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Chairperson, ladies and gentlemen, it is a great honour to be here today to speak on the subject of gender and water. It is an extremely important topic, and a daunting one to deal with in a mere 15 minutes, but my task has been made much easier by many of those who have spoken already at this conference, who have raised, in a number of ways, the issue of the involvement of women, and of poor men and women in particular, in issues of water management.

This speech is the work of several people from around the world who have contributed their ideas, and it is built on the collective work of a wide range of people over many years, who have been doing excellent and often pioneering work in this field. So, thank you to all of those people, men and women, who have contributed to this speech and this work.

Ladies and Gentlemen, water is a remarkable substance – central to life, it feeds our nations, drives our industry, washes away our troubles, quenches our thirst,  and brings beauty and pleasure into our lives. Yet it is an unfortunate aspect of the nature of water that it flows towards power. Thus it is always the powerless, the most vulnerable, who lack access to water, be it water for drinking, or for productive purposes. A gender sensitive approach is necessary to correct at least one element of this inequitable flow pattern.

Why is the issue of gender relevant to water resources management?

The draft recommendations for action from this conference state that “water is a key to sustainable development”. They also state that “there is very likely sufficient water for all in the world, including the poor, but only if we change the way we manage it.”

The issue of gender is a key element of the required change in the way we manage water. 

Some of the issues that I will be touching on briefly are:

· what do we understand by gender and associated concepts;

· what does it take to develop and implement a gender sensitive approach to water management;

· some success stories from around the world.

What does a gender-sensitive policy mean? 

I was fascinated to discover, in a recent discussion with colleagues from around the world, that the concept “gender” is not one that translates easily into several other languages. It is perhaps best, therefore, to begin by unpacking what we mean by gender and a gender-sensitive approach.

Understanding gender is about understanding a set of relations, including power relations, which define social function on the basis of sex – gender is, therefore, a social not a biological construct, and thus gender relations can be changed. While gender relations are not inherently oppressive, all too often they are, in fact, oppressive of women. 

Gender Equity, then, “is the process of being fair to women and men. To ensure fairness, measures must often be available to compensate for historical and social disadvantages that prevent women and men from otherwise operating at the same level. Equity leads to equality.

Gender equality means that women and men enjoy the same status. It means that women and men have equal conditions for realizing their full human rights and potential to contribute to national, political, economic, social and cultural development, and to benefit from the results.” 

I would like to add to this, however, that “men” and “women” are not homogenous categories. Any society is divided internally by privilege, class, wealth, race and religion. Thus a gender-sensitive approach to water management also has to unpack the different roles of men and women within these different strata. 

A gender sensitive approach to water management, therefore, allows one to unpack the different roles and relationships of men and women in the management of water. But, as Marx once said, the purpose of understanding the world is to change it – presumably for the better. A gender-sensitive approach to water management should not just facilitate an understanding of the different roles of men and women, but should also facilitate an understanding of when and how these roles need to change in order to facilitate equal participation in decision-making by men and women; and in order to facilitate equal access to the benefits of water.

In a drought prone country such as South Africa, the building of dams to store water is an important part of water security, be it at the national or the very localised level. Access to finance is, throughout the world, easier for the already wealthy than it is for the poor. Access to finance is also often much easier for men than for women. Thus, in conditions of water scarcity, such as in South Africa, the poor experience the real water scarcity, and poor women in particular, while the wealthier elements of society are able to take mitigatory measures, such as accessing finance for building storage dams, pipelines, drip irrigation systems. It is therefore important that any gender sensitive approach is also linked to an analysis of poverty  and privilege.

It is important to stress that there is no one gender policy, no one blue-print that can be applied in all cases. However, several key questions underpin any gender sensitive approach to water management, be it at the community level, or at the catchment level:  

· What are the needs and problems of men and women (and of poor men and women relative to the privileged). Interventions should reflect and respond to the needs of poor men and women and not only to privileged technocrats who may assume that they know the answers. We must learn to listen and learn from poor men and women. Poverty does not equate to stupidity any more than being female does. The comment was made on the first day, that we need to give a voice to the poor. In fact, poor men and women have voices, and know what it is that they want to say. Often it is us who seem to lack the ears to hear. 

