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STRATEGIC GENDER NEEDS:

THE MISSING ELEMENT IN WATER SUPPLY

PROJECTS OF NEPAL
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the involvement of women in rural drinking water supply
projects installed by Non-Government Organisations (NGQ), International Non-Govern-
ment Organisations (INGO) and Government Organisations (GO) in order to fulfill prac-
tical and strategic needs of women. Information was obtained from a household survey,
group discussions and rapid rural appraisal (RRA) conducted in the western region of
Nepal. This research concluded that in comparison to INGO projects, women in NGO and
GO-installed projects had less involvement and fulfilment of practical and strategic needs
which reduced the active women participation in the DWS projects of the mid-hills of

Nepal.

Introduction

Nepal has a geographical diversity, from
the low, flat north-Indian plain of the Terai, to the
highest mountains in the world, in the Hima-
layan chain, is accompanied by cultural and reli-
gious diversity. The variety of attitudes towards
women and their roles, combined with Nepal’s
geographical and socio-economic diversity, re-
sults in work division and social hierarchy in
which there are marked differences in the in-
volvement of development activities in rural ar-
eas. It has been widely demonstrated in numer-
ous studies that many policies and strategies for
the community development are not based on
aclearunderstanding of the gender dimensions
(Shrestha, 1994; Osman, 2002; Clifton and Gell
2001).Consequently, che formulation and imple-
mentation of such policies and programmes
most often fail to improve the lives of women
and their families, and may worsen their situa-
tion.

The developmentinitiated from the na-
tional government, donors, and international
agencies that aimed to empower the women
and enhance livelihood are not becoming ef-
fective as their objectives. It creates the psycho-
logical dissatisfaction and provides additional
burden in the name of participatory develop-
ment. Women, many critics argue, are those most
likely to lose out, finding themselves and their
interests marginalisedparticipatory’ processes
(Guijt & Kaul, 1998; Moser, 1993). Community
leaders decided the number of days one has to
contribute for the development without wage,
which is critical for female-headed families and
poor (Bhandari, 2001; CERID, 1997; Mahat, 2001).

Significant progress in accessibiiity of
piped-water supply has taken place between
1980 and 2000 in the rural areas of Nepal. Re-
ports and documents of supporting agencies of
Drinking Water Supply (DWS) projects claimed
that they considered a ‘people-centered’
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participatory approach and involve extensive par-
ticipation of women while making intervention
in the community. Efforts to promote participa-
tion and gender equality in development have a
different dimension (Cornwall, 2003). Gender
and Development (GAD) emerged as an alter-
native to liberal Women in Development (WID)
in which women seek to transform gender in-
equities. Government reports (2001) show that
the intensive participation of women in drink-
ing water projects have significantimpact in the
livelihood and contribute to keep projects sus-
tainable.

In the beginning water projects tended
to focus almost exclusively on physical works.
The people for whom they were intended were
mere users or beneficiaries. Gradually this think-
ing changed during 1981 at the beginning of
the UN decade for water and sanitation (Facett
&Regmi, 1999). It was then recognised that com-
munity participation was a key component for
implementation of rural drinking water supply
projects.However,community participation was
largely led by men and women were involved
in physical works (Fermando 1994). Gender is
the social and changeable difference in power
between men and women in a particular social
situation (Scott, 1989; Wieringa, 1998, Shrestha
1994). A holistic and gender-sensitive approach
is critical for water managementand sustainable
development.To attain this there is need for at-
titudinal and structural change in the manage-
ment of human, natural and financial resources
at the policy level; there is also an urgent need
for more reliable gender disaggregated data -
as well as the development of gender-sensitive
indicators (Facett & Regmi, 1999).

