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I. Introduction: Gender, water and sanitation 
 

Within the next 20 years freshwater will become the most important strategic resource, essential 
for sustaining life and achieving sustainable development.  Its control will be a source of power 
and the key to economic development, and it will be one of the root causes of socio-political 
stress. The global commitments made in the areas of water and sanitation do not specifically 
address the equitable division of power, work, access to and control of resources between women 
and men.  It will be critical to mainstream gender perspectives into the planning process to 
ensure that the specific needs and concerns of women and men from all social groups are taken 
into account in development, use and management of water resources and sanitation. 

In most cultures, women are primarily responsible for the use and management of water 
resources, sanitation and health at the household level. Over the years, women have accumulated 
an impressive store of environmental wisdom, being the ones to find water, to educate children 
in hygiene matters and to understand the impact of poor sanitation on health. At the same time, 
women and girls are often obliged to walk many hours every day fetching water, while men are 
rarely expected to perform such tasks. A 2002 UNICEF study of rural household in 23 sub-
Saharan African countries found that a quarter of them spent 30 minutes to an hour each day 
collecting and carrying water, and 19 % spent an hour or more. With closer water comes greater 
self-esteem, less harassment of women and better school attendance by girls – three things 
spontaneously mentioned by people in Ethiopia, Ghana, Tanzania and India in a different study. 1 
Yet all too often decisions about the design and location of water facilities are made without the 
involvement of the female users, who have most at stake in this regard. Despite their number and 
their prominent roles and responsibilities in relation to water and sanitation, women often have 
no voice and no choice in decisions about the kind of services they need or are receiving.  

Gender considerations are at the heart of providing, managing and conserving our finite water 
resources and safeguarding health through proper sanitation and hygiene. The importance of 
involving both women and men in the management of water and sanitation has been recognized 
at the global level, at least since the 1977 United Nations Water Conference at Mar del Plata and 
during the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade, 1981-1990. The Dublin 
principles, endorsed at the International Conference on Water and the Environment in 1992, 
recognized that “Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of 
water.” The statement called for recognition of the contributions of women as providers and 
users of water and guardians of the living environment in institutional arrangements for the 
development and management of water resources.  

Dublin was followed by the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, held 
in Rio in 1992, which outlined approaches to Freshwater Management in chapter 18 of Agenda 
21. Chapter 18 includes numerous references to the participation, capacity building, education 
and mobilization of women as decision makers and managers of water resources and sanitation. 
Principle 20 of the Rio Declaration states: “Women have a vital role in environmental 
management and development. Their full participation is therefore essential to achieve 
sustainable development.” In the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation of the 2002 World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (para 24), governments agreed to: “…support capacity-
building for water and sanitation infrastructure and services development, ensuring that such 
infrastructure and services …are gender-sensitive.”  
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Building on all these commitments at the end of the International Year of Freshwater, in 
December 2003, the General Assembly proclaimed the International Decade for Action “Water 
for Life” from 2005 to 2015. Resolution 58/217 stresses that the “goals of the Decade should be 
a greater focus on water-related issues … and implementation of water-related programmes and 
projects, whilst striving to ensure women’s participation and involvement in the water-related 
development efforts.” 

Following these principles requires determining what people (consumers) want, what they will 
contribute and how they will participate in decision making on the types and levels of service 
and operation and maintenance. Recognizing the different roles of men and women when 
designing projects can increase chances for project sustainability.  
 

 

II. Issues of particular concern to women and men 

 
A. Equitable access to water supply 

Access to safe drinking water is a basic human right and essential for achieving gender equality 
(freeing women and girls from spending long hours fetching water), sustainable development 
and poverty alleviation. Having water points nearer the homestead will reduce the distance 
women and girls have to walk, thus allowing time for other activities, including training, 
childcare, growing food and income generation. The latter could include construction and 
management of water and sanitation facilities.  

Water near the home produces significant improvements in nutrition and health. The carrying of 
water over long distances is a health hazard, especially during development and pregnancy 
periods. During daily water collection, women face the risk of drowning (from floods) and 
injuries from attacks. General Comment 15 on the right to water, adopted in November 2002 by 
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, states: “The human right to water 
entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically accessible and affordable water for 
personal and domestic uses.” It is essential that both women and men be involved in decision 
making processes regarding the provision, location and technology of water and sanitation 
facilities in the community and household.  
 
In developing countries water is crucial for sustainable development and poverty alleviation. 
And yet at the end of 2002 some 1.1 billion people or 18% of the world’s population lacked 
access to safe drinking water, while 2.6 billion or 40 % of the world’s population lacked access 
to improved sanitation services. At the Millennium Summit in 2000, Heads of State pledged to 
halve the proportion of people who are unable to reach or to afford safe drinking water by the 
year 2015. This “Millennium Development Goal” (MDG) was reinforced by a similar goal for 
sanitation contained in the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (JPOI) agreed to at the World 
Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002. Even though the water and sanitation 
goals seem ambitious to some, they are very modest—these goals do not envisage providing a 
tap in every kitchen or a flush toilet in every house. The WHO definition of access to water 
varies according to location, but averages 20 litres per person per day within one kilometres 
walking distance from the household.  
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African women may walk over six kilometres per day in search of water, spending as much as 
eight hours collecting water.2 In most countries, girls often are given the task of collecting water, 
carrying 15 to 20 litres of water from the water point home. Access to water and sanitation is 
therefore related to the time that girls need to attend school, and can be the reason why they are 
kept out of school. In many developing countries, furthermore, girls are often not permitted to 
attend schools that do not have latrines out of concern for their privacy and modesty. 3 Therefore, 
access to fresh water and sanitation does not only improve the health of a family, but it also 
provides an opportunity for girls to go to school, and for women to use their time more 
productively than in fetching water. It is estimated that the investment required to meet the 
Millennium Development Goals for safe drinking water and basic sanitation would require an 
additional investment of approximately $30 billion a year, twice what is now spent in those 
countries which cur rently have large numbers of people without access.4 

