as this is a field of expertise 
that continues to be dominated by 
men. There is still much scope for 
activities and strategies to ensure 
that meaningful roles for women 
alongside men in water management 
become a reality.

There continues to be tension in 
policy approaches between efficiency 
and equality concerns. While the prin-
ciple sc3T5.T2men1325inca -



may help to identify complemen-
tarities between different uses of 
water and facilitate integrated water 
resource management. A brief out-
line of the differing interests in 
water will help to illustrate some of 
these linkages. 

Women have long been a focus 
in the domestic water subsector, their 
central place based primarily on the 
idea of their “natural” role as house-
hold managers. For many years 
women have been identified as the 
main drawers of water,21 the primary 
promoters of hygiene behaviour 
among children and those most likely 
to benefit from improved water sup-
plies in terms of alleviation of the 
burden of their domestic tasks. In the 
1980s, much of the work associated 
with the International Drinking Water 
Supply and Sanitation Decade empha-
sized the water sector as a “women’s 
sector” based on women’s responsi-
bilities and the household division of 
labour.22 Much work identified mul tiple 
public and private roles for women in 
the management of domestic water, 
detailed the complexity of interaction 
around women’s water use and high-
lighted the need for planning within 
a social context. Women have played 
roles in this sector as village health 
workers, hygiene educators and local-
level latrine builders and water-supply 
technicians. However, the domestic 
water subsector has been slow in 
expanding its focus to women’s pro-
ductive concerns and to men’s involve-
ment in health and hygiene aspects 
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be spent in ways of women’s own 
choosing. They may lack decision-
making opportunities and access to 
materials and markets to undertake 
income-generating activities. It may 
be difficult for them to participate in 
public meetings, even where they 
have the time to do so. Additionally, 
time saved by women may be 
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water fees as they bear much of the 
burden of water collection, and they 
are often perceived within the house-
hold as being responsible for water 
provisioning. Tariffs, however, are 
often based on household income 
that women do not necessarily have 
sole command over. If they are 
responsible for paying for water from 
their own resources, their multiple 
disadvantages in income generation 
make this an additional burden. 

If poor women face real constraints 
in paying cash for water supplies, 
they are often no better placed to 
provide labour. Recognizing con-
straints on cash incomes, projects 
sometimes specify that the commu-
nity should contribute labour in lieu 
of cash. It is assumed that labour is 
a resource available even to the very 
poorest. Yet, women often have dif-
ficulties contributing labour, as the 
example above shows the opportunity 
costs of giving up paid casual work 
to contribute to the communal supply. 
Men and women, rich and poor are 
very differently placed to contribute 
in this way. In addition, women’s 



However, gender approaches are 
often implemented in a routinized 
and tokenistic way that does little to 
further goals of equality and effective-
ness. A gender analysis of participa-
tion, decision-making processes and 
the workings of institutions helps us 
to understand why many efforts in 
the past have led to women’s partial 
involvement and why outcomes do 
not necessarily favour them. 

Essentializing  
women’s roles 

There is a danger of perpetuating 
myths and stereotypes about wom-
en’s essential characteristics, that 
not only ignore differences between 
women, but also reinforce women’s 
marginalization into areas where they 
can exert little power or influence.

For example, there is an often-
repeated assumption in the water 
sector that women make better 
 treasurers for water committees 
than men.49 This assertion seems 
to be based on popular ideas that 
women are generally more reliable 
and trustworthy, more community 
spirited and less likely to spend on 
personal consumption than men. 
However, a gender analysis points 
towards a more complex view of 
why and how certain women are 
able to exercise authority as treasur-
ers. Dikito-Wachtmeister reported 
that the vast majority of water com-
mittee treasurers she surveyed in 
Zimbabwe were women who were 



 w o m e n2000 a n d  b e y o n d 15



challenged or reproduced. Women 
may find it easier, less costly in terms 
of time and effort and more effective 
to participate in water management 
informally, through social networks, 
everyday contacts and activities. 
When women meet at a well to 
collect water, their discussions about 
rationing and access should be seen 
as management. Examples of such 
management roles abound. Manage-
ment through such social networks 
is not, however, necessarily any more 
equitable than management through 
committees. One Zimbabwean 
woman was observed taking water 
after the pump was “closed” by the 
pump chairmen. Her relation through 
marriage to him and her good repu-
tation meant that she could success-
fully bend the rules where others 
could not.53 In the United Republic 
of Tanzania, caretakers of a village 
pump, who were responsible for 
charging users for water, used “esti-
mates” of usage when they had not 
been physically monitored. The esti-
mations were shaped by prejudices 
about pastoralists’ excessive use of 
water and pastoralist women’s ability 
to take “too much” water because 
they used donkeys rather than head-
loading it.54 While Cleaver docu-
ments a man in Zimbabwe unsuc-
cessfully trying to negotiate access 
for his cattle at a waterpoint where 
women were collecting drinking 
water,55 House records Tanzanian 
women waiting for men to finish 
cattle watering to allow them access 
to drinking water.56 Dikito-
Wachtmeister records a discussion 
about the effectiveness of a water 
committee member.57 The discus-
sion took place not at a meeting, 
but while women were collecting 
water together at the  borehole. 
And Joshi, Lloyd and Fawcett show 
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from studies of organizations 
attempting to implement participatory 
approaches, and from advances in 
thinking about development planning 
and management.63 Thompson finds 
that organizations can best imple-
ment participatory approaches when 
they themselves adopt a flexible, 
“learning” approach to their work. 
This involves interventions being 
viewed as experiments that require 
constant adaptation to circum-
stances, man agers being supportive 
of innovative and experimental 
approaches and seeing “failure” as 
generating useful lessons for future 
interventions. Participatory princi ples 
must apply to external funding and 
implementation organizations as 
much as to local partners. Develop-
ment planning and management that 
emphasizes “process” approaches, 
which are longer-term, more flexible 
interventions, often based on general 
guiding principles rather than tightly 
specified activities, is desirable.