The efficiency and effectiveness of com-
munity managed DWS projects are strongly in-
fluenced by different gender roles, needs and
incentives.The sustainability of programmes can
be attributed to the successfulness of assessing
the different roles and needs of women and
men (Shrestha, 1994, Verma, 1989). Within this
context, understanding of indigenous systems
is dependent on gender analysis; for example,
analysis of practical and strategic needs, how are

decisions made and who is involved in what,
who has access to resources, what are the dif-
ferent uses of water and waste, what are the
roles and responsibilities of women and men
and what is the overall cultural context of a given
community- which influences the entire man-
agement structure or process. As found else-
where (Devasis, 1998) the research on women
involvement revealed that village women have
agreat initiation capacity and an always-positive
attitude towards development. In comparison
with men, village women were more practical
and they dared to participate in experiments,
especially in the procurement of water and bet-
ter health care.

Communication plays a central roleinany
successful approach to community develop-
ment.There is no lack of technologies and sci-
entific discoveries, which could bring about eco-
nomic growth and rural development but the
main problem is the lack of effective communi-
cation strategies and methods (Mustanoja, 1998;
Rosenberg, 1999). Determining indicators to
practical and strategic gender needs is a compli-
cated task, as the condition of development
agencies at a given time and place is an out-
come of complex interactions of project staff
and user groups that may vary from staff motiva-
tion, socio-economic status of projects area and
attitude of water users, However, in this study,
levels of information and communication,
women capability and change in gender work
division are taken, as indicators for the assess-
ment of gender needs.

Women’s Access to Information and Com-
munication

Virtually all DWS-installed agencies in-
tended to provide information through using
effective tools like awareness campaigns, news-
papers and audio-visio media. Rural people be-
come aware by listening to others and under-
standing their views.Thus, the ability to commu-
nicate is a fundamental step of empowerment.
Women in rural areas of Nepal have insufficient
access to getinformation from radio and news-
papers. Women from NGO and GO areas have
less access with respect to attending meetings
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and seminars due to an overload of household
chores plus a fear that they would not be able to
understand what was being said and that they
would have little to contribute (group discus-
sion, 2004). In principle the participatory ap-
proach for community development emphasises
women's empowerment but due to time and
resources constraints, interventions have not
achieved expected changes on women's liveli-
hood.This study depicts that a woman'’s accessi-
bility to public meetings, conflict resolution,
newspapers, and radio are significantly higherin
INGO-installed DWS areas compared to GO and
NGO-installed projects. INGO working area has
different post-literacy groups and they have col-
lection of wall newsletters and INGO publica-
tions that assist to provide information to women.
Due toinsufficient support from external devel-
opment agencies, women in NGO and GO
projectareas are lagging behind.

Awareness can be enhanced due to ac-
cess to both formal and informal information
through media and communication. The staff
from GO and NGO entirely depend on the infor-
mation of key persons of the project area and
believe that their message will be circulated by
the attendee to all members of the community.
Unfortunately, people have fewer tendencies to
convey meeting decisions to other family mem-
bers.This study shows that only one-third of the
households’ members conveyed the details of
meeting conclusions to all members of the fam-
ily. Moreover, GO and NGO-installed areas had
less tendency to convey messages to other
household members which also served to re-
duce women participation. Since prototype de-
signs are used in GO-installed DWS projects, us-
ers’ participation in planning and-decision-mak-
ing is poor. Furthermore, implementing agen-
cies have time constraints to complete the
project, which compel them to provide limited
latitudinal choices to users.

Table 1: Communication practices within households

Description NGO-Installed INGO-Installed GO-Installed Total
DWS(N = 40) DWS(N =50) DWS(N =50) (N=140)

Communication practice 12 31 7 50

of meeting decision to (30.0%) (62.0 %) (14.0 %) (35.7 %)

other family members

Written correspondence by 2 5 1 8

females to community (5%) (10%) (2%) (6%)

development supporting agencies

Significant difference at .01 confidence level (Chi-square value = 3593, d. f. = 2, P<. 01)

