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Foreword



UN Women and Women for Water Partnership

join the International Decade for Action Water

for Life 2005 – 2015 in promoting efforts to

fulfill international commitments made on

water and water-related issues by 2015. This

includes those of the Millennium Declaration

and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),

the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation

of the World Summit for Sustainable

Development, and Agenda 21.



The challenge has been to focus attention

on action-oriented activities and policies

that ensure the long-term sustainable

management of water resources, in terms

of both quantity and quality, and include

measures to improve sanitation, while

working towards gender equality and the

empowerment of women and girls. Achieving

the goals of the ‘Water for Life’ Decade

requires sustained commitment, cooperation

and investment on the part of all stakeholders

from 2005 to 2015 and far beyond. The

resolution establishing the International

Decade for Action, ‘Water for Life’ (20052015), explicitly calls for promoting women’s

participation and involvement in waterrelated development efforts.

The importance of involving both women

and men in the management of water and

sanitation and access-related questions

has been recognized at the global level,

starting from the 1977 United Nations Water

Conference at Mar del Plata, the International



Drinking Water and Sanitation Decade (198190) and the International Conference on

Water and the Environment in Dublin (January

1992), which explicitly recognizes the central

role of women in the provision, management

and safeguarding of water. Reference is also

made to the involvement of women in water

management in Agenda 21 (chapter 18) and

the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation.

Social expectations dictate that women and

girls are the primary water carriers for their

families; in over 70 per cent of households

where water has to be fetched, women and

girls do the fetching. Where rural water

sources are distant, women walk up to two

hours to fetch water. Where urban water

is from shared standpipes they may wait

in line for over an hour. Survey data for 25

sub-Saharan countries indicate that women

spend a total of 16 million hours a day

collecting water; the more distant the source

of water, the less water the household uses.

Evidence from around the world shows that

water-related time poverty translates to lost

income for women and lost schooling for

girls. In addition, high levels of mental stress

result when water rights are insecure. All

this fetching and carrying causes cumulative

wear-and-tear to the neck, spine, back and

knees; in effect, a woman’s body becomes part

of the water-delivery infrastructure, doing

the work of pipes. Yet everywhere, water is

another word for life; access to water for

poor women is one of the highest priorities

of sustainable development. As such, the

gender-responsive implementation of the



proposed Sustainable Development Goal

on ensuring availability and sustainable

management of water and sanitation for all

will be vital.

The differences and inequalities between

women and men influence how individuals

respond to changes in water resources

management. Thus understanding gender

roles, relations, and inequalities can help

explain the choices people make and their

different options. Involving both women

and men in integrated water resources

initiatives can increase project effectiveness

and efficiency. This publication highlights

some remarkable cases of members of

Women for Water Partnership where women’s

participation has made a difference. They

represent an important contribution to

the Water for Life Decade and the lessons

emerging from them can support further

advances in the implementation of the post

2015 agenda.



Josefina Maestu

Coordinator

United Nations Office to support

the International Decade for

Action ‘Water for Life’ 2005-2015



Lakshmi Puri

Deputy Executive Director

UN Women



Mariet Verhoef-Cohen

President

Women for Water Partnership
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Note from the Author



The International Decade for Action Water for

Life 2005 – 2015 has focused attention on

water cooperation to achieve universal water

access and sustainable water management.

Impressive strides forward have been made

in the course of the Decade, aided by the

recognition in 2010 of the Human Right to

Water and Sanitation by the United Nations

General Assembly and the Human Rights

Council. In 2014 the WHO/UNICEF Joint

Monitoring Programme and the UN-Water

Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation

and Drinking-Water (GLAAS) report indicated

that we are well underway to achieving the

agreed Millennium Development Goal (MDG7)

targets for water, with 89% of the global

population having access to an improved

drinking water source in 2012 and only three

countries failing to reach the 50% MDG

target. However, such figures should not let

us forget that to date close to 900 million

people do not have access to improved water

sources and 2.6 billion people lack access to

sanitation1. Nor should we forget that having

access to an “improved source” does not

necessarily mean that the water is safe and

that it is sufficient for sustainable livelihoods.

