Benin: Borehole has unforeseen effects for women
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Digging boreholes that provide villages with clean water close at hand can have enormous benefits for women, but there are pitfalls which can prevent them from gaining real relief. 

The Netherlands Development Organisation (SNV)-Benin is involved in a programme to construct boreholes funded by the Belgian NGO PROTOS. The immediate objective is not only to provide safe drinking water, but also to reduce the burden of chores for women. There was an underlying hope that women would use some of the time they saved on income generating activities, increasing their economic independence. 

A series of participatory surveys were carried out in 2001 and 2002 in three villages in the north of Benin, to predict the socio-economic impact of the boreholes. Women and men were interviewed separately, both individually and in groups, to analyse the impact. Although there were some differences between villages, common themes emerged. 

Both women and men were positive that the wells would make it easier for women to fetch water. Women would no longer be restricted to fetching water from the river or stream in safety during the best part of the day: a well would mean that they could collect water whenever they liked and whenever they needed it - even at night. They were equally positive about the time it would save. 

Use of time gained

Asked how they would use the time they saved, most women would like an income-generating activity. Men in two of the three villages also commented on the women's extra time; but expressed the hope that they would have more time to help men work their land. This shows how that plan had a downside for women as well as benefits. 

At a domestic level, the boreholes would improve access to safer drinking water - and to water in general. It could also result in higher crop production and thus improved food security or higher household income. On the other hand, it could merely entail substituting one tedious task (fetching water) for another (agricultural labour) - which would mean that the men would gain at the expense of the women. 

These interviews were the first step in a series of surveys on the gender impact of constructing wells. They demonstrated the need for research well in advance of construction so that awareness-raising activities during the construction period could try to ensure that women got a fair share of expected benefits. One thing is clear, if the burden of women's domestic workload is to be eased, there is a lot to be done. 

Feedback to villagers

Survey results were discussed with extension workers responsible for supporting water committees in the respective villages. As such they were in a good position to give feedback and to make villagers aware of potentially negative effects, such as the increased workload for women. 

A follow-up survey was carried out in one of the three villages approximately a year after the borehole was completed. It turned out that women did indeed spend more time on their husbands' fields, while quite a few men had increased the size of their fields. Although some women had increased the size of their own plots, their number was relatively small. 

Women say: life is easier

Despite the fact that one heavy task (carrying water) had been partially replaced by another (working in the fields), all the women said that life had become easier. "When you wake up in the morning there is no worry of where and how to get water, you just go to the borehole," said one. This fact seemed to outweigh the heavy field work. 

The knowledge gained in this experience is being used to make villagers, in particular women, more aware of possible setbacks in the digging of a borehole. Results of the surveys are being shared at workshops for extension workers who are working with communities where boreholes will be dug. Extension workers have become more aware of possible constraints and discuss them with the villagers in order to see how negative impacts can be reduced. 
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