INGO-installed areas have relatively
higher awareness about communication com-
pared to others. Much depends upon the perfor-
mance and quality of field staff who organised
community meetings.The male dominant soci-
ety of the mid-hills provides less preference to
women and other junior household members
and this practice is inherently accepted within
the society. NGO and GO-installed areas have
lowerincidence in conveying meetings’ conclu-
sions to other members (Table 1). These men
felt that a public matter was not important or

relevant to other women members. Such a dog-
matic practice deprived female members of in-
formation, which is virtually, power. In the con-
text of DWS, lack of dissemination of informa-
tion to all users means that there was less moti-
vation to participation in water issues. INGO
projects women mentioned that training and
information are primarily required for the men
of this area to ensure to motivate them to share
women'’s household chores and then women
will get opportunity to participate in social ac-
tivities.
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Furthermaore, this study shows that only
six per cent (N=140) of rural women were in-
volved in official letter writing to do with public
works. This is extremely poor given that men
and women are equally informed about tech-
nology options, service-level of the project, so-
cial impactand health consequences in the ini-
tial stage of the project. Low national female
literacy rate, less opportunity in social activities
and workloads are the prime factors to less
women involvement with supporting agencies
in official affairs. Allimplementing agencies have
limited time and budget frame to finish installa-
tion works which leads to rush to complete
projects. Practice has shown that DWS were de-
signed in the district headquarters and installed
within the fixed time-frame. Women from GO
project mentioned that no body asked them
about the quality of new source, after comple-
tion of the project they found that water taste is
not good compared to their traditional water
source; therefore, they are not interested to in-
volve in the activities of WUC.

INGOs have a practice to hold prelimi-
nary discussions with the concerned beneficia-
ries about the need for safe drinking water and
sanitation and theirimpactin human health, tech-
nology used in water supply and sharing of
project cost and responsibility of maintenance
and operation. However, women of INGO
projects mentioned that they felt uncomfortable
in participating in the presence of seniors, rela-
tives and a majority of men at the meeting. On
the other hand, GO projects organised meetings
with elite and local leaders of the project area
during the feasibility and detailed engineering
survey. Only few women know about the plan-
ning and expenditure of water supply projects.
Women of this area believe that senior men or
leader of community are champion for dealing
with outside persons (Agency staff) who pro-
vide assistance to them. NGO staff have tried to
encourage women of the project areas for
fulfilment of the participatory process without
the provision of follow-up and monitoring.

It has been well recognised that informa-
tion is power and that skilled people perform

tasks more efficiently than unskilled people. Thu:
for meeting the women's strategic gender neec
the flow of information and training to develoj
the necessary skills to enhance their capacitie
to use and maximise the benefits of their ow
participationis soughtin the rural areas of Nepa

Project Intervention Versus Increase«
Women Capability

Awareness training programmes ant
trainings are essential in rural communities, wh
are characterised by low access to educatior
health, and any income opportunities and ser
vices. Introduction, adoption, operation and fi
nally internalisation of modern appropriate tech
nologies are essential for community develop
ment (Manikutty, 1997).The project reports ant
documents show that before, during and afte
interventions, DWS installation supporting agen
cies concentrated on facilitation such as train
ing, observation tours, workshops and seminars
The careful consideration of exactly who re
ceives what type of training and education anc
the duration of both is crucial to sustain th
project on a long-term basis. In the study areas
women reported that there is a lot of potentia
technology or terminology in water supply tech
nician training, which is posing difficulties fo
the newly literate rural people. It was found tha
English terminology frequently used by the tech
nicians during the implementation and trainint
phases was difficult for women to grasp and re
member. Agencies need to keep this in minc
and use simple and locally friendly terms ant
language.

Because women are the most vulnerabl
peoplein remote areas of the country, INGO an
conducting gender awareness programmes t¢
reduce the domestic workload of women to en
hance their self-confidence in society. Poster
and leaflets with the message of sanitation, im
portance of safe drinking water and natural re
sources are the main tools used by INGO for th
awareness raising. Some non-formal educatiot
materials were also designed in order to brinc
awareness raising on health and nature that dis
tributed in the non-formal education class. O
the other hand, GO agencies provided poster

Journal of Rural Development, Vol. 28, No. 2, April-June : 2009



Strategic Gender Needs: The Missing Element in Water Supply Projects of Nepal

203

and leaflets in district headquarters, which have
less access to rural people. NGOs usually made
connection with government office to distrib-
ute informative posters and pamphlets in the

meetings and workshops. Women from the GO
projects remarked that colourful posters are usu-
ally used for the decoration of tea-shops and
groceries; nobody takes the messages written
init.