Furthermore, there is a strong disparity

between rural and urban areas, and women

and children are still disproportionally

affected by lack of access, especially in least

developed countries.

The Water for Life Decade and the Dublin/

Rio Principles for Integrated Water Resources

Management underline the central role of



women in the provision, management and

safeguarding of water.2 The Women for

Water Partnership (WfWP) supports women

in performing these fundamental activities.

WfWP mobilizes the potential of women’s

civil society organizations, their social capital

and their ability to change their societies;

and creates an enabling environment for

meaningful participation of women in

decision making, at all levels. This has a dual

effect, as having a say in water and sanitation

provision and management empowers

women, and empowered women transform

their communities.

To date, WfWP has grown to 26 women’s

networks covering approximately 100

countries, predominantly in the developing

world; these networks together have

consistently raised the profile of women in

the water and development sectors, both in

their professional capacity and as a major

social group. As an active contributor to the

Water for Life Decade, WfWP today looks

back on a myriad of concerted actions and

successful projects that have improved the

living conditions of hundreds of thousands of

people and have enabled women to become

agents of change in their communities and

countries.

This publication pays tribute to the work

of women’s civil society organizations by

documenting good practices that were

presented during two important WfWP

co-organised events: the Dushanbe Gender



1 WHO/UNICEF: Progress on Drinking Water and Sanitation – 2014 update. Pp V-VII, 2. http://www.wssinfo.org/fileadmin/user_upload/resources/JMP_report_2014_webEng.pdf

2 Dublin Principle No. 3 - Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water. This pivotal role of women as providers and users of water and

guardians of the living environment has seldom been reflected in institutional arrangements for the development and management of water resources. Acceptance and

implementation of this principle requires positive policies to address women’s specific needs and to equip and empower women to participate at all levels in water resources

programmes, including decision-making and implementation, in ways defined by them. http://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/hwrp/documents/english/icwedece.html#p3



Forum of the High Level International

Conference on Water Cooperation in August

2013 in Tajikistan, and the “Gender-WaterDevelopment,- the Untapped Connection”

International Conference in November 2014

in East London, South Africa. It zooms in on

challenges and lessons learnt as discussed

during those high level forums, providing

recommendations for making better use of

women’s organizations as a partner in water

cooperation. These qualitative findings are

complemented by a mapping and analysis

of WfWP contributions to the Water for Life

Decade, conducted by the United Nations

University Institute for Water, Environment

and Health (UNU-INWEH), which will be made

available through a separate publication.



Alice Bouman-Dentener

Honorary Founding President

Women for Water Partnership
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Women’s Roles in Sustainable Development

The proposed Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs) and post-2015 development framework

under negotiation by UN Member States at the

time of this writing, aim to eradicate poverty

and to achieve sustainable economic and social

development that respects environmental

integrity and benefits all without distinction.

This calls for effective cooperation by all

stakeholders, and at all levels.

Women have been formally considered a

crucial stakeholder group since the United

Nations Decade for Women: Equality,

Development and Peace (1976 – 1985). The

central role of the “Women’s Major Group”

in achieving sustainable and equitable

development was emphasized during the

United Nations Conference on Environment

and Development (UNCED, Rio de Janeiro

1992) and the 4th World Conference on

Women in Beijing (1995); it was reconfirmed

in 2002 during the World Summit for

Sustainable Development (WSSD). The

outcome documents of Rio + 20, or the

United Nations Conference on Sustainable

Development (UNCSD, 2012), recognise

gender equality and women’s empowerment

as a priority area, with the Framework for

Action including specific references to

women’s empowerment and gender equality

in all twelve thematic areas.3



As the UN Women position paper on the post2015 development agenda notes, a significant

body of research indicates that women’s

empowerment and gender equality have a

catalytic effect on the achievement of human

development, good governance, sustained

peace, and harmonious dynamics between the

environment and human populations.4 This

includes the broad domain of water, as water

is the key to life and a powerful catalyst for

development in itself.

