
Chapter 2 Gender and Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) 
 

2.1  Introducing IWRM 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) is a systematic process for the sustainable 
development, allocation, and monitoring of water resources. The concept and principles of 
IWRM were articulated at the International Conference on Water and Environment held in 
Dublin in 1992 and in Chapter 18 of Agenda 21, a consensus document from the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio also of 1992. 
 
IWRM is a cross-sectoral holistic approach to water management, in response to the growing 
competing demands for finite freshwater supplies. It is an approach that aims to ensure the 
coordinated development of water, land and related resources to optimise economic and 
social welfare without compromising the sustainability of environmental systems (Global 
Water Partnership, 2000). Policy makers, analysts, international organisations and 
governments have sought consensus on principles to guide the setting of priorities, policy 
making and the elaboration of specific initiatives in IWRM. Key principles include: 
 

• Water should be treated as an economic, social, and environmental good. 
• Water policies should focus on the management of water as a whole and not just on 

the provision of water. 
• Governments should facilitate and enable the sustainable development of water 

resources by the provision of integrated water policies and regulatory frameworks. 
• Water resources should be managed at the lowest appropriate level. 
• Women should be recognised as central to the provision, management and 

safeguarding of water. 
 
The application of IWRM as a philosophy, policy, and implementation guideline can assist in 
addressing the: 
 

• Need for improved water governance and for increased coordination and 
collaboration among various water sectors, such as drinking water supply and 
sanitation, irrigation, and ecosystem maintenance. 

• Potential competition and conflicts among different stakeholders from all sectors and 
among individuals, communities, and governments. 

• Environmental degradation that is threatening all life on the planet. 
• Gender and social disparities in terms of equitable access to and control over 

resources, benefits, costs, and decision making between women and men.  
• Need for sustainable water resources development as a key to poverty eradication. 

 
2.2  Introducing Gender 
Gender mainstreaming is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any 
planned action, including legislation, policies and programmes in all areas and at all levels.  It 
is a strategy for making women's as well as men's concerns and experiences an integral 
dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and 
programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres, so that women and men can 
benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender 
equality by transforming the mainstream (ECOSOC, 1997, emphasis added). 
 



In the area of water resources management, an uncoordinated and sectoral approach has 
resulted in environmental degradation from overexploitation of water resources, inappropriate 
allocations among competing uses, inequitable distribution of benefits and burdens, and 
inadequate operation and maintenance of infrastructure. Inadequate involvement of both 
women and men has hindered programmes and projects aimed at addressing sustainability in 
water resources management. Community participation and management approaches have 
failed to address these issues, largely because communities are often seen as a collection of 
people with a common purpose.  
 
The reality is that a community is not a collection of equal people living in a particular 
geographic region. It is usually made up of individuals and groups who command different 
levels of power, wealth, influence and ability to express their needs, concerns and rights. 
Communities contain competing interest groups. Where resources are scarce, there is 
competition for supplies, and those at the lowest end of the power spectrum - poor women 
and men - will go without. Unequal power relations place women in a disadvantaged 
position. Applying a gender analysis helps water sector agencies allocate their resources 
better to meet the needs of different women and men and marginalised groups. 
 
People-centred approaches do not always ensure that gender perspectives are taken into 
account. Thus, a deliberate strategy of gender mainstreaming can be useful to ensure that 
these issues that effect women and men are part of analysis, programme and project planning,  
implementation, and evaluation. More importantly, gender mainstreaming can assist in 
bringing about institutional and organisational change necessary to ensure gender equality as 
an on-going commitment. 
 
2.3  Defining Gender 
Gender refers to the different roles, rights, and responsibilities of men and women and the 
relationship between them. Gender does not simply refer to women or men, but to the way 
their qualities, behaviours, and identities are determined through the process of socialization. 
Gender is generally associated with unequal power and access to choices and resources. The 
different roles of women and men are influenced by historical, religious, economic and 
cultural realities. These roles and responsibilities can and do change over time. 