Table 2: Improvement of women's status (after project intervention) as assessed by the
respondents - replies in the positive

Women's status NGO INGO GO Total
(N=40) (N=50) (N=50) respondents

(N=140)

Women as decision-makers on behalf 26 (65%) 40 (80%) 18(36%) 84 (60%)

of their family (community and household)

Have opportunity to attend social meetings 20 (50%) 38 (76%) 16(32%) 74 (53%)

Increased knowledge about health and 30(75%)  45(90%) 27(54%) 102 (73%)

sanitation

Women's increased control over their 15 (38) 26 (52%) 15(30%) 56 (40%)

own fertility

No discrimination between son and 32(80%) 44 (88%) 40(80%) 116 (83%)

daughter for education and training

Training opportunity in particular 4 (10%) 8(16%) 0 12 (8.6%)

DWS-related technical issues

Because as a large number of men mi-
grated to seek jobs in urban centres and abroad,
the decision power, particularly in household and
community development affairs, shifted to
women. Water users from INGO supported ar-
eas realised that gender relations have changed
to some degree over the last few years due to
different awareness activities launched in their
community by the INGO (Table 2). Many factors
have changed the balance between women and
men decision-making and reduced the gap be-
tween the influence men and women wield.
About three-fourths of the total respondents
agreed that education is the mostimportant fac-
tor which has contributed to the improvement
of their positions.Women’s development activi-
ties are emphasised by the government, such as
the celebration of women’s day, formation of
savings groups and female health workers in vil-
lages have less impactin order of their proposed
activities. Lack of road links up to district head-
quarters, inadequate budget within the depart-
mentand remoteness are the prime reasons for
notenabling governmentagencies to carry out
projects effectively in rural areas. On the other

hand, NGO and INGOs say that they are working
with rural peoplein limited period of time, which
was often approved by the government; there-
fore, they have compulsion to hand over after
the completion of project.

Women'’s position refers to women'’s so-
cial and economic standing in relation to men.
The women in the INGO areas were able to chal-
lenge the belief system which legitimises their
subordination, and to analyse their own situa-
tions and problems. Village people realised that
significant improvement in their leadership
qualities and decision-making power is accrued
in women compared to past decades. Group dis-
cussion with the GO supported projects women
mentioned that GO staff were given less prefer-
ence to young unmarried women, who are liter-
ate and active compared to old age women,
while recruiting for maintenance and operation
training since they have high chance to go away
from the village after getting marriage. It im-
plies that the role of field technical staff also
plays a crucial role in the upliftment of women
livelihood.
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The Lutheran project (INGO) has implemented
a DWS project with other non-formal education
programmes and income generation activities.
These activities became popular among the
women of the project areas and brought posi-
tive changes to their lives. During the interviews,
one of the women, a beneficiary of an INGO-
installed project area, explained her experience
with the project’s intervention.

Voice of Suntali

Suntali KC is a 42 year-old woman. She
has a big tea and sweet shop on the way to
Baglung-Kharbang at Malma VDC in this study
area. She graduated from the post- literacy class,
which was conducted by the Lutheran project.
According to her, the health behaviour of people
has been changed after adult non-formal edu-
cation (NFE) programme, which were con-
ducted inthe preparation phase of DWS project.
She said that she could remember the situation
of this geographically isolated and backward
community eight years ago. At that time people
used to suffer from many water- borne and other
infectious diseases. She said that during the
monsoon the incidence of water-borne disease
was particularly high and she remembers that
horrible incident in the monsoon of 1992 when
hundreds of people, who did not have access to
safe drinking water, died from gastro-enteritus
and other water-borne diseases.