Meeting current and future water needs for

food, energy, health, sanitation, economic

activity and ecosystem maintenance is

one of the main challenges of our times,

and central to achieving sustainable

development. Notwithstanding the

long-time acknowledgement of the

importance of women in this sector, the

potential contributions of women to water

development remain largely untapped to

date.5

To enable women to contribute meaningfully,

the underlying causes of gender inequality

need to be addressed. Women’s empowerment

and strengthening women’s civil society

groups are therefore intrinsic elements of a

transformative development agenda.



The Gender–Water–Sustainable Development Nexus

Social differences between women and

men result in gender roles that may vary

substantially between countries, cultures,

ethnicities and generations. Such gender

related differences might result in different

consequences of policies and programmes



for women and men, influencing their

possibilities, potential, and outlook to lead

productive lives. Distinctive gender roles also

importantly determine the options for women

to participate in public life and therefore their

potential contributions to society. 6



3 The



thematic areas include poverty eradication; food security, nutrition and sustainable agriculture; energy; water and sanitation; sustainable cities and human settlements;

health and population; promoting full and productive employment, decent work for all and social protection; oceans and seas; Small Island Developing States; disaster-risk

reduction; desertification, land degradation and drought; and education.

4 UN Women, A transformative stand-alone goal on achieving gender equality, women’s rights and women’s empowerment: imperatives and key components, New York (2013), available

at: http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2013/7/post-2015-long-paper#view

5 Report of the Dushanbe Gender Forum to the High Level International Conference on Water Cooperation (2013), available at: http://www.womenforwater.org

6 Global Water Partnership (GWP) Gender Strategy (2014), available at: http://www.gwp.org/Global/About%20GWP/Strategic%20documents/GWP%20Gender%20Strategy.pdf
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The proposed SDGs address many of the

structural causes of gender inequality,

including issues such as elimination of

discrimination, violence, and harmful practices

against women, recognizing and reducing

unpaid care work, promoting access to

and control over assets and property, and

reversing unequal participation in private and

public decision-making, as well as achieving

universal and equitable access to safe and

affordable drinking water for all, access

to adequate and equitable sanitation and

hygiene for all and ending open defecation,

paying special attention to the needs of

women and girls and those in vulnerable

situations.7 A recent global survey on the

role of women in development confirms

that domestic water and safe sanitation is a

domain with a particular strong potential to

transform the lives of women and girls.8

In many societies and cultures women and

girls are the traditional water carriers, while

their influence in decision-making regarding

water is limited. Yet the positive results of



involving women in the design and planning

stages of water initiatives are multiple,

from reducing corruption and increasing

transparency to better financial management

and empowering women by example. As an

illustrative example, UNICEF points to the

findings of a World Bank evaluation of 122

water projects, stating that the effectiveness

of a project was six to seven times higher

where women were involved than where they

were not.9

Involving women in water decision-making

also addresses overall questions of gender

equality in the process.

The central role of women in the provision,

management and safeguarding of water is

anchored in the Dublin Principles that were

agreed during the International Conference

on Water and Environment (ICWE) in Dublin,

Ireland in 1992,10 have been integrated in the

water programmes of UNCED Agenda 2111

and are the corner stones of Integrated Water

Resources Management (IWRM) ever since.



Dublin Principle 3:

Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of water

This pivotal role of women as providers and users of water and guardians of the living environment has

seldomly and barely been reflected in institutional arrangements for the development and management

of water resources. Acceptance and implementation of this principle requires positive policies to address

women’s specific needs and to equip and empower women to participate at all levels in water resources

programmes, including decision-making and implementation, in ways defined by them.