· How will men and women (especially poor men and women) make their voices heard and take part in decision making.

· Who has the information? We all know that information is power, and that those who hold the information, therefore hold a powerful hand in any negotiations and decision making.

· Who does the work? (be it the work on a new water supply project or the work in terms of walking long distances to collect water for the household) This question also needs to look at who is paid for the work that they do, and who contributes unpaid work.

· Who makes the decisions?

· Who will bear the costs? 

· Who will reap the benefits – water benefits, employment etc? At the community level, for example, one needs to unpack the gender issues of cost and benefit to ensure that it is not , for example, poor men benefiting at the expense of poor women – an result that is possible when a community is assumed to be homogenous.

· Who is most at risk from lack of access to water, and who is made vulnerable by a lack of water. 

· Are there macro-level policies that have impacts on the nature of water use by women and the poor. For example, pricing policies might price small farmers out of the market and poor women in particular; or financial policies make it impossible to develop infrastructure where users cannot afford to pay for it. It is difficult (but perhaps not impossible) to implement pro-poor, gender-sensitive water management within a set of macro-level policies which are inherently unsupportive of this approach. Pro-poor and gender sensitive macro-level policies, on the other hand, greatly facilitate the implementation of a similar water management approach. In South Africa, for example, our Constitution mandates us to ensure that there is no discrimination on the basis of gender. This is taken up in our water law, and therefore carried through into implementation (with differing degrees of success) in the field.

Linked to this, a gender-sensitive approach to water management needs to look holistically at all the uses and users of water. There is a tendency, despite frequent reference to integrated water resources management, for water managers to compartmentalise water and assume, for example, that there is a clear distinction between water for irrigation and water for domestic purposes. Any conversation with a female subsistence farmer will reveal that, in fact, “irrigation water” is often used for a great variety of other purposes, including domestic use, gardening, livestock and minor enterprises. Often the water uses that are overlooked are those of women, such as the food gardens of poor urban women or the brick making activities of poor rural women. Often the water users that are overlooked are the women, such as the women who farm on land that is often registered in the name of the male household head, even if he is absent. 

It is an unfortunate truth of which we are all aware that it is often easier to write policies than to translate them into action. Thus it is crucial that, based on the understanding of these issues, a strategy must then be developed that ensures that poor men and women have access to the water resources that they need “in order to build and maintain sustainable livelihoods”
, in order to escape from poverty. This requires, amongst other things:

· Secure rights and entitlements to water, for both men and women

· Conflict resolution mechanisms to deal with conflicts between the poor and the non-poor, as well as between men and women. The winner in such conflicts, if they are not consciously mediated, is almost inevitably the one holding the power – the privileged, be it by class, race or gender. In this regard, conflict resolution mechanisms also need to mediate between technocrats and end users.

· The setting of clear indicators of success and targets, and the development of a clear programme of action for achieving these

· Equitable participation by men and women, particularly by poor men and women in decision making, not only with regard to the water supply schemes to their own villages, but in relation to broader resource allocation within the catchment. 

· An understanding of the need for changing existing power relations in order to enable equitable participation by men and women, and by poor men and women in particular. A gender sensitive policy or practice should not result in a passive snapshot of current roles and relationships, but in proactive interaction and intervention to change things for the better.  It may well require a shift in power between men and women, and between technocrats and end-users.

· Training of officials and staff in gender sensitive approaches. We cannot expect this new approach to be adopted through some organic transfer of wisdom – it will require training and capacity building for those people who are to implement it. This is a key part of the process of giving us all the ears to listen.

