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WATER:
THE WAY
TO EQUITY
Water is closely linked to the development
of humanity. Since 2010, safe and clean
drinking water is considered a Human Right
by the
United Nations (UN) General
Assembly. Due to its social significance,
water is unquestionably intertwined with
social dynamics, including gender roles.
Gender roles shape the use and collection of
water, which are traditionally associated
with women in the private, domestic sphere,
and the governance of water resources,
which are associated with men in the public,
monetary sphere. It is no coincidence that
the UN states that “water management
fosters
gender
equality”
(1)
as
the
importance of gender and water nexus is
well known in the international sphere since
1992,
when
the
Dublin
International
Conference on Water and the Environment
stated that “women play a central part in the
provision, management and safeguarding of
water”.

Water is the main element through which
humans feel climate change(1). Climate
change affects the water cycle causing
extreme weather events and altering the
predictability
of
water
availability;
compromising water quality biodiversity,
sanitation and hygiene.

"Water management
fosters gender
equality” (UN 2019)
These produce an increased water stress and
competing water uses, both for resilience
and mitigation. According to the UN, 4.8–5.7
billion people by 2050 will suffer from water
scarcity at least 1 month a year(1). in
contrast, 90% of major disasters caused by
natural hazards are due to floods, storms,
heatwaves, droughts and other water-related
events(1). The impact of climate change on
water disproportionately affects women and
girls in the world due to gender roles.

INTERNATIONAL
FRAMEWORK
Currently, the integration of gender in climate
change concerns is reflected in three main
international policy rameworks, also related
to the global governance of water:

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
Water and gender links SDG 5 on achieving
gender equality and empowerment of all
women and girls, with implementation of SDG
6 on ensuring availability and sustainable
management of water and sanitation for all. It
is also linked to others, such as SDG 1, End
Poverty, SDG 3, Good Health and Well-being,
SDG 13, Climate Action, and in particular SDG
4, Quality Education. (2)

The Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction
The Sendai Framework in it Priority 4 on
“Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective
response and to “Build Back Better” in
recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction”
states explicitly
that “empowering women
and persons with disabilities to publicly lead
and promote gender equitable and universally
accessible response, recovery, rehabilitation
and reconstruction approaches is key”. Under
this priority, it states it is necessary to
“improve understanding of water-related

disaster risks and their impact on society,
and advance strategies for disaster risk
reduction upon the request of States” as
well as “to promote the resilience of new
and
existing
critical
infrastructure,
including water”.

The Lima Work Programme on Gender
and the Gender Action Plan under the
United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC)

Although no explicit mentioning of water
is present in either document, the Lima
Work Progamme on gender calls for an
integration of “a gender perspective in
the activities and work under the
Convention, the Kyoto Protocol and the
Paris Agreement” (3).
The Gender Action Plan was stablished
under the Lima umbrella and “recognizes
the need for women to be represented in
all aspects of the UNFCCC process and
the need for gender mainstreaming
through all relevant targets and goals in
activities under the Convention as an
important contribution to increasing
their effectiveness”. The UNFCC focuses
on water management and allocation as
the main gendered aspect of water(4).

IN A
NUTSHELL...
Liquid figures & equity basic facts

140
million
is the number of hours
invested everyday by women
and children collecting water

GENDER ROLES
& WATER
MANAGEMENT
Gender roles
limit access to resources,
determine
socio-cultural
taboos,
(i.e
menstruation)
and set division of labour.
Women are in charge of collecting water, even
if they cannot own the land where it springs.
Household water management is traditionally
a women´s task, but technical professions
connected to water infrastructure as well as
water governance are masculine-dominated
spheres.

80%
is the percentage of the
households in low and middle
income countries were women
are the main water collectors

WATER IS
AN EQUITY
MATTER
Water is a Human Right. Women and
children are disproportionately affected by
water scarcity and the change of water
predictabilty due to climate change. They
are also overly impacted by the lack of
adequate
water
and
hygiene
infrastructures.

60
seconds
Every minute a child dies in
the world due to a water-borne
disease

GENDER AND
WATER
MANAGEMENT
Control over water resources comprises two
main aspects: management and governance.
On the one hand, management involves the
“doing” aspect of water, including water
collection or use for household matters such
as cleaning or cooking but also construction
of infrastructure. Women are overrepresented
in the areas of management with the lowest
social recognition: collection and household
usage. However, they are underrepresented in
building
and
planning
infrastructure,
associated with engineering or technical
positions. On the other hand, governance
speaks of “planning” or the power to organize
and
decide
on
water
infrastructure
construction and maintenance. Governance
also involves allocation, distribution and
eventually commercialization of water as
well as prioritization of competing water
users,
such
as
families
and
private
companies.
Currently, in many cultures throughout the
world, collection and management of water in
households is associated with women and
girls. In 80% of the households where water
is not available on premises, it is women and
girls who are responsible for water collection
(2). Women and girls walk long distances to
collect water for domestic and hygiene use.
This has health effects on these women such
as muscle-skeletal damage and chronic stress
(2).