In this Guide, the use of the term gender also recognises the intersection of women’s 
experience of discrimination and violation of human rights not only on the basis of their 
gender but also from other power relations that result from race, ethnicity, caste, class, age, 
ability/disability, religion, and a multiplicity of other factors including whether they are 
indigenous. 
 
Women and men are defined in different ways in different societies; the relations they share 
constitute what is known as gender relations. Gender relations constitute and are constructed 
by a range of institutions such as the family, legal systems, or the market. Gender relations 
are hierarchical relations of power between women and men and tend to disadvantage 
women. These hierarchies are often accepted as ‘natural’ but are socially determined 
relations, culturally based, and subject to change over time. Gender relations are dynamic, 
characterised by both conflict and co-operation, and mediated by other axes of stratification, 
including caste, class, age and marital status or position in the family.  
 
Sex differences such as the ability to give birth are biologically determined and are different 
from socially prescribed gender roles. 



Recognising the above, a gender analysis refers to a systematic way of looking at the 
different impacts of development on women and men. Gender analysis requires separating 
data by sex and understanding how labour is divided and valued. Gender analysis must be 
done at all stages of the development process; one must always ask how a particular activity, 
decision, or plan will affect women differently from men (Parker, 1993). 
 
2.4  The Historical Framework of Gender 
Women and Gender approaches in development have evolved over past decades. Until the 
early 1970s, development policies addressed the needs of poor women entirely in the context 
of their role as wives and mothers. Known now as the ‘welfare’ approach, the focus was on 
mother and child health, childcare, and nutrition. It was assumed that the benefits of macro-
economic strategies oriented towards modernisation and growth would trickle down to the 
poor, and that poor women would benefit as the economic position of their husbands 
improved. Women were passive recipients of benefits. Water and sanitation services were 
defined in the context of health care and hygiene, which were seen as women’s 
responsibilities. 
 
From the 1970s and 1980s, the Women in Development (WID) approach aimed to integrate 
women into the existing development process by targeting them, often in women-specific 
activities. Women were usually passive recipients in WID projects, which often emphasised 
making women more efficient producers and increasing their income. Although many WID 
projects improved health, income, or resources in the short term, they did not transform 
unequal relationships, and a significant number were not sustainable. A common shortcoming 
of WID projects was that they did not consider women’s multiple roles or that they 
miscalculated the elasticity of women’s time and labour. 
 
From the late 1980s on, the Gender and Development (GAD) approach was developed with 
the objective of removing disparities in social, economic, and political balances between 
women and men as a pre-condition for achieving people-centred development. Much of the 
work in the water sectors today is informed by this approach. However, there are many 
perspectives in this approach and no one blueprint for enabling equality and equity in water 
resources management. 
 
Both WID and GAD approaches are still in use. 
 
In recent years, a gender and empowerment approach has attempted to transform existing 
gender relations by stressing women’s self-empowerment. 
 
2.5  Principles of IWRM and their Gender Implications1

Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) offers an opportunity to create a paradigm 
shift in water resources management. The global environmental crisis, growing poverty in 
urban and rural areas, and continued gender inequalities all point to the need for a different 
governance approach to water use and management. 
 
Applying this approach requires cohesion among the different institutions, policy, and 
regulatory frameworks and deliberate measures that take account of environmental 
sustainability and an intersectional analysis. Gender in this context is not a sufficient point of 

                                                 
1 Adapted from: Wijk-Sijbesma, 1998 and Thomas et al, 1997. 
 



analysis without also considering intersecting identities of race, class, caste, ethnicity, age, 
ability, and geographical location.  
 