Examples 

In Morocco, the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Project of the World Bank aimed to reduce 
the burden of girls “who were traditionally involved in fetching water” in order to improve their 
school attendance. In the six provinces where the project is based, it was found that girls’ school 
attendance increased by 20 % in four years, attributed in part to the fact that girls spent less time 
fetching water. It was also found that convenient access to safe water reduced the time spent 
fetching water by women and young girls by 50 to 90 %.5 

In Pakistan, school enrolment of all children increased by 80 % over seven years as a result of 
the Punjab Rural Water Supply Project. The project, which involved both women and men in all 
aspects of planning, design and implementation, brought water to 325 poor and remote villages 
and transformed the lives of 800,000 people.6  

Leaving women out of the project design may result in inadvertently increasing the women’s 
burden. For example, in east Nepal the tap-stands and tube-wells of the improved water services 
“are located along the roadside where women cannot bathe freely and wash their clothes 
comfortably for fear of being seen by men. In order to avoid this, women in Hiel village in east 
Nepal carry water all the way to their homes several times each day, spending significant 
amounts of time and energy to do this. In three villages women reported waiting until dark to 
undertake these activities. All these women complained that the surveyors had not involved them 
in designing the tapstands or tubewells.” 7 

In the peri-urban areas of Malawi, female participation in water management has shown to be 
very constructive. At first, male managers were put in charge of the communal water points. 
However, this was found to be ineffective, as the men were absent during the day and lacked 
service orientation and financial management skills. A new management group, consisting only 
of females, was set up and both water and sanitation management improved significantly. 
However, this was a heavy burden for the women, and the programme now follows an equitable 
strategy where the management group consists equally of men and women and where the burden 
of work and influence is shared equally.8    

 

B. Equitable access to land rights and water for productive use 
Equitable access to water for productive use can empower women and address the root causes of 
poverty and gender inequality. Lack of access (ownership) to land may be the underlying cause 
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of women’s limited access to water. Women hold title to less than 2 % of the world’s private 
land,9 and in many countries (e.g. most of Latin America), land ownership is a precondition for  
access to water. Thus, land reforms that allocated legal land tenure to the heads of households or 
permanent agricultural workers (who are generally male) resulted in women losing any legal 
claim to water.10 Moreover, even if women do have a legal right to land, customs often prevent 
them from taking de facto control of land and natural resources, for instance, in Zimbabwe, 
Burkina Faso and Cameroon.11 

Women and indigenous groups must be accorded recognition as citizens, land holders and 
contributors to the development process. They need to have secure access to water and land for 
productive use in agriculture and livestock rearing, in addition to access to water for domestic 
use. Responding to the needs of poor farmers requires a detailed understanding of men’s and 
women’s local knowledge systems, resource utilization and income generating opportunities.  
Water is also needed for a range of small enterprises, including: home gardens in peri-urban 
areas (which are often overlooked in agricultural statistics); growing fruit trees; raising poultry; 
preparing food, etc. 

In general, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reports an increasing “feminization of 
agriculture” due to wars, pandemics and the exodus of men seeking paid work in urban areas.12 
The International Fund for Agricultural Development also highlighted the fact that women are 
heads of an increasing number of rural households in the developing world; these women are put 
in the position of farming the land and providing for their families alone, without legal rights to 
water and land.13 It is estimated that women in particular are responsible for half of the world's 
food production (as opposed to cash crops) and rural women produce between 60 - 80 % of the 
food in most developing countries.14 

Women's role in agricultural production is totally undervalued, although in poor regions food 
security is often dependent on women's subsistence production to feed the population. Women 
also have an important role in establishing sustainable use of resources in small scale fishing 
communities, and their accumulated knowledge is valuable for managing and protecting water 
sources and watersheds. 

Examples 

The Self-Employed Women’s Association in India (SEWA) has concentrated much of its work 
on gaining access to water for productive enterprises, which are often part of the so-called self-
employed workers segment. Today more than 93 % of all workers in India are considered self-
employed workers, more than half of whom are women. 15 While both women and men need 
water for productive purposes, their priorities may differ.  

SEWA has helped selected areas in India to develop plastic- lined ponds for water conservation, 
with technical support and training provided by the Foundation for Public interest (FPI). Local 
women are now managing their own village ponds, including all book-keeping and accounts. In 
eight villages of Banaskantha district of Gujarat, women have formed their own water 
committees. Through these they undertake contour binding, building checkdams, repair of 
village ponds and other water conservation related construction. 16  

Since the mid-1990s, the World Bank has put increased emphasis on poverty reduction as a key 
development goal. Substantial research has been done on gender and poverty issues, and 
women’s role in agricultural production. Women’s disadvantaged position with respect to access 
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to productive resources such as land, labour and financial services, is often mentioned as a key 
reason for the greater poverty of female-headed households. Access to water is not in itself seen 
as the point of vulnerability, however.17 Discussion of access to water is often seen in domestic 
terms, i.e., time spent on water collection or the availability of adequate water and sanitation 
services. Access might better be linked to productive activities, or the opportunity cost of time 
and energy spent in fetching water that detracts from the overall productivity and efficiency of 
women. The real problem faced by many female farmers, however, is that they have very little or 
no access to irrigation water for agricultural purposes and are ent irely dependent on rainfall.  

 

C. Access to sanitation 

The definition of access to basic sanitation, the term used in the Johannesburg Plan of 
Implementation’s time-bound goal, is a sanitary means of excreta disposal. This could just mean 
sanitizing human excreta – through dehydration or composting -- to make them safe for recycling 
in agricultural fields, as is widely practiced in China and elsewhere. Access to a pit latrine would 
be considered more advanced than basic sanitation -- improved sanitation.  Since health and 
environmental benefits from basic and improved sanitation accrue to the community at large, 
governments and community institutions have a vested interest in expanding access to sanitation. 
The social and environmental health costs of ignoring the need to address sanitation are far too 
great.  

Lack of sanitation and poor hygiene are responsible for the transmission of diarrhoea, cholera, 
typhoid and several parasitic infections. Moreover, the incidence of these diseases and others 
linked to poor sanitation – e.g., round worm, whip worm,   guinea worm, and schistosomiasis18 – 
is highest among the poor, especially school-aged children. These diseases have a strong 
negative impact on the health and nutrition of children and their learning capacitie s, and 
contribute to significant absences from school.19 More than 2.2 million people in developing 
countries, most of them children, die each year from diseases associated with lack of access to 
safe drinking water, inadequate sanitation and poor hygiene. 