Furthermore, when a woman or girl is
collecting water, she is using valuable time
and energy that she could be investing in
going to school or pursuing an economically
profitable
activity
(2),
hindering
her
independence,
empowerment
and
selfesteem.

School enrolment
In Tanzania and Yemen, a decrease of 1h in
water gathering time increased female
registration in school by 9% and 19%
respectively(2).
Climate change aggravates the water scarcity
and exacerbates the social impact of
droughts, increasing the time and effort
needed for water gathering, which has a
higher toll on women and girls all over the
world (5,6).

GENDER AND
WATER
GOVERNANCE
Women are scarcely represented in higher
levels of the governance of water and
hence have less power and control of water
resources. For example, around the world,
ministries of water are the least common
ministry to have a gender focal point (7).
Gender aspects are rarely included in
higher level policies and programmes.

The policy level
In 2013 only 15% of countries had a gender policy
in their water ministry, and only 35% of countries
had included gender considerations in their waterrelated policies and programmes (7).
Including women in water governance roles is
essential to allow an equitable and inclusive
approach to hydrological resources (7,8).

Underrepresentation in governance can be
traced back, among other factors, to the
legal discrimination of girls in many
countries of the world. Land and water
tenure is closely related to power and
control over water. According to the 2018
Global Gender Gap report by the World
Economic Forum, “women have as much
access to financial services as men in just
60% of available countries, and to land
ownership
in
just
41%
of
the
countries”(10). This leaves women in a
vulnerable position in accessing water and
diminishes their claim over its governance.
In Vietnam, for example, rice fields of
female-headed households yield 20% less
due to unequal water access (7).

Furthermore, privatization affects women
disproportionally.
This
is
because
privatization yields an increase of prices
(11) that affect the most underprivileged
individuals, where women are a majority.
Also, private water management is
connected to worsening of working
conditions for the more precarious jobs,
many
times
held
by
women(12).
Furthermore: gender responsiveness and
involvement of community is not a
private sector priority(12).
In Bolivia,
during the Cochabamba water war in
2000, women played a key role in the
defence of a public ownership of water.
This had effects on women’s self-esteem
and the communities’ perspective on
women’s leadership role, not only in the
water issue, but in the overall social
position within their communities (13).

"Involving women
in water
governance
makes water
programmes up
to 7 times more
efficient."

The use of water can be privatized as well
as its governance, for example, when
multinational companies
are
given
preference in water exploitation in areas of
water scarcity. This is usually in detriment
of the local communities that live around
those water basins, many times indigenous
or rural populations, where women carry
the burden of water management and
experience more closely the everyday
consequences. One example is the case of
Nejapa area in El Salvador, where in 2015
Coca-Cola’s bottling plant competed for
water resources with the 30,000 people
who lived in the region, as well as
polluting the remaining water that it did
not use up. Women were very vocal in the
resistance movement and, as a result,
experienced an increased recognition of
heir overall leadership role in the
community(14).

Gender and water governance is not only an
equity matter: it is a peace matter.
Transboundary water governance is a pressing
issue when 40% of the world’s population lives
in one of the 310 transboundary river basins
that span over more than 150 countries (7).
Competing water interests yield diplomatic
situations, such as the Egypt-Ethiopia conflict,
where water interests over the Nile River have
set both countries in the verge of war. And this
will not be the last case. Women have been
found to be more prone to cooperate to solve
conflicts,
and
involving
women
in
transboundary water conversations results in
policies that place families and other women
inthe centre (7).
It is a fact: involving women in water
governance makes water projects up to 7 times
more efficient(7).

The Tegemeo Women Group
The Tegemeo Women Group is an example
of how women in water governance improve
living conditions for the communities where
they live. This group of Tanzanian women
came together to organize the change
needed by their communities: infrastructure
to provide water for 12,000 people living in
the Mweteni area (9). At the beggining, they
had
to
face
skepticism
from
local
authorities. However, 10 years later water
availability has improved living conditions
in the area, children´s education, health
services and boosted the local economy (9).

GENDER AND
SANITATION
IAs well as meeting women and girl’s needs
around menstrual, sexual and reproductive
health, WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene)
is also indispensable for their economic and
social development, contributing to gender
equality and the fulfilment of their rights.
Currently in the world 2 billion people lack
safely managed drinking water and 4.5 billion
lack safely managed sanitation (1). A lack of
access to WASH affects women and girls
disproportionally, due both to biological and
cultural factors.
From a biological perspective, Increased
maternal mortality is connected to infectious
diseases assotiated with lack of hygiene
(2,15), and diarrhoea is among the main
causes of death for children under 5 in low
income countries. A lack of hygiene is also
linked to low-weight at birth through
infectious causes such as hookworm, the most
relevant cause of anaemia during pregnancy
(15). Furthermore, when milk formula is
needed to prevent HIV transmission from
mother to child, water safety becomes
paramount (15). However, the undelying
poverty connected to these situations is far
from being biological.
In addition to biological elements, traditional
gender roles play an essential part in unequal
WASH access.
In many cultures, the
squatting, exposed posture required for
female relieving is considered incompatible
with the dignity and modesty expected from
women. Women avoid toilet use during day
time, which can involve abstaining from
eating and drinking. This increases the risk of