Handbooks, guidelines and “tool 
kits” exist to help planners to inte-
grate gender concerns at every stage 
of development interventions. These 
provide a useful resource, combining 
general discussions of concepts 
with specific lists of questions to be 
asked and techniques to be used to 
facilitate gender- equitable approaches. 
One example of such guidance is 
provided by Sida, which specified 
questions to be asked at each stage 
of the proj ect cycle which cover 
issues ranging from how consultation 
is designed, how specific indicators 
of gendered involvement are used, 
to whether budgets are allocated to 
ensure gender-equitable approaches.64 
Such resources are to be welcomed 
although it should be emphasized 
that they will only be practical if used 
in a self-critical, reflective manner, 
adapted to specific contexts rather 
than utilized as routine checklists. 
Checklists and other guidelines have 
little practical impact if they have not 
been properly disseminated to staff.

The collection and use of data 
critically affect the ability to assess  

the impact of gendered approaches 
to water resources development. 
Despite calls in policy documents for 
sex-disaggregated statistics and for 
the monitoring of gender-based 
 patterns of inclusion and exclusion, 
such data are often not routinely 
collected, pro cessed or used. There 
appears to be a strong belief among 
policy makers that the kind of data 
required is statistical (or “hard” data), 
a reflection perhaps of the technical 
nature of much water planning. 
Quantitative data might include count-
ing the number of facilities provided, 
the number of women on decision-
 making bodies, counting the time/
effort saved by women and men by 
improving water resources, enumer-
ating in creased water use and reduc-
tions in water-related  disease. Other 
commentators, however, have sug-
gested that what is lacking is the 

reporting of processes which may 
reflect on some of the more qualita-
tive issues of gender-based relation-
ships and interventions. More gender-
specific information about household 
decision-making and its con se-
quences, livelihood practices and the 
public and private negotiation of gen-
der roles is urgently required, and 
both qualitative and quantitative data 
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of evaluation and impact assessment 
and in institutional learning. 

Training

Training is repeatedly mentioned 
as vital to the promotion of effective 
gender analysis within organizations. 
The aim is not to try to make everyo ne 
in an organization a gender expert, 
rather to ensure that all staff have 
the conceptual and analytical tools 
that will support utilization of gender 
and social analysis. For example, 
water resources managers could use-
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World Survey of the Role of Women in Development 
Women and Migration

A flagship publication of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, 2004 World 
Survey on the Role of Women in Development addresses key issues related to women and international migration. The 
migration of women has always been an important component of international migration. A gender perspective is essen-
tial to understanding both the causes and consequences of international migration despite the fact that a dearth of data 
on women and migration makes it difficult to assess the full implications of international migration for women. Migrant 
women contribute to the economic development of their country of destination and to the country of origin through finan-
cial contributions from remittances, the improvement of their own skills or their contributions to the improvement of the 
education and skills of the next generation. Women often migrate officially as dependent family members of other migrants 
or to marry someone in another country. Various international instruments specifically or generally enumerate the rights 
of migrants. Many national laws on emigration and immigration of voluntary migrants include discriminatory provisions 
that affect the protection of migrant women. Refugee women and girls face particular problems regarding their legal and 
physical protection. The trafficking of people for prostitution and forced labour is one of the fastest growing areas of 
international criminal activity and one that is of increasing concern to the international community. International migration 
affects gender roles and opportunities for women in destination countries. Some countries have laws that particularly 
disadvantage women migrants as well as native women who marry foreign men. Migration can profoundly affect the health 
and well-being of both migrating women and women staying behind when their spouses migrate. The 2004 World Survey 
analyses key issues on labour migration, family formation and reunification, rights of migrant women, refugees and dis-
placed persons, as well as trafficking of women and girls. It sets out recommendations which, if adopted, will improve the 
situation of migrant, refugee and trafficked women. 
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presentation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and its Optional Protocol. 
The Handbook presents the background to and content of the Convention and the Optional Protocol and describes the role 
of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, which secures implementation at the national level. 
It provides examples of good practices and gives an overview of what parliamentarians can do to ensure effective imple-
mentation of the Convention and encourage use of the Optional Protocol. It also proposes model instruments and reference 
materials as aids designed to facilitate the work of legislators. The Handbook is available in Arabic, Chinese, English, French, 
Russian and Spanish. 

Sales	No.	 E.03.IV.5	 •	 ISBN	 978-92-1-130226-4	 •	 Price	 $18.95
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Internet information resources

 About DAW:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw

 Review and Appraisal:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/Review

 Commission on the Status of Women:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw

 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of  
 Discrimination against Women:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw

 Country information:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/country

 Meetings and documentation:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/documents

 Women2000 and Beyond:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/public/w2000

 Publications:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/public

 News:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/news

 Calendar:  http://www.un.org/womenwatch/asp/calendar
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