A focus on gender differences is of particular importance with regard to sanitation facilities. 
Often the availability of latrines in schools can enable girls to get an education, particularly after 
they reach puberty, by providing privacy and dignity. It is particularly important that the public 
institutions with the most extensive and sustained public outreach – schools and health centres – 
should become learning and demonstration centres for good hygiene and its benefits.   

Moreover, the design and the location of latrines close to the home can reduce violence against 
women, which may occur when women have to relieve themselves in the open after nightfall. 
They may also suffer gastric disorders from waiting until dark to defecate in the open. Particular 
concerns include ensuring privacy and security, notably for girls and women (especially in 
common facilities), and designs that take account of specific needs, such as of small children or 
menstruating girls.  

Men, women and children who do not have access to basic sanitation put the whole community 
at risk. The lack of adequate sanitation undermines the relative benefits of having safe water 
supply in the community. Women play a crucial role in influencing the hygiene behaviours of 
young children, and men can – and should -- also serve as role models in sustaining changes in 
habits. The success and effective use of water and sanitation facilities will depend on the 
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involvement of both women and men in selecting the location and technology of such facilities, 
and taking responsibility for operation and maintenance.  

Examples  

The School Sanitation and Hygiene Education (SSHE) campaign, a joint project of UNICEF and 
the IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, the Water Supply and Sanitation 
Collaborative Council (WSSCC) and others, aims to provide water and sanitary facilities in 
schools to improve health of all pupils and encourage girls to attend school. Research and 
surveys suggest that separate facilities need to be provided for girls and boys, if girls are not to 
be discouraged from school attendance. The project began in February 2000 in Burkina Faso, 
Colombia, Nepal, Nicaragua, Viet Nam and Zambia. With an emphasis on local participation, 
SSHE provides low-cost teaching aids, inexpensive, community developed technology and life-
skills hygiene education to primary schools. 

In Mozambique, a similar project supported the construction of latrines for boys, girls and 
teachers, and hand-washing facilities for hygiene practice. Not only have these initiatives 
provided safer, healthier learning environments, they have also encouraged girls’ education. 
Whereas older girls used to drop out of school for lack of privacy, they are now remaining in 
school to complete their basic schooling. The improved hygienic conditions have given girls 
back their books and their dignity.20 

In Bangladesh, a similar school sanitation project with separate facilities for boys and girls 
helped boost girls’ school attendance 11 % per year, on average, from 1992 to 1999.21  

In India, the Sulabh Sanitation project provides sanitation services throughout the country and 
has grown into a formal private operator while retaining its NGO character. The Municipal 
Corporations in Hyderabad (population 5.2 million) and in Vijayawada (1 million) have entered 
into arrangements with Sulabh to supply pay toilets and/or subsidized toilets in slums. The 
community toilet complexes built and maintained by Sulabh International have significantly 
improved the surrounding environment, particularly in public places such as markets, bus 
stations, and railway stations. Special attention is given to the needs of women, especially those 
living in impoverished areas and belonging to scavenger families. They are included as both 
students and instructors in the re-education process and trained as sanitation volunteers, with the 
expectation that they will pass the message along to other women. 22 
 

D. Capacity development 

When looking closely at capacity building in water supply and sanitation, it becomes clear that 
most of the training is aimed at water resources and water supply specialists, with very few 
programmes in developing countries aimed at expertise in social development, sanitation or 
hygiene education. Building capacity means bringing together more resources, more people 
(both women and men) and more skills. Water and sanitation policies and programmes must be 
linked to different demands and needs of women and men, and to the broader goals of poverty 
alleviation and sustainable development.  

To ensure sustainability, capacity building has to continue beyond project implementation, with a 
gradual scaling down to those responsible for operation and maintenance. Development 
organizations need to ensure that funding is available for follow-up training after completion of 
infrastructure. The cost effectiveness and positive impact of a gender-sensitive approach in the 
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water and sanitation area have been widely demonstrated. Targeting women for training as the 
main role models and ‘teachers’ within the household is a cost-effective way of raising 
awareness and skills. 

Examples 

Linking water to other sectors in the design of water, sanitation and hygiene education 
programmes ensures that the needs and aspiration of all groups are considered. In Uganda, a 
school sanitation and hygiene programme was shared between the ministries of water and 
education, both of which were headed by women. Working together, the ministers are devising 
affirmative action programmes to encourage girls to get a  better technical education and 
professional background.   

Supporting training of female technicians and other staff facilitates the achievement of the 
targets for improving access to safe water and sanitation. For example, in the Mantsonyane 
district in Lesotho, the village water committee elects a ‘Water Minder’, who is given the tools 
for the maintenance of the water system and the latrines. A maintenance fund is collected from 
villagers and administered by the water committee. Up to 90% of the water minders are women. 
Villagers tend to elect women because they have wide experience with water and sanitation, are 
more often available on the spot, and are most directly involved in matters of family health and 
hygiene. 

Women have shown their initiative in taking charge of the maintenance of communal water 
facilities. In Malawi, water tap committees composed mainly of women use the pipeline routes 
as paths and report leakages to the village caretaker. Such local strategies can creatively be 
chosen to develop low-cost sustainable community-based systems to maintain project facilities.23  

A Community Water Supply and Sanitation programme in the Eastern Development Region of 
Nepal has involved a women-led sanitation team composed of 44 female participants who are 
responsible for 23 tap-stands in 160 households in a small village in the Jhapa district. The 
coordinator of the sanitation team runs an adult literacy class in her community, and manages the 
manufacture of rings and platforms required for constructing latrines through a revolving fund. 
The programme recognizes and ensures women’s participation through institutionalization of 
their roles in planning, site and design selection, sanitation promotion, monitoring and 
evaluation. 24 