urinary infections, and impacts their
general well-being. It also increases
women’s vulnerability to sexual violence
(2), walking alone in the dark to find
concealed spots. Sexual assault linked to
lack of sanitation is a major problem in
India, where 600 million people still
practice open defecation in 2019.

The Menstrual Challenge
At least 500 million women and girls globally lack
adequate facilities for menstrual hygiene
management (MHM) (16). Education is also a
burning issue. In Bangladesh for example, only 6%
of schools provide MHM education (16).

Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) is
another very relevant and neglected WASH
issue that affects women and girls, due to
the gender roles and the stigma that
surrounds menstruation (2, 8, 15). Girls may
avoid going to school during their
menstrual days due to lack of privacy or
cleanliness in toilets, or just because of
stigma
or
cultural
taboos,
causing
absenteeism (17). Girls face shame, anxiety,
and embarrassment, which affects their
school performance (17). Teachers are also
affected by an inadequate MHM in schools.
Similarly, women and girls may not have a
suitable
space
to
manage
their
menstruation in their working environment,
especially if they are labouring in the
informal sector (18), which is associated
with a lack of proper infrastructure. In
some cases they may stay home and lose
income for that period.

The intersectional perspective
Gender in all of these cases described
cannot
be
understood
outside
its
intersectional context. Poverty
is
an
underlying determinant of the vast majority
of women and girls that bare the unequal
burden of the water and climate change
effects. This is exacerbated by ethnicity,
disability or gender minority aspects.
This is the case of the Dalit women of India,
who have manually cleaned toilets for
generations. These women belong to the
Untouchable cast, the lowest in the cast
system and are socially expected to empty
latrines manually without any special
equipment. These women face social
stigmatization and low self-esteem as well
as multiple health impacts such as chronic
diarrhoea, malnutrition or headaches (19).

Another example of intersectional WASH
aspects involves the
Sexual Orientation,
Gender Identity and Expression, and Sex
Characteristics (SOGIESC) community. Sexsegregated toilets can result in a challenge for
transgender individuals all over the world and
have resulted in denial of access, verbal
harassment, physical abuse and sometimes
even the arrest of transgender and intersex
individuals (20). Transgender individuals face
violence and harassment on the men’s toilets
and women are scared of them in women’s
toilets (20). Transgender inclusive toilets are
essential if we aim to leave no one behind in
sanitation.

GENDERED SOLUTIONS
WHAT CAN BE DONE?
An equal representation of women and girls
in water management and governance
processes is essential for them to raise their
needs and to bring in their strengths,
experience
and
knowledge.
Women’s
perspective
is
not
“minoritarian”
or
“exceptional”: it is the essential other half of
the picture. Gender perspective should be
included in plans, policies and programmes
not just as “add-ons” but at as a genuine
value addition that allows more inclusive and
equal
structures.
Women’s
participation
should be enhanced by firstly training women
in
typically
masculine
water-related
professions,
such
as
engineering
or
infrastructure construction, but also by
opening job positions for women in high
levels of the water governance systems, both
in formal and informal bodies.
Women’s
groups and civil society organizations should
be part of the conversations as active agents
of change.
When looking at governance and power roles,
equality in land and financial tenure for
women in all countries should be stressed as
major underlying sources of inequity. Legal
discrimination against women and girls needs
to be immediately redressed everywhere in
the world, as well as informal norms that
hinder women’s access to resources.

When planning WASH, gender needs should
be taken into consideration: toilets should
be safe, clean, affordable and accessible for
all in homes, schools and working
environments whether formal or informal,
as well as in all public spaces. WASH
facilities should allow privacy and be
inclusive of all genders, including those
part of the SOGIESC community.
However, sexual violence related to open
defecation cannot only be addressed by
providing safe toilets, but also by
addressing the underlying rape culture,
which implies challenging patriarchal
practices and unequal gender roles and
involving men and boys.
In terms of menstrual health, schools and
work spaces should have appropriate WASH
facilities that allow a correct menstrual
management. Women and girls should also
have access to menstrual health products
that
are
affordable,
safe
and
environmentally friendly. Furthermore, it is
very important to include boys and men in
the conversation: deconstructing menstrual
taboos requires age-appropriate education
of all genders.
At least 500 million women and girls globally lack
adequate facilities for menstrual hygiene
management (MHM). Education is also a burning
issue. In Bangladesh for example, only 6% of
schools provide MHM education.
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