• Water should be treated as an economic, social, and environmental good. 

o Freshwater is valuable and limited. Water supply services and infrastructure are 
economic activities, while at the same time, access to basic water supply is a 
fundamental human right. Water use for sanitation and domestic purposes, which 
tends to be the responsibility of women, should be incorporated into the assessments 
of economic values of the use of water. Women often have no rights to land and 
water, and development efforts may negatively affect their livelihoods.  

o While it is desirable for water supply to be paid for, it is also important to take into 
account people’s ability to pay. Women’s interests and gender relations are often 
overlooked. If charges for domestic water supply have to be paid, both men and 
women should be involved in determining the rates. Even though women often do not 
have control over cash, they are still expected to pay for water and sanitation, more 
than men, because they are the main users and it is considered their responsibility A 
gender and social equity analysis of demands is required.  

o Access to basic amounts of water supply as a social good and human right needs to be 
included in policies and planning. Increased charges for water should not apply to 
meeting basic human needs and should not reduce water minimum consumption for 
cooking and hygiene. 

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

provision of water. 
o Governments and local stakeholders should be key actors in water management. 
o The private sector can play a role in providing water supply services for greater 

efficiency. National governments need to retain responsibility for oversight of water 
quality and for regulating and monitoring private providers. The government is also 
responsible for ensuring that the water supply needs of the whole population are met. 
Companies solely interested in making a profit will not be concerned about low-
income households, domestic water users and those who use water sources and water 
catchments for their basic necessities of life. Women are heavily represented in these 
categories.  

o With increased privatisation, capacity building of local communities becomes more 
important, and it should be ensured that women and men benefit equally from 
capacity building initiatives.  

 
• Governments should facilitate and enable the sustainable development of water 

resources through the provision of integrated water resources policies and 
regulatory frameworks. 
o Holistic water management is needed because actions taken in one water sector have 

an impact on water availability, quantity and quality in another. Such impact is 
different for men and women, between and even within households, and according to 
sex, age and status. 

o At higher levels coordination within countries and ministries is necessary, including 
coordination at sub-national levels, and women’s interests and rights need to be taken 
into account. 

 
 
 



• Water resources should be managed at the lowest appropriate level. 
o Participation by all stakeholders leads to better water management. Because of 

women’s traditional roles in water resources management, they have knowledge 
which should be included in planning and practice. 

o The lowest level is most important to ensure that decisions are supported by those 
who implement water projects on the ground. These are often women. Female-headed 
households tend to have less bargaining power in communities than male-headed 
households. A specific effort to include them is needed. 

 
• Women should be recognised as central to the provision, management and 

safeguarding of water. 
o Campaigns to reduce water wastage should target men and women and especially 

industries and institutions that waste water.  
o Women’s skills and knowledge are crucial for the effective and efficient management 

of water. 
o More attention is needed to control pollution and to improve water quality and 

sanitation for the benefit of women who collect domestic water and to improve health.   
 
2.6  Why use a gender perspective in Integrated Water Resources Management? 
A gender perspective in IWRM is necessary for a variety of reasons, as outlined in the 
sections below. 
 
2.6.1. Concern for effectiveness and efficiency in water sector programmes and projects. 
Involving both women and men in integrated water resources initiatives can increase project 
effectiveness and efficiency. Participation by both women and men improves project 
performance and improves the likelihood of sustainability. In other words, a project is more 
likely to achieve what planners hope it will achieve if women and men (both rich and poor) 
are active participants and decision makers. 
 
In addition to a vast body of anecdotal evidence, three specific studies have looked at this 
issue: 
 
Voice and Choice for Women - Linkages on Demand, Gender and Poverty from 44 Water 
Schemes in Asia and Africa. A research project of the UNDP/World Bank Water and 
Sanitation Programme. 2001. 
 
Preliminary findings appear to validate the hypothesis that water services will be better 
sustained and used by the communities if institutions and policies enable the communities 
(men and women, rich and poor) to initiate the service, take informed decisions about the 
type of service management and financing systems and build capacities to maintain and 
manage the services so that burdens and benefits are equitably shared. 
 