Community-based Socio-Economic Units have been implementing local water and sanitation 
projects in Kerala state in India since 1988 through community participation, from planning to 
monitoring. To meet the shortage of skilled masons for the construction of low-cost twin-pit 
latrines, the Jeevapoorna Women Masons Society (JEEWOMS) was formed and trained women 
in skills such as cement-block making, reinforcing steel work and constructing latrines.  By the 
late 1990s, JEEWOMS was training women in house construction, and some trainees became 
trainers. Seeing this success, more of Kerala’s district governments started to train women in 
masonry as a main plank of their women’s empowerment initiatives.25 

The Watersheds and Gender project in El Salvador is another example of how women learned 
new skills through participation and involvement. The project has promoted women as leaders, 
and trained them as community promoters and managers of small-scale companies. As a result, 
women have acquired technical agricultural knowledge and are now performing tasks that were 
previously considered suitable only for men. 26 
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E. Participation and equity 

Water management must be democratic and transparent and represent the needs of the people, 
especially women, who are the primary users (collectors) of water throughout the world. Actions 
must be taken towards reducing the proportion of people, particularly women, without 
sustainable access to safe drinking water and sanitary means of excreta disposal. Safe water 
implies protection of water sources as well as proper transport, storage and care of water and 
sanitation facilities. Institutional support from the communities, development agencies and 
government policies should provide a framework for water and sanitation improvements, 
including infrastructure and services, transfer of technology and capacity-building that meet the 
needs of both women and men. It has been found that projects/schemes in which women and 
men have an equal say have a better chance for success and sustainability because they address 
the needs of both. Women and men need access to information about technology, design and 
financing, as well as access to credit, land, legal institutions, and the ability to participate 
effectively in decision making.  
 
However, the ‘water world’ has been almost solidly male. Careers and training in water 
management tend to be dominated by men. The gender distribution of participants at 
international water symposia and conferences shows a marked discrepancy between the number 
of female and male participants. Only 10 women out of 115 persons attended the Consultative 
Group meeting of the Global Water Partnership (GWP). The World Water Council has 32 board 
members, of whom only 3 are women; the International Water Quality Association has no 
women on the board.27 These statistics are representative of the gender breakdown of decision 
makers in most leading organizations in the ‘water world’. A notable exception to the rule was at 
the November 2004 meeting of the African Ministerial Council on Water (AMCOW), held in 
Entebbe, Uganda where four female ministers participated actively, and one (from Uganda) was 
elected Chair of the Council.  
 
Efforts by women to break into the ‘water world’ may, however, stigmatize them for treading in 
men's territories. In addition, in order to participate effectively in water management, women 
may have to overcome specific social barriers that restrict their participation in community-based 
forums or public consultations that can influence policies on water. While it may be hard to 
imagine a change in orientation of water policy in many countries in the near future, affirmative 
action policies and gender-biased laws in South Africa have proved to be a successful means of 
empowering women. 

Sanitation and hygiene require social marketing if they are to become desirable and prestigious. 
This is an area in which governments can deploy private sector skills through many public 
channels of communication.  Those who provide hygiene education must also find ways to 
confront the gender equality issue that can also limit the effectiveness of water, sanitation and 
hygiene promotion efforts.  Usually it is men who make the decisions over how surplus money 
or effort will be used. But it is women who have a greater need for private sanitation and who are 
responsible for water, sanitation and hygiene. 

Examples 
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In some United Nations projects in West Africa, it was stipulated that at least two women be 
involved in the local water committees. The aim was to give women more voice in the 
management of water projects that directly influenced their communities. In some cases, the 
women involved in the committees were often relegated to such roles as cleaning the pumps or 
keeping the animals and the children away from wells. While the data on inclusion of women 
may have looked good on paper, it was not always effective in practice.  

On the other hand, in South Africa the participation of women has increased at all levels in water 
management due to affirmative action measures to encourage women’s participation, including 
‘women in water’ awards and a bursary for young women to take up careers in the water sector. 
The principle of non-sexism was enshrined in South Africa’s 1994 constitution, and a quota 
system for women’s participation cut across all sectors. South African laws are ‘gender-biased’, 
i.e., the government can only procure materials and services from companies where at least 30% 
of the jobs are held by women. Such ‘enforced’ participation gave women confidence to 
emancipate themselves. The empowerment of women has proved to be essential to alleviating 
poverty and delivering basic services in South Africa. 

Uganda has had an affirmative action programme since 1997. This mandates that all 
administrative levels from cabinet down to village should include at least 30% women. With 
time, women have found their voices and have now been trained to locate water sources in the 
village, decide on the location of facilities and to repair pumps. The incidence of breakdown has 
decreased considerably. Women have also participated in businesses: in rural areas, setting up 
shops to store spare parts for boreholes and in urban areas, managing water systems. In water 
user associations, women are often responsible for the finances. 

In Trinidad and Tobago most of the community water projects have been started and run by 
women, and these projects have been working very well, according to the Water Development 
Division of the Ministry of Food Production and Maritime Resources.  

In Cameroon, a women’s group started to built a company and generated enough income to build 
a water system. Women now chair the neighbourhood water committees. 

The WASH campaign, organized by the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council 
(WSSCC), is bringing its message of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for all to women and men in 
over 40 countries. The Council includes UN organizations, NGOs, bilateral donors, institutions 
and the private sector. A new initiative called “African Ministerial Initiative on WASH” 
(AMIWASH) aims to assist African countries to achieve the MDGs in water and sanitation. 
Leading this effort is the new AMCOW Chair, Maria Mutagamba, Minister of Water of Uganda. 
The initiative includes the formation of a Group of Women Leaders to champion the role of 
women in decision-making, capacity building, educating children on sanitation and hygiene, and 
mobilizing political will around other priorities such as the linkages between water, sanitation, 
hygiene and HIV/AIDS.  The efforts of AMIWASH and AMCOW to develop national roadmaps 
towards the MDGs are being brought to the attention of the Commission on Sustainable 
Development’s 13th session and the Millennium Declaration review in 2005.28.  

One of the WASH campaign’s pilot projects is located in the Tondo slum area of Manila 
(Philippines), and has the support of the Municipal government, the Ports Authority, a women’s 
cooperative and others. It includes rainwater catchments, sanitation and wastewater disposal 
facilities. The Teacher Trainer Coordinators are all women; they teach and spread the WASH 
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messages to the residents of the slum, especially the children they teach. The project uses a 
locally-made soap developed by a female inventor.  