In oursociety, pregnant women especially
suffered from anemia due to lack of knowledge
and nutritious food.They did not go to the hospi-
tal, which took two days walking from the vil-
lage. People believed that sickness happened
due to their fate, and that God controlled every-
thing in their lives. The only solution was consul-
tation with traditional healers and the sacrifice
of cocks and ducks to God for healing. Alcohol-
ism was a major problem involving both men as
consumers and women as sellers. After the in-
tervention of Lutheran project, the situation has
gradually changed.Through literacy classes they
have realised the importance of health and sani-
tation and adopted preventive measures. Now
other community people also realise the impor-

tance of using toilets and gradually people are
starting to construct pitlatrines near their houses

Suntali K.C. was an example to other:
when she gave up smoking after she joined the
literacy class. She learned how to write and dc
simple mathematics at the class. Therefore, she
is now able to handle such a big shop.

In fact the Lutheran project had made :
visible contribution to the community by initiat
ing DWS projects. Our people did not expect i
would be possible to bring water from such ¢
difficult and distant source. All women partici
pated to complete this project. Now we are re
sponsible to take care of the maintenance anc
operation of this project. Men are the secondar
users of water supply therefore, they do not worn
much when tap-stands are not functioning. We
are the prime users, therefore, we formed use
committees for each tap-stand to look after the
tap-stands and keep cleanliness around it. If any
genuine repairs were required, we contactec
the WUC and village maintenance workers foi
additional assistance. In conclusion, | believec
that Lutheran has changed the overall situatior
of this community and now people have become
aware of health and development issues.
thought that this type of development shoulc
beimplemented in other areas. (Source: Persona
Communication, 2004)

Changes in the Gender Division of Labour

Most cultures have strong beliefs anc
values which favour cleanliness and practice:
intended to prevent water supply source pollu:
tion.This study shows that women of the INGO-
installed area are more conscious about the sani:
tation and hygiene.Therefore, women are par-
ticularly involved in the cleanliness around the
tap-stands (Table 3).They formed tap-user group:
in each tap-stand, which is responsible to take
care of tap-stands as well as cleanliness arounc
them. This type of practice is available only ir
INGO-installed projects. In the group discussior
with NGO project area, women complained that
the designs of water tap-stands do not favour
women. According to custom, they do not take
bath in an open public tap-stand. Moreover, they
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have additional problems during the period of
menstruation. When a few women raised their
problem during the construction period and sug-
gested construction of a boundary wall for pri-
vacy, nobody listened to their voices. Men ar-
gued that this would raise the cost of the project
and community contributions would increase
tremendously.

Even though conservative norms and cul-
ture are declining gradually in rural area, how-
ever,women are inhibited from unfettered mo-
bility. Women are involved only in providing
muscle power, i.e, collecting local materials,
trenching for pipeline and carrying construction
materials in GO and NGO projects (Table 3).
Women'’s involvement in finance is often over-
looked. This study shows that no women were
involved in account keeping and they also had
less involvement in decision-making issues. At

the rural community, the attitude towards hav-
ing women handling money varies-some com-
mittees seem to feel women are more trust-
worthy than men, but on the other hand feel
that they are too softhearted to handle pressures.
[lliteracy, workloads and hesitation to acceptac-
countability are major reasons of deprivationin
managerial as well as financial involvement.

According to the men's perceptions on
women falling behind or limited in the decision
making and finance issues are; First, women have
less access than men to information and educa-
tion.Secondly, they have less access to technol-
ogy, which can be used in the project or daily
system.Thirdly,due to extreme poverty, women-
headed households are in the most vulnerable
positions when their husbands migrate, when
they are seriously ill for a long time or when
they die.