A World Bank review of 121 rural water supply projects 
This review found that women’s participation was among the variables strongly associated 
with project effectiveness. Furthermore, it was found that the failure to take gender 
differences and inequalities into account can result in failed projects. For example, in India, 
compost pits located outside villages went unused, and women continued to deposit waste 
near their homes - even when fined for doing so - because they did not wish to be seen 
carrying loads of refuse to the outskirts of the village. If there had been consultation with 
women, perhaps this problem could have been avoided (Narayan, 1995). 



IRC study of Community Water Supply and Sanitation projects 
A study by the International Water and Sanitation Centre (IRC) of community water supply 
and sanitation projects in 88 communities in 15 countries found that projects designed and 
run with the full participation of women are more sustainable and effective than those that do 
not involve women as full partners (Wijk-Sijbesma, 2001).  
 
Although research has tended to focus on the water supply and sanitation sector, the same 
trend can be seen in other water sectors as well. The positive impact of paying attention to 
gender issues can be seen in the Philippines Communal Irrigation Development Project. This 
project exceeded physical development targets and appraisal estimates of irrigation intensity 
and paddy yields. The project’s success has been attributed to the full participation of the 
intended beneficiaries. The project partly draws on a tradition of farmer-built irrigation 
systems and responds to a cultural context in which women exercise independent land rights. 
The project’s success in the community was attributable to: recruitment of community 
organisers, two-thirds of whom are women; ensuring membership of both spouses in water 
user associations; and actively encouraging women to assume leadership roles. It was also 
noted that women’s membership facilitated the payment of fees, because women controlled 
family finances (Quisuimbing, 1994). 
 
2.6.2  Concern for environmental sustainability 
Women and men around the world play distinct roles in managing plants and animals, in use 
of forests, drylands, wetlands and agriculture. Moreover, gender roles are differentiated in 
collecting water, fuel, and fodder for domestic use, and in generating income. Due to their 
distinctive engagements with the natural environment, women’s experience and knowledge 
are critical for environmental management (UNEP, 2004). Using a gender perspective and 
enabling the integration of women’s knowledge of the environment will increase the chances 
of environmental sustainability. 
 
A watershed management project was initiated in a fragile area of a cloud forest in Mindanao, 
Philippines. A lake used to generate electricity was silting up from deforestation and soil 
erosion. There was a need to reduce soil loss and to engage local institutions in monitoring 
soil loss and soil recovery. The project first invited young men to monitor the water to 
determine whether the techniques being used for soil conservation were reducing the silting. 
However, the men were not consistent in monitoring. Women farmers, as well, were brought 
in to monitor the water without much success. The project then determined that women were 
more interested in health issues than soil loss. As women learned about how water quality 
affected the health of their families and the programme expanded to include monitoring for e 
coli bacteria, women became interested and participated. This led to their further engagement 
in a wider range of environmental activities. Ultimately, the community’s involvement led to 
positive outcomes, such as an increase in the adoption of soil conservation techniques by both 
men and women farmers (Diamond, et al., 1997). 
 
2.6.3.  Need for an accurate analysis of water resources use 
Social and economic analyses are incomplete without an understanding of gender and social 
differences and inequalities. With a gender analysis, planners gain a more accurate picture of 
communities, natural resource uses, households and water users. Understanding the 
differences among and between women and men (who does what work, who makes which 
decisions, who uses water for what purpose, who controls which resources, who is 
responsible for different family obligations, etc.) is part of a good analysis and can contribute 
to more effective results. 



In Bangladesh, despite the widespread perception that gender issues were not relevant in the 
impact of floods and flood prevention plans, there are several ways that differences and 
inequalities among women and men are relevant. Women are responsible for the production 
and processing of farm food products and for the preparation of food resources in households 
in rural Bangladesh. Water-related hazards, such as early flash floods, can damage not only 
the fields producing crops, but also food stores and processing equipment, driving up the 
prices of food staples. Any disruption in food supply will impact a woman’s ability to make a 
living from existing resources. Women’s lack of mobility also limits alternative strategies for 
coping with stress on family resources, especially if she is the head of household owing to 
male migration or desertion (Thomas et al, 1993). 
 