In Ukraine, cleaning railway oil tanks and the city's inadequate sewage system caused overflows 
of sewage into houses and onto the streets. When women approached the local authority they 
were denied funds to solve the problem. With the help of an environmental NGO, women met 
with residents, launched a political campaign and filed a legal suit against the local authority. As 
a result, the government allocated resources to finish construction of a sewage pump, financed 
environmental works, and closed the hazardous oil- tank cleaning facility. 29 

Other examples demonstrate the efficiency of projects where women play a pivotal role on all 
project levels. For instance, women in the town of La Serena in Colombia wanted to improve the 
quality of water in the Canaveralejo River, which was highly contaminated. In 1995 the women 
struggled to secure leadership positions on the action board. The board was run by men and the 
women had to impose themselves to participate. Once the women proved themselves capable and 
were in a leadership position, a treatment plant was constructed. Since then there have been 
many improvements. For example, diarrhoea and other children’s skin diseases have been 
reduced, and the town was spared in a cholera epidemic.30 

But men often have to be encouraged to enable the women to participate. In Hoto village, 
Baluchistan (Pakistan), where women follow a strict form of purdah, a participatory action 
research team went to help the village improve its water management in 1994. For a year the 
men would not give permission to the action team to meet the women of the village. Eventually, 
the women were able to participate in a joint meeting, and put up a proposal to build a new water 
tank on unused land, which would provide water to the non-functioning public standpipes. The 
women’s solution, which was far more cost-effective, was adopted over a male proposal. 
Moreover, after this initial success, women became active participants in decision-making, and 
significant changes have been made in their lives through hygiene education. Most significant 
has been the demand for education for their daughters. In 1998, a new girls’ school was opened 
in Hoto. Traditional leaders have been impressed by the result of the project. The same approach 
is now taken in other villages.31 

 

F. Protection of the resource base: indigenous perspective 

In Agenda 21 (para 26.5), the international community and Governments were called on to draw 
on the active participation of indigenous people and their communities and to incorporate their 
values, views and knowledge, including the unique contribution of indigenous women, in 
resource management and other policies and programmes that may affect them. Further, 
international development agencies and Governments were requested to commit financial and 
other resources to education and training for indigenous communities to develop their capacities 
to achieve sustainable self-development, and to contribute to and participate in sustainable and 
equitable development at the national level. Particular attention is to be given to strengthening 
the role of indigenous women.   

Indigenous peoples remain particularly vulnerable to water shortages and water quality problems 
as a result of a history of dispossession and marginalization. Yet indigenous peoples have 
extensive traditional knowledge regarding water sources and conservation. Water sources on 
indigenous lands are often considered a sacred element, and indigenous women may be the 
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holders of “water knowledge”. Indigenous people possess traditional knowledge and skills 
concerning the sensing/locating of water and its conservation. Their traditional land management 
skills often provide the most effective method of water resource management in their settlement 
areas.  

However, due to their lack of sovereignty over natural resources, indigenous people are seriously 
affected by their uncompensated and unsustainable loss of water to farming and other industries. 
In the worst cases, governments have closed water sources in an effort to forcibly relocate 
indigenous people from their traditional territories.  

Examples 

In the Witjira National Park in Australia, pastoralists have already caused serious deterioration of 
the ‘mound springs’ in the Great Artesian Basin. Some of them could be restored by using 
traditional methods and skills of indigenous people.32 In another case, the Gana and Gwi tribes in 
South Africa lived in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve, until government efforts to relocate 
them resulted in the destruction of their water borehole in 2002.33 In other instances, indigenous 
peoples are not provided with clean safe drinking water to the same level of other nationals in a 
given country. 

Pollution and contamination drastically affect indigenous people. For example, many settlements 
in the Altai Republic of Siberia obtain drinking water from streams, rivers, and lakes which are 
contaminated by elevated levels of nitrogen, faecal-coliform bacteria and other pollutants. Poor 
drinking water quality remains the leading cause of health problems for young children in the 
Republic. Drinking water quality and sanitation have often been identified as a priority in 
economic development of the Altai Republic in the Russian Federation. 34  

In some cases, women are taking the lead in their communities to protect water resources. For 
example, in northeastern Brazil, the Rural Women Workers’ Movement has mobilized women to 
revitalize a small local river in the water scarce area. This involves community education, i.e., 
teaching local people not to dump their sewage into the river, in addition to planting native 
species of trees along the river banks. Women activists are undertaking this project without 
government support, hoping that, if they are able to demonstrate success, the government will 
support other similar efforts.35 

 
G. Resource Mobilization 

Improving access to water and sanitation and changing hygiene behaviours have large benefits to 
society as a whole (through improvements in health, education and the economy in general), 
which justify continued public sector support. While some money will come from external 
support agencies, the volume of such assistance is not likely to grow fast enough to meet water 
and sanitation needs around the world. Governments will have to continue to be primarily 
responsible for raising and using public funds (from general revenue, cross subsidization, user 
fees, and borrowing) for water resources and sanitation infrastructure needs. However, in many 
cases communities themselves have been involved in initiating and financing local projects.  

Formal and informal women's organizations and networks can play important and stimulating 
roles in mobilizing resources for sustainable and equitable water and land management projects. 
But women in developing countries often lack access to facilities such as computers and internet 
to distribute their ideas and apply for funds. Instructing women in project management and fund 
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raising may empower them to launch new projects and to contribute to poverty alleviation 
independently. Financing may also be forthcoming from local private companies or 
entrepreneurs who could be encouraged through government incentive programmes. However, as 
women in general have limited access to credit, such incentive programmes should be available 
to them, perhaps in the form of micro-credit.  

Households can make a contribution in kind in the form of digging the toilet pit or construction 
of rainwater catchments (where there are able-bodied members). More attention is needed for 
better intra-household sharing of cash and labour contributions for household water supply and 
sanitation between men and women. Payment of fees to cover recurrent costs for operation and 
maintenance of facilities should be adapted to local circumstances, for instance, clustered around 
harvest time, taking into account competing demands for money at certain times of year.   