The International Decade for Action

Water for Life 2005 – 2015

To underpin the importance of water for

development and the urgency to achieve

internationally agreed water-related

development goals, the United Nations

General Assembly, on initiative of the



Government of Tajikistan, proclaimed 2005

– 2015 the International Decade for Action

Water for Life12 The goals of the Water for

Life Decade are to ensure a greater focus on

water issues at all levels, and to stimulate the



7 ‘Open Working Group Proposal for Sustainable Development Goals’ (A/68/970) 2014, available at http://undocs.org/A/68/970

8 UN Women, The World Survey on the Role of Women in Development: Gender Equality and Sustainable Development, New York (2014), Chapter 6, available at:

http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2014/unwomen_surveyreport_advance_16oct.pdf

9 UNICEF: Gender and Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), available at: http://www.unicef.org/esaro/7310_Gender_and_WASH.html

10 The Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development, Dublin, Ireland, 1992, available at: http://www.un-documents.net/h2o-dub.htm

11 U

 nited Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), Agenda 21 – Part I - Chapter 18 - Protection of the Quality and Supply of Freshwater Resources: Application

of Integrated Approaches to the Development, Management and Use of Water Resources. Rio de Janeiro, 1992, available at:

http://www.earthsummit2002.org/ic/freshwater/reschapt18.html

12 U

 NGA Resolution 58/217: International Decade for Action “Water for Life” 2005-2015 (A/RES/58/217), December 2003, available at: http://www.un.org/es/comun/

docs/?symbol=A/RES/58/217&amp;lang=E



implementation of programmes and projects

on water. The resolution specifically calls for

the participation and involvement of women

in water development efforts, and for the

furtherance of cooperation at all levels.

The UN Water Decade Programme on

Advocacy and Communication (UNW-DPAC),

based in Zaragoza, Spain, is entrusted with

the promotion of the Decade. DPAC’s mandate

includes raising awareness of the general

public through inter alia the annual World

Water Day, the Water for Life logo campaign,

focused campaigns such as those marking

World Toilet Day, and coordinated themes

with the MDG campaigns. DPAC activities

also include information and knowledge

management in the UN Water and Sanitation

Documentation Centre and the Water For Life

Decade web-based knowledge hub.

UNW-DPAC coordinates key information,

connects members, partners and external

professionals in the water sector, and

promotes their cooperation. To date more



than 26 international organisations and

100 national initiatives have joined the

Water for Life Decade. The Women for Water

Partnership, with its 26 women’s civil society

networks across 100 countries, is an active

contributor to the Decade.

In the course of the Water for Life Decade

the major themes of integrated water

resources management have been addressed

in a dedicated UN Water Day and Year.14

The Zaragoza Annual International Water

Conference, themed with the year’s World

Water Day, is an important opportunity

for key actors to meet and jointly address

the challenges the water theme presents.

Through the Zaragoza conference and other

activities, UNW-DPAC has over the years

effectively joined all major stakeholders to

address water related issues in a holistic

way, forging partnerships at different levels,

in which civil society, including the Women’s

Major Group, has been included as an equal

partner.



The Human Right to Water and Sanitation

In July 2010, the United Nations General

Assembly (UNGA) recognized access to clean

water and sanitation as a human right. UN

Resolution AS/RES/64/292 calls upon States

and international organizations to provide

financial resources, capacity building and

technology transfer to scale up efforts to

provide safe, clean, accessible and affordable

drinking water and sanitation for all.13 The

human right to water and sanitation has an

explicit focus on the most disadvantaged

and marginalised, as well as an emphasis on

participation, empowerment, accountability

and transparency.



‘Realising the human rights to water and

sanitation: a handbook’ developed by UN

Special Rapporteur Catarina de Albuquerque,

addresses the challenges of translating the

human right to water and sanitation into

meaningful action on the ground.15

The handbook provides comprehensive

guidance for State actors to create an

enabling environment for the implementation

of these human rights, with due consideration

given to the roles of non-state actors, and

the importance of inclusive participatory

processes.



13 International Decade for Action “Water for Life” 2005 – 2015; Focus Areas, available at: http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/who_has_joined_the_decade.shtml

14 UNGA Resolution 64/292: The human right to water and sanitation (A/RES/64/292), available at: http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/64/292

15 The full handbook is available at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/WaterAndSanitation/SRWater/Pages/SRWaterIndex.aspx
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The right to participation is one of the

underlying principles of the human right

approach. The handbook states to that

effect:16

The human right to water and sanitation can

only be realized effectively through full, free and

meaningful participation in decision-making

processes by people affected by those decisions.

Participation ensures better implementation and

enhances the effectiveness and sustainability

of interventions, offering the possibility of

social transformation. Participation must be an

integral part of any policy, programme or strategy

concerning water or sanitation.