The differences and inequalities between women and men influence how individuals respond 
to changes in water resources management. Understanding gender roles, relations, and 
inequalities can help explain the choices people make and their different options. 
 
In Alto Piura, Peru, female farmers complained that they always had to irrigate at night, in 
spite of the official rule that night turns should be equally distributed among irrigators. Since 
male irrigators had better relations with the irrigators’ committee and with the water delegate, 
they were often more successful in negotiating day turns (from Zwarteveen 1997). If a project 
aims to provide all irrigators and farmers with equitable access to water resources, then 
strategies are required to deal with this specific difficulty faced by women. 
 
Gender relations and inequalities influence collective responses to water resource 
management issues. Women and men tend to organise in different ways. Women often face 
specific obstacles to participating in a project, joining a water-users committee, or providing 
input into a consultation session. 
 
Poor women are less likely to be elected to positions on water committees or village 
development committees. When asked about the criteria used to elect people to positions of 
responsibility in the village, interviewees in Zimbabwe repeatedly mentioned two 
qualifications: i) someone they could respect (for position, influence, hard work or ability to 
forge consensus over difficult issues), and ii) someone with resources such as a bicycle or 
cash who could represent the village at district headquarters when required. In addition to not 
meeting those qualifications, poor women generally have greater constraints on time and 
labour resources than other women or men. They and their children are likely to be in poorer 
health and they therefore could benefit most from improvements that bring water supplies 
closer to their homes. However they are least likely to participate in the collective decision-
making that will bring this about (Cleaver, 1998). 
 
2.6.4  Concern for gender equality, equity and empowerment 
Without specific attention to gender issues and initiatives, projects can reinforce inequalities 
between women and men and even increase gender disparities. Although many initiatives are 
thought to be ‘gender neutral’, this is rarely the case. Projects and programmes often bring 
new resources (training, tools, technology, etc.). Whether someone is male or female can 
influence whether he or she can take advantage of these opportunities. Programmes need to 
enable both women and men to benefit equally from water initiatives. Gaps between rich and 
poor women can often increase as a result of development interventions. 
 
An initiative can also serve to reinforce existing inequalities, even when there may be 
opportunities to help support people’s efforts to build more equitable societies and 



economies. The importance of specific attention to gender and diversity issues is all the more 
critical given the generally low profile of these issues among many water professionals. 
 
2.6.5  Realisation of international commitments by governments and partners 
Governments and development agencies have made commitments to support equality 
between women and men and to use a gender perspective in all programmes and projects, 
including those related to water and the environment.  Specific commitments include: 
• The results of and follow-up to the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation 

Decade (1981-1990) were discussed in consultations in New Delhi in 1990. Although 
these consultations were limited on the discussion of gender issues, there was a clear call 
for an increase in women’s decision-making and management of water resources. 

• The Dublin Statement (1992), endorsed by over 100 countries, recognises that women 
play a central part in the provision, management, and safeguarding of water resources. It 
recognises the pivotal role of women as providers and users of water and guardians of the 
living environment and for this reality to be reflected in institutional arrangements for the 
development and management of water resources.  

• Principle 20 of the Rio Declaration (1992) states, “Women have a vital role in 
environmental management and development. Their full participation is therefore 
essential to achieve sustainable development”. Agenda 21 (1992) contains a chapter on 
women and sustainable development (Chapter 24) and a chapter on water management 
(Chapter 18). 