Examples 

The role of women in constructing and maintaining water and sanitation facilities varies from 
fundraising to active work on construction, preventive maintenance and repairs to paying for 
water with labour. For instance, Swayam Shikshan Prayog in India has facilitated the formation 
of over 1,000 women’s savings and credit groups which have mobilized their own savings to 
provide loans for one another. Women started organizing to address development issues such as 
water supply in their settlements.36  

In several United Nations water projects in Africa, it has been found that women are the most 
effective managers where water has been used for income generation and where the women have 
control over income earned from their small-scale enterprises. Women’s cooperatives connected 
to water points in Mauritania, for example, have become very dynamic where women are really 
empowered to take a more active and prominent role in water management through capacity 
building and provision of credit. Their participation leads to a more efficient use of water and 
better cost recovery to keep the system functioning. 

Women in Lesotho have a tradition of saving small amounts of money each month for important 
purposes. Such traditional sources of investment could be used for water and sanitation facilities 
if supplemented by seed money from NGOs or other sources.  

In Uganda the Ministry of Water is trying to mobilize women to manage standposts and collect 
fees for their work. It is also encouraging area managers to take over some of the private utilities, 
and the women have been doing well in the tendering process. 

 

H. Privatization, pricing and the right to water 

A very controversial issue at the international level is privatization of water services versus the 
right to water. Water for basic needs has been identified primarily as a public good and a human 
right -- and not as a commodity to be traded in the open market. As a public good, it is felt that 
water must be managed for social needs and environmental sustainability, rather than for profit. 
This does not imply that the government should supply water free to the population. It does 
imply that shifting responsibility from governments to large private corporations is problematic, 
as the profit motive may supersede attention to human needs and rights. Large private companies 
providing public services may remain largely unaccountable to the people they are supposed to 
benefit.  
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Governments do have a responsibility to ensure that water is provided to meet basic human 
needs and to maintain ecosystem integrity, whether through pricing policies, general taxation, 
borrowing from banks or international assistance.  

Beyond this, however, it is generally accepted that users would have to pay an appropriate price 
for water. Sustainable cost recovery could include targeted subsidies for the poor and demand 
management to discourage waste. Realistic tariff policies could include increasing block rates, 
which charge consumers more per unit as their consumption increases, in order to encourage 
conservation of the resource. Different rates can be applied for urban and rural consumers, 
agriculture and industry, all in consultation with major users. Conservation pricing would reduce 
the need for exploiting new sources of water, such as desalination. 

However, water pricing policies may have different implications for women and men. There is 
often a difference between willingness and ability to pay. Even though poor women may place a 
high priority on accessible, clean water, they may be forced to use contaminated water that is 
free rather than clean water, which they cannot afford. This of course impacts the health of the 
community, and may result in much higher costs in health care.  

Moreover, these unmet needs for clean water will not be reflected in demand for water where it 
is only measured by the amount purchased. The assessment of demand for water and sanitation 
may be determined only through consultation with male members in the community, even where 
it is the women who are responsible for raising the funds to meet the demand. 

As much of the investment in water and sanitation over the last decade has been at the household 
level, the small-scale private provider should be supported in constructing sound sanitation 
facilities. There are a number of examples of small businesses involving women that are 
supplying water points and latrine facilities at the community level. Local entrepreneurs will 
continue to prove essential to reaching the millions who are yet to be served, both in rural and 
urban areas. 

Examples 

As a majority of the world’s poor, women are significantly affected when water services are 
privatized. When the price of water increases, the burden on women as caregivers and household 
and economic providers also increases. In Orange Farm, South Africa, a township of 500,000 
people, the local water supplier told residents that it would provide sewer and sanitation systems 
for every household that paid a fixed fee in 2002. The company began to install pre-paid water 
meters. In protest residents, mainly women, took to the streets. A massive campaign was 
launched and the Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee was born, which advocates that the state 
should provide basic services. The women feared a cholera outbreak, similar to what happened in 
Alexandra and KwaZulu Natal in 2000 and 2001, when higher user fees caused people unable to 
pay to consume contaminated water.  

Women also worry that the elderly and sick people, many with HIV, and their large families will 
not be able to survive on the free six kilolitres of water per day allocated to each person, making 
water unaffordable.37 

The consequences of privatization of water services in Chochabamba, Bolivia and Conakry, 
Guinea, were particularly difficult for the local populations. The increasing water prices have 
had a serious negative impact on the lives of displaced women, girls and boys. In Colombia and 
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the Philippines communities started to use contaminated water again when water service was 
suspended due to non-payment. Such water put them at risk of serious illness.38 

In Argentina, rapidly increasing water prices following privatization of services in Buenos Aires 
– and the cost of service extensions – had to be borne disproportionately by the urban poor. Non-
payment for water and sanitation is as high as 30 % and service cut-offs are common, with 
women and children bearing the brunt of health and safety consequences.39  

 

I. Water resources and conflicts 

Water is the source of life, but as such it can also be a source of competing demand, leading to 
conflict. During the 20th Century, world population tripled, while world demand for water 
increased six-fold. At the international level, transboundary water issues have always caused 
heated debate, and in fact a number of prominent people have said that the wars of the 21st 
Century will be fought over water. Upstream and downstream users have argued over their share 
of water since time immemorial. 40   

Water resources have rarely, if ever, been the sole source of violent conflict or war. But with the 
high numbers of international water courses which are shared between countries, water and its 
use may be a cause of tension and may strain relations between countries. Water remains  
therefore a security concern for many countries. 

Although water may give rise to armed conflict, freshwater can be, due to its essential nature, a 
powerful incentive for co-operation. Water as a potential cause of conflict and water as an agent 
of co-operation can be seen as two sides of the same coin.41 Research has shown much more 
historical evidence of water as a catalyst for cooperation, rather than conflict. A number of 
examples of workable treaties on water can be cited, even between states such as India and 
Pakistan, and Israel and Jordan, which may be in conflict over other matters. Rivers provide us 
the basis for concrete ideas on sharing and cooperation over a resource that no person can live 
without. As water is essential to every aspect of life – health, human rights, environment, 
economy, welfare, politics and culture – it is well beyond the scope of any individual country or 
sector to deal with it unilaterally. The link between conflict prevention, peace building and natural 
resources management therefore deserves closer attention. Women, who know best about the vital 
nature of clean water and safe sanitation, play a crucial role in peace building actions through 
water resources management and cooperation.  