· Monitoring and evaluation of the gender impacts of  implementation. This also requires gender disaggregated data and information so that the real impacts on poor men and on women can be measured and understood.

Benefits of a gender-sensitive policy 
The literature around the benefits arising from a gender sensitive approach generally lists 5 major areas of benefit: efficiency, effectiveness, equity, sustainability and development at large. In particular, the benefits to water supply projects from adopting a gender-sensitive approach have been well documented by a range of institutions, from small NGOs to the World Bank. 

In just one example, in the 1980s the Malawian government designed an innovative system of community management for water supply to low income households. Households in 50 districts received water, but water bills weren’t paid. Taps were opened at inappropriate times. Water committees seldom met. Investigations showed that, prior to this project, local men had had little or nothing to do with water management. However, when the externally driven project was initiated, the men took control and the women took a back seat. Tap committees were made up of 90% men, many of whom were away most of the time. Efforts were made to integrate women into the process and guidelines for 60% women were set for tap committees. Consultation with women was done separately, and male and female extension officers were used.

The result? Payment of water bills increased. Women became active and long serving members of tap committees. Special training courses were organised for women in leadership, problem solving, financial management, hygiene and sanitation, and operation and maintenance. Tap committees met regularly and attendance was good. Hygiene and sanitation improved. Taps were opened and closed to the satisfaction of users.

There are many such examples of the benefits of gender sensitive policies giving rise to significant benefits at the local level. 

Examples of gender sensitive approaches to higher level water management issues, such as at the catchment level are harder to come by. Partly, this may be because the role of women as managers of water at the local level is widely recognised, while at higher levels, men still retain the power and dominate the primarily technical discussions.  Partly it may be because at this level of management, participation is usually dominated by large scale water users, to the exclusion of marginalised groups such as poor men and women.

None-the-less, such policies and practices do exist. There have, for example, been efforts to create new legal frameworks and water management institutions at the basin level which represent the interest of all water users, and potential water users. The South African National Water Act (Act 36 of 1998) is one good example of this.

In South Africa, processes around the establishment of catchment management agencies, have laid particular stress on the involvement of women, and poor men and women in particular. Such involvement has required, inter alia, the use of facilitators with particular experience of interfacing with such groups. The involvement of poor men and women in these processes is necessary to ensure that they are able to take part, at the basin level, in decisions around water management that directly affect them – as Agenda 21 has called for. The benefits? Only time will tell, but hopefully the benefits will include more equitable use of water and a better understanding of and response to the water needs of poor men and women in the catchments.  

Conclusion

I hope I have been able to open up some ideas for discussion and debate. A few decades ago, environmental issues were seldom considered when developments were proposed. Today, in most countries across the world, major developments require environmental impact assessments.  Today, there is a great deal of talk about mainstreaming gender. In an increasing number of local water projects, gender sensitive approaches are being used – although not yet in enough cases. At the basin level, a great deal must still be done. Perhaps in a few years time, a gendered approach to water management, at all levels, will be as commonplace as environmental impact assessments are in most countries today. 

Then we will know that we have really moved forward. Having said that, however, we must recognise that the success of any gender-sensitive approach must be measured not by the words in a policy document, or by the existence of guidelines, or in the speeches of politicians and water managers, but by the impact on the ground – the impact on poor men and women in particular.  

We must also recognize that issues of gender are not the responsibility of women. Just as water is the business of everyone, so gender is the business of everyone, men and women, from the highest level to the lowest.

Access to water, participation in decision making with regards to water, for productive and domestic purposes, can contribute to the well-being of poor women and men. A gendered approach to water management can transform the lives of poor women and men. That is our real challenge. That is the challenge that we must rise to – to make, through the new approach, a better life for all. Truly for all. 







� Excerpts from: Gender –Based Analysis: A guide for policy-making, Status of Women Canada, 1996





� Water and Poverty. Professor John Soussan, Centre for Water and Policy Development, University of Leeds, UK
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