• The Beijing Platform for Action (1995) highlighted environmental issues as one critical 
area of concern - “gender inequalities in the management and safeguarding of natural 
resources and in the safeguarding of the environment”. Three strategic objectives were 
agreed: (1) To involve women actively in environmental decision making at all levels; (2) 
To integrate gender concerns and perspectives in policies and programmes for sustainable 
development; and (3) To strengthen or establish mechanisms to assess the impact of 
development and environmental policies on women.  

• The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation of the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD), para 25(a), includes agreement by governments to: “… support 
capacity building for water and sanitation infrastructure and services development, 
ensuring that such infrastructure and services meet the needs of the poor and are gender-
sensitive.”  

• In December 2003 the General Assembly proclaimed (resolution 58/217), the period 2005 
to 2015 as the International Decade for Action, ‘Water for Life’, and called for a focus on 
the implementation of water-related programmes and projects, “whilst striving to ensure 
women’s participation and involvement in water-related development efforts …”.  

• The Millennium Development Goals, which have the same time frame as the ‘Water for 
Life’ Decade, include 2015 targets on gender equality and empowerment of women, as 
well as on safe water and sanitation.  

 
2.6.6  Participatory processes in IWRM initiatives need to recognise inequalities and 
differences between women and men 
Experience demonstrates that participatory processes and ‘attempts to involve poor people’ 
do not automatically include women. Attention to gender differences and inequalities is 
required if participatory development initiatives are to involve women as well as men. 
Specific issues include: 
 
Power relations in communities. Communities are not harmonious groups with a common set 
of interests and priorities. There are often strong divisions along the lines of age, religion, 



class and gender. These power differentials make it difficult for some people to voice 
opinions that contradict the views of those in power. Power differentials may even affect who 
participates in specific meetings. Outside officials may invite only ‘community leaders’ 
(generally men) to participate in consultations. 
Intra-household and intra-family relations. Some women may find it difficult to speak out in 
front of their husbands or fathers (cultural norms of seclusion). They may also believe that 
discussions relating to family matters (such as issues relating to workloads or gender 
discrimination in resource entitlements) are not for public forums. 
Different constraints to participation. Men and women have different responsibilities and 
workloads. Women often have less time to devote to new activities. Attending specific 
meetings may raise problems for women if meetings are set for the times of the day when 
they tend to be occupied with household responsibilities or childcare. Additionally, formal or 
informal membership norms in community institutions can also deny women the right to 
participate. 
Different abilities to participate. Given gender biases in education, women and men often 
have varying literacy levels. Men may also have more experience putting their arguments 
forward to outsiders and feel more confident dealing with new people than women. 
Perceived benefits of participation. Women and men may make different calculations about 
the costs and benefits of their involvement in participatory processes. Given the already high 
demands on most women’s time, they often have little time to participate fully. Participatory 
methods are only as good as the people who use them. It is now clear that there is more to 
participation than a series of exercises. When they are done well, gender-sensitive 
participatory processes challenge organisations in many ways. 
 

Challenges to Participatory Processes  
Skills Organisations need to develop the skills to facilitate gender-sensitive 

participatory processes. This requires experience, skills, and the ability to 
deal with conflict, should it arise.  

Time Participatory processes can take a long time and may require support over a 
period of years. 

Flexibility and 
Adaptability 

The selection and sequencing of tools for participatory processes should be 
based on specific circumstances. Responding adequately to specific 
contexts requires flexibility.  

Support Participants, both women and men, require support as they explore new 
issues. It is irresponsible for an outside organisation to encourage people to 
raise issues of gender inequalities and then not remain to engage with the 
consequences. 

Follow-up Can the organisation respond to the issues raised? If development 
cooperation organisations are serious about participatory processes, they 
must be prepared to act on the priorities identified and issues that emerge. 