Due to its fundamental importance, water is often an issue during armed conflicts and can 
become a target during wars. Flood-control dikes may be destroyed in order to flood areas 
threatened by an adversary and water supplies and wells may be deliberately contaminated to 
harm the opponent.  

In addition, water scarcity and insufficient sanitation frequently accelerate in armed conflicts. 
The civilian population – above all women and children – is the first to suffer from the disruption 
of water supply, and often thirst has proved to be more deadly than guns. People affected by 
natural and man-made disasters are more likely to become ill and die from diseases related to 
inadequate sanitation and water supplies than from any other single cause. Minimum standards 
are urgently needed for post-disaster and emergency sanitation services. 
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When water is scarce, women and girls pay dearly. They may have to travel longer distances to 
obtain water, and conditions are more dangerous. Conflicts that exacerbate water scarcity hence 
lead to a double hardship for women: the negative impacts of lack of water are compounded by 
the well-documented abuses against women’s fundamental human rights that occur during 
wartime.  

Women are disproportionately affected by natural disasters, such as floods and earthquakes, as a 
result of gender inequalities regarding political and economic status, human rights, education and 
health. Women have high death rates in disasters, as they often do not receive warnings or other 
information about hazards and risks. Their mobility in disasters may be restricted or affected due 
to cultural and social constraints. Gender inequality can complicate and extend the time for 
women’s recovery, for example, if women do not receive timely care for trauma experienced in 
disasters. During the floods in Mozambique in 2000, with clean water in short supply, many 
women were forced to resort to using floodwater for cooking, thereby increasing the risk of 
disease outbreak. 

 

III. What can we do? 
 

A. National Governments  
Governments need to have a clear commitment to incorporate water and especially sanitation 
programmes explicitly into their national development or poverty reduction strategies and into 
their budgets. It is also important to incorporate gender perspectives into all policies and 
programmes aimed at sustainable development. Such programmes will be more sustainable and 
more equitable if both women and men are involved in their planning and implementation. Some 
suggested actions are outlined below. 

1. Strengthen legislation and mobilize resources for increasing access to safe water and 
adequate sanitation 

§ Enact and reinforce water legislation that promotes small-scale water development, gives 
priority to water allocation for basic domestic and productive water needs, and builds 
upon equitable customary arrangements; 

§ Allocate funds and other resources to civil society organizations and small-scale 
providers of water and sanitation services, particularly those that include women as full 
partners in water and sanitation projects;  

§ Facilitate access to credit for expanding access to safe drinking water, adequate sanitation 
and water for productive uses, in particular for women;  

§ Provide micro-credit and creative alternative financing mechanisms to gender-sensitive 
organizations for improving or building community-based water and sanitation services;  

§ Change discriminatory laws that prohibit women from getting loans or opening bank 
accounts;  

§ Introduce affirmative action plans to ensure that a minimum percentage (i.e., 30%) of 
women participate in decision making from cabinet down to village levels. 
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§ Encourage women to participate in businesses: in rural areas, to set up shops to store 
spare parts for boreholes; in urban areas, to manage water systems; in water user 
associations, to manage finances; 

§ Allocate funds for the capacity development of women and girls, and to women's 
organizations interested in improving access to water and sanitation; 

§ Consider women’s participation in the utilization and management of water resources in 
the broader context of their access to productive assets and resources; 

§ Target public funding towards: promoting responsible use of water and sanitation 
facilities and hygienic practices in communities; improving public and school water and 
sanitation services; and delivering targeted subsidies where these can be demonstrated to 
be effective in increasing access;  

§ Consider innovative low-cost and sustainable technological options and service levels in 
water supply and sanitation that benefit both women and men; 

§ Focus efforts and resources in targeted service delivery to the poor communities, 
especially those in urban slums, peri-urban areas and rural areas; 

§ Ensure that health and hygiene are taught to both girls and boys as a subject in schools; 

§ Set realistic targets for meeting the Millennium Development Goals and beyond, 
depending on the country and its situation. 

 

2. Facilitate access to land and water for productive purposes 

§ Recognize women’s key roles in irrigated and rainfed agriculture, as well as their 
responsibilities in livestock, fisheries and watersheds;  

§ Consider gender-sensitive interventions, including access to financial resources (loans on 
favourable terms and credit), that will benefit both women and men; 

§ Improve women’s productivity in using water in agriculture and small business through 
training, market linkages and access to information;  

§ Support and promote secure and equitable access to land and tenure arrangements that  
enable female producers to become decision-makers and owners;  

§ Accord women equal rights to inherit land, which may entail changes in customary 
practices.  

3. Promote access to sanitation 

§ Give priority to sanitation for all in planning, budgeting and implementation; 

§ Ensure that sanitation policies are in place, institutional responsibilities are clear and the 
over-all sanitation framework is gender sensitive;  

§ Enable women to participate in the policy-making process and selecting the design and 
technology of systems;  
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§ Be open to discussing traditional rules and beliefs that tend to inhibit women from using 
available latrines (e.g. that a daughter- in- law is prohibited from using the same latrine as 
her father- in-law); 

§ Frame national policies in a way which enshrines the concepts of gender equality and 
equity at the centre of sanitation and hygiene promotion;  

§ Use innovative media, including posters, stickers, T-Shirts and so on, to promote 
sanitation and latrines, and to avoid the stigma of a latrine as being a poor person’s toilet; 

§ Invest in training or retraining front line staff to work effectively with women, men and 
children;  

§ Support public awareness campaigns that emphasize gender equality and promote 
women’s roles in planning, decision-making and implementation of sanitation and 
hygiene programmes; 

§ Earmark funds for school sanitation that benefits both boys and girls; 

§ Commission research to identify, through gender analysis, where social or economic 
groups are persistently excluded from access to sanitation; 

§ Seek sustainable household sanitation options that promote the closed loop system, e.g., 
ecological sanitation.  