Table 3: Women's high involvement in muscle power

in percentage

Statements NGO Projects INGO Projects GO Projects
(N=5) (N=5) {N=5)
M F M F M F
Account keeping 100 0 100 O 100 0
Management of work 75 25 65 35 90 10
Collection of maintenance fund 80 20 70 30 95 5
Solving problems during construction and Q&M 5 25 65 35 100 0
Transportation of construction materials 40 60 50 50 40 60
Collection of local materials and transportation 40 60 50 50 40 60
Pipe trench digging work 40 60 50 50 40 60
Access to maintenance kits 90 10 60 40 100 0
Call for meetings 80 20 70 30 90 10
Cleaning around tap-stands 20 80 60 40 20 80

This study shows that 56 per cent (N=140)
of migrants for the search of job had put the
decision power on the shoulders of women. On
the other hand, the entire burden of agriculture
works and child surveillance also shifted to the
women. WUC of GO and NGO projects men-
tioned that women have so many house chores
and are not able to work on technical jobs like
water maintenance and operation. INGO user
groups commented that males are interested to
take maintenance training during the water

scheme installation but later on they leave com-
munity in search of high paid jobs. Water main-
tenance works is occasional and not attractive in
terms of an incentive, which is one of the rea-
sons of projects dysfuctioning.

This scenario of gender inequality in the
project area reflects the lesson that the imple-
menting agencies have failed to introduce gen-
derplanning in the initial stage. The objective of
gender planning is reducing women'’s triple roles
and enhancing women’s access to resources.
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Therefore, the concerned agency should be
aware of the practical and strategic gender
needs to enhance gender equality in the soci-
aty.

Conclusions

Women's participation has received con-
siderable rhetoric, but there has been less care-
ful attention paid to women's strategic needs
and priorities with regard to resource use, and
barriers women face in achieving control over
resources, especially within local organisations.
Women from NGO and GO project areas have
less opportunity to access information about pre-
ventive health and sanitation awareness.
Women's participation is less in the beginning
stage of DWS projects, detailed survey and the
process of decision making which is crucial to
increase performance of DWS projects. Empow-
erment of women in order to increase decision-
making within household events, impartially
dealing with sons and daughters and knowledge
about sanitation has significantly increased after
the intervention of the project. However, train-
ing opportunities particularly for DWS related
issues are critical in GO and NGO project areas,
which is of utmost importance to sustain a
project’s function and sustainability.

Water supply project is a basic infrastruc-
ture.However, this technological intervention in
isolation is not a solution for the fulfilment of
practical and strategic gender needs to improve
their living standards. It is to be integrated with
different other programmes activities at local,
regional and national level. Regional and national

interests are to be integrated with local inter-
ests. If water supply projects and programmes
are to be sustainable, equitable and effective,
they must take account of the cultural and social
differences between men and women. These
include differences in their needs and interests,
knowledge, tasks and roles in society and, above
all, differences in the extent to which men and
women have access to, and control over, re-
sources. Projects must identify and address these
differences and inter-relationships to ensure that
both men and women have the resources they
require for their development. In other words,
projects should adopt a gender plan framework
forintervention in a community.

Integrating gender in drinking water sup-
ply projects requires a thorough understanding
of gender relations and well-crafted strategies
by development organisations.This study shows
that women’s involvement in managerial, deci-
sion-making and training is poor and not able to
achieve strategic needs. It concluded that
women's involvement from the beginning stage
is essential to keep a project sustainable with
good performance. Supporting agencies should
learn from the past that before intervention, the
genderanalysis framework in the planning stage
is crucial, because it can meticulously analyse
the constraints and supporting factors of the so-
ciety; who does what? and who has what? Fi-
nally,it gives a project action profiles, which as-
sist in appropriate planning and pragmatic ac-
tions for the achievement of gender strategic
needs.

Notes

The DWS projects were selected from Baglung district, western region of Nepal where many NGOs and
INGOs are working for the rural development activities, To bring consistency in sampling, various criteria
were developed for the selection of projects: number of households served by each project should be greater
than fifty, the project should have been completed before December 1996 to ensure that the communities
had some years experience in the management of the DWS system, water yield from source should be greater
than one liter per second (Ips), the transmission line of the DWS project should be greater than one kilome-
ter and the number of public tap-stands should be more than six. On the base of above mentioned criteria,
15 projects -five projects from each -were chosen for the field survey.
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