 
2.6.7  Participatory methods used to introduce gender equality issues 
Beginning in 1992, the German development cooperation agency, GTZ assisted the Zambian 
Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries to integrate a participatory approach into its 
extension services. Extension officers used participatory methods to assess farmers’ 
priorities, which led them towards a multi-sectoral approach to the programme. They used 
seasonal calendars to plan extension activities at times convenient to farmers. They began to 
involve farmers in monitoring and evaluating of the outcome of extension efforts. However, 
an evaluation revealed that women were not benefiting from the improved participatory 
approach to extension services provision. The staff began to make concerted efforts to 



address the problem and involve women in the programme. As awareness grew, two three-
day workshops helped couples to analyse gender relations in their households. The case study 
raises several key points: 
• Gender is not always the sensitive topic some claim it to be. With the right methods, 

attitudes, and approaches, local people and staff members welcome discussion about it. 
• Gender is not a foreign, theoretical concept, and women and men can address it. 
• Gender should be inherent in participatory approaches, but it is not automatically 

addressed without specific efforts (Frischmuth, 1998). 
 
2.6.8  Participatory methods illustrate different perceptions of well-being 
The use of gender-sensitive participatory methods in Darko, Ghana, identified differences 
between women and men in their understanding of poverty. These methods documented 
people’s own perceptions of intra-household relations and provided a far better understanding 
of the situation and changes underway than would have been possible through data collection 
on externally selected indicators. Men and women prepared separate social maps of the 
village and carried out wealth and well-being rankings. Differences in the two discussions 
were analysed and the findings are outlined below. 
• Men’s criteria of wealth centred on assets like a house, car, cattle and type of farm. They 

considered crops grown by men, but not those of women. Initially they left those with no 
assets out of the ranking altogether. They then moved on from wealth to a discussion of 
well-being, using ‘god-fearing’ as the main criterion. 

• Women started with indicators like a house, land and cattle but moved to analyse the 
basis of agricultural production. Again they considered only ‘female’ crops and did not 
mention cocoa or other cash crops grown by men. Contrary to common perceptions, 
women focused on marketed crops, and not on subsistence food crops. 

• Women’s criteria for the ‘poorest’ were related to a state of destitution, and the lack of 
individual entitlements or health-related deprivation. Men focused on the absence of 
assets. 

• Each group had its own perception of well-being. Women tended to identify factors for 
women, while men focused on men. Neither group looked at the household as a unit for 
analysing welfare. 

• For both women and men, being wealthy did not always mean being better off. In the 
men’s analysis none of the rich were ‘god-fearing’ and two houses with no assets had 
‘god-fearing’ people. As for the women, the biggest vegetable producers (seen as an 
indicator of being well-off) were not in the richer categories (Shah, 1998). 

 
2.7  Mainstreaming Gender in Water Management 
Gender mainstreaming is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any 
planned action, including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels 
(global, national, institutional, community, household). It is a strategy for making women’s 
as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, 
economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally, and inequality is not 
perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality by transforming the mainstream 
(UNESCO,1997 in GWA 2003a). 
 
Operationalising gender mainstreaming involves: 
• Understanding the gender-differentiated systems for access to resources, labour, water 

uses, water rights, and the distribution of benefits and production. Sex-disaggregated data 
and the documentation of unpaid labour are important. 



• Focusing on gender relations, not just women. Although many analyses draw attention to 
women (since it is generally women who face disadvantages and women’s views that 
tend to be overlooked), a gender analysis looks at the relations (differences, inequalities, 
power imbalances, differential access to resources, etc.) between and among women and 
men and how these are negotiated. The position of women cannot be understood in 
isolation from the broader relationships between women and men. 

• Understanding that gender is a factor that influences how people respond both 
individually and collectively. Men and women face different obstacles and draw on 
different resources when attempting to participate on a water committee, confront a local 
official or attend a training session. 

• Understanding the gender dimensions of institutions at all levels in society (within the 
household, community-based organisations, water users associations, local governments, 
national civil services, etc.). These formal and informal institutions play fundamental 
roles in water resources management, yet they have gender dimensions: Who makes what 
decisions? Does the structure facilitate or hinder women’s participation? Is there the 
capacity to reduce inequalities between women and men in the institutions? How are 
different needs and perspectives negotiated inside institutions? Are institutional policies 
developed in an inclusive and gender-sensitive manner?  