4. Develop capacity and encourage participation 

§ Encourage the development of new skills and expertise within an Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM) framework, linking social and gender aspects with the 
ecological, technical and economic dimensions of water management. Especially at 
community level, integrated water and sanitation management is a key condition to meet 
women’s and men’s multiple water needs from multiple water sources;  

§ Use women’s and indigenous people’s traditional knowledge to locate water sources, to 
decide on the location of facilities and to repair pumps; 

§ Develop gender-sensitive tools at the institutional level, including sex-disaggregated data, 
gender analysis, gender-sensitive indicators (for MDG and JPOI implementation), gender 
budget initiatives, and training; 

§ Provide training and awareness raising materials on the linkages between gender, water 
and poverty for senior managers, officials, decision makers and technical staff within 
water resources institutions, engineering colleges and finance and planning departments;  

§ Promote gender-sensitive participatory processes that not only empower women but also 
raise awareness among men and create an environment where women and men can work 
together towards common goals;  

§ Encourage equal representation, equal contributions and equal recognition among women 
and men, starting at school level; 

§ Enlist strong role models to get girls to study science, engineering and math, in order to 
move to top positions;  

§ In order to increase the number of women at higher political levels, reserve some 
positions for women at lower levels. 
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5. Ensure public discussion and equitable tendering procedures in any move to privatize water 
services 

§ Measure the differential impacts on women and men of private sector involvement in 
providing water services, and ensure that the essential access to water for small-scale 
agriculture purposes and househo ld use be safeguarded as priority allocations; 

§ Make available (through radio and other media channels ) adequate information on 
potential privatization plans to civil society, including NGOs and community 
representatives, and involve them in discussions relating to public-private partnerships;  

§ Assist small-scale entrepreneurs and providers, both men and women, to improve 
delivery of adequate water and sanitation services and to generate income from the 
business; 

§ Identify legal and institutional ways to define the local ownership of water resources (i.e., 
local water user associations), and to allocate water among competing users.  

 

B. Regional/Local Governments 

1. Encourage gender mainstreaming at the local level 

§ Encourage gender sensitive budgets so that local governments have a tool to examine 
whether the actual expenditure and the planned budget reflect the policy commitments on 
gender equality;  

§ Hire staff with skills and awareness of local customs and practices and who are adept at 
working with women, men and children; 

§ Remove internal gender biases and discrimination in public sector organizations and 
recognize the important roles played by women in provision and conservation of water;  

§ Work together with local entrepreneurs and community/women’s organizations, and 
recognize the specific needs of women and girls, to provide affordable and safe water and 
sanitation facilities to communities;  

§ Provide timely information to communities on natural or man-made disasters (including 
health epidemics) that may affect the availability of water and sanitation; 

§ Invest in school water supply and sanitation, and training of users, with an emphasis on 
participation and ownership to ensure sustainable practices;  

§ Support the protection from pollution of water sources by local communities or 
indigenous groups; 

§ Make available appropriate affordable, locally-owned technologies, which support 
community efforts, particularly for women. 

2. Promote sanitation 

§ Channel efforts for ‘marketing’ sanitation and providing hygiene education messages 
through women’s organizations, schools and health clinics; 



 22 

§ Address the practical and strategic needs of men and women for sanitation and hygiene, 
which differ according to culture and traditions, location, and other factors.  

3. Develop capacity 

§ Design and implement formative research and capacity building to ensure that the needs 
and aspiration of all groups are considered in the design of water, sanitation and hygiene 
education programmes; 

§ Provide on-the-job training to local men and women in operation, maintenance and repair 
of community water and sanitation facilities, with an emphasis on sustainability rather 
than profit.  

 

C. Communities and Civil Society 

§ Lobby for better services targeted towards women, men and children;  

§ Support public sector efforts to mainstream gender and improve social development 
skills;  

§ Provide information about what types of solutions different groups in society want and 
can afford to meet their needs for water supply, water for productive use and sanitation; 

§ Assist local groups to have access to media, information and training;  

§ Encourage and build capacity of community-based organizations to engage effectively 
with public sector programmes; 

§ Incorporate local and traditional knowledge/practices into planning and implementation 
of safe water usage to ensure responsibility for and sustainability of projects; 

§ Support equality for men and women in the management and use of water and sanitation 
to make the services more cost efficient; 

§ Assist in collecting information on men and women’s roles, access, needs, priorities and 
perspective on water and sanitation related issues, in order to have gender issues taken 
seriously in designing plans and facilities. 

 

D. Donors and international organizations  

§ Adopt a flexible approach combining financing for capacity building and for capital 
investments;  

§ Engage women leaders, especially environment and water ministers, to serve as role 
models in the effort to mainstream gender in water management at all levels;  

§ Invest in a capacity building process to promote long-term sustainability, through 
empowering disadvantaged women and men; 

§ Provide technical assistance to local authorities and communities regarding low-cost 
technologies and access to information; 

§ Compile and disseminate examples of successful programmes and good practices; 
develop norms and guidelines for gender mainstreaming;  
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§ Support the development and implementation of gender sensitive water policies to 
influence the national policy frameworks;  

§ Encourage journalists and media organizations, in both developed and developing 
countries, to provide more coverage on gender and water issues and support efforts aimed 
at responsible, accurate and gender-sensitive reporting by the mass media; 

§ Support partner organizations in establishing, improving, sustaining and effectively using 
gender sensitive information systems;  

§ Support the establishment and effective use of gender sensitive information containing 
sex disaggregated data to support gender sensitive policy making in these organizations; 

§ Provide capacity building support of gender focal staff and organizations in the form of 
training, consultancy support, mentoring and exchange programmes, experience sharing 
conferences, etc; 

§ Assist gender focal staff, interested individuals and organizations in developing the 
gender-related knowledge and skills of their colleagues, in the form of gender training, 
development of gender guidelines and planning;  

§ Promote equal opportunities for men and women within the donor organization;  

§ Support action to meet women’s and men’s needs and priorities, and ensure equality of 
access to services, resources, opportunities and decision making.   
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