• Confirming or rejecting assumptions in each specific context, ideally using participatory 
methodologies. Assumptions from one country or project cannot be carried over into 
another region or initiative. Furthermore, power relations, working arrangements, and 
resource availability can change over time. The specificity of each situation must be 
investigated. 

 
2.7.1.  Getting the initiative or project right 
To ensure that the analysis increases the positive impacts of water programmes and that the 
overall objective to support the advancement of women is reflected in all IWRM initiatives, 
the following should be considered: 
• Incorporating the insights from the analysis into project design. For example, it is not 

enough to document women’s priorities. Their views should influence the priorities and 
objectives of the initiative. 

• Giving importance and recognition to women’s responsibilities and views. For example, 
often women’s uses of water are given less importance than men’s (they are not 
documented, women’s uses are not given priority, they are not visible to planners, etc.). 

• Making links to key expected results of the initiative. There should be a clear analysis that 
links [the] gender analysis to the overall objectives of the project. If the project is 
focusing on flood control, the gender dimension should look at how women are 
consulted, involved and affected by various options for flood control (rather than a side 
initiative on small-scale credit for women). 

• Identifying concrete objectives. During the project design phase, objectives relating to 
gender equality should be clearly specified (rather than kept general, such as ‘incorporate 
gender equality issues into the project’). 

• Developing indicators to track success towards meeting the results. General indicators 
should be disaggregated on the basis of sex (instead of total number of people consulted, 
there should be a breakdown between women and men).  

 
2.7.2.  Gender-sensitive monitoring and evaluation indicators 
Programme and project interventions have not led to sustained and sustainable development. 
Benefits and costs that accrue from an intervention are also not always disaggregated by sex 
and socio-economic class; consequently, it becomes difficult to understand the effects of 



those interventions on different groups. A monitoring and evaluation process that has gender-
sensitive indicators and involves men and women not as informants but as participants will 
result in a better understanding of who in the community has benefited, who bears the costs 
and what motivates different groups to act. Furthermore, a monitoring process that involves 
men and women ensures that monitoring becomes a self-management tool rather than a 
policing instrument, thus leading to collective action. 
 
If data collection is not disaggregated by sex, it will be difficult to assess the positive or 
negative impacts of the programme or project on women and men, young and old and rich 
and poor. For example, if water provision in an urban slum has lessened the burden of water 
fetching for women and girls, this could free more girls to go to school. This positive result 
cannot be assessed without sex-disaggregated data collection, which can assist in measuring 
the scope of the impact, i.e., the increased enrolment and retention of girls in school. If water 
provision services have freed poor women’s time to engage in income generating activities, 
without sex-disaggregated data, the positive impact will lack empirical evidence and will 
remain anecdotal. 
 
Additionally, the following issues cannot be measured or monitored without gender-sensitive 
indicators: 
• The impact/effectiveness of activities targeted to address women’s or men’s practical 

gender needs i.e., new skills, knowledge, resources, opportunities or services in the 
context of their existing gender roles; 

• The impact/effectiveness of activities designed to increase gender equality of opportunity, 
influence or benefit e.g., targeted actions to increase women’s role in decision-making; 
opening up new opportunities for women/men in non-traditional skill areas; 

• The impact/effectiveness of activities designed to develop gender awareness and skills 
amongst policy-making, management and implementation staff; 

• The impact/effectiveness of activities to promote greater gender equality within the 
staffing and organisational culture of development organisations e.g., the impact of 
affirmative action policies (Derbyshire, 2002: 28). 

 
The Canadian International Development Agency has developed an extensive guide on the 
issue, its history and evolution, its implications and how to develop gender-sensitive 
indicators for the organisation as well as the project level (CIDA, no date).2  
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