States have an obligation to create

opportunities for and eliminate barriers to



participation as experienced, for example,

by women and girls, thereby increasing

gender equality. Active, free and meaningful

participation goes far beyond information

sharing or superficial consultation. Barriers that

prevent meaningful participation may relate

to language, literacy, meeting times and venue,

but also include financial restrictions, lack of

information, and socio-cultural traditions that

prevent, for instance, women from having a

voice in public life. Enabling people, especially

marginalised groups, to participate in a

meaningful way requires supporting measures

that break down these barriers and change

the mindset of those in power. The handbook

specifically calls for factoring in the costs of

participatory processes.17



2013 International Year of Water

Cooperation

Lack of access to water and water insecurity

and risks are not simply a matter of physical

scarcity; they are caused by, among other

factors, low levels of awareness among

beneficiaries, uncoordinated or irresponsible

water use and pollution, and conflicts

between users. To be able to meet our

current and future water needs, we must

extend and improve a water governance

infrastructure that is rooted in an integrated

water management approach and effective

and efficient water cooperation. There is

now a strong consensus that it is possible to

perceive a gradual shift from technical water

management to participatory and inclusive

water governance. To further this process,

2013 was proclaimed the International Year

of Water Cooperation.

During the International Year of Water

Cooperation, coordinated by UNESCO on



behalf of UN Water, a series of events took

place to discuss and agree on measures for

effective water cooperation, culminating in

the High Level International Conference on

Water Cooperation in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.

The conference fully recognised the roles and

responsibilities of different actors, including

governments, regional and local authorities,

international organisations, civil society,

academic institutions, the private sector, local

communities, indigenous peoples, women,

elders, youth, families and individuals, to

ensure sustainable management of all water

resources.

The fundamental role of women was

specifically and prominently addressed

through the Dushanbe Gender Forum that

was hosted and facilitated by the government

of Tajikistan and organised by the Women



16 See Booklet 1 – Introduction, page 31, available at: http://www.righttowater.info/wp-content/uploads/BOOK-1-INTRO-WEB-LR.pdf

17 R

 ealising the human rights to water and sanitation: a handbook, booklet 7: Principles – the right to participation, pages 57 – 72. OHCHR, Geneva, 2014, available at:

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Water/Handbook/Book7_Principles.pdf



for Water Partnership in close cooperation

with UNW-DPAC, UN Women and other UN

Water members and partners. The outcome

documents of the conference highlight the

importance of involving grassroots actors

and the need to actively invest in women’s

empowerment, and to create a level playing

field for informed decision-making.18 With

respect to participation and inclusiveness,

the Chair Summary states (page 12): “Water

cooperation should begin and end with

women’s full inclusion at all levels. There

needs to be a critical mass of women in



positions of influence in water management

at all levels, which requires targeted

investments in women’s human capital.”

Adequate financing for women’s meaningful

engagement was included as an important

follow-up action (page 12): “It is necessary

to create a Women for Water Fund to

support women projects and programs in

water management, with a scholarship fund

to support the training of women water

professionals.”



Towards this publication on Women’s

Leadership in Water

With the role of women being acknowledged

internationally and increasingly at national

levels as well, the challenge now is to move

from principle to practice: How to ensure the

meaningful participation of women, both in

their individual capacity and as major group

in society, in situations where there is a

traditional gender divide and women are not

part of decision-making processes on matters

that concern them?

For this reason, Women for Water Partnership,

UN Women and UNW-DPAC have partnered to

jointly promote women’s leadership in water,

and to promote enabling environments for

women’s equal and meaningful participation

in decision-making in water and development

issues at international, national, and local

levels. The focus is on women’s civil society

organizations in this process and on

strengthening national and local actors to

contribute effectively. This present publication

is one product of this partnership.



The publication provides examples of where

women have contributed to the Water for

Life decade. It also demonstrates which

roles they and their organisations play, how

women’s meaningful participation can make a

difference, and what the preconditions are to

use effectively their added value in processes

of water cooperation. It is clear that women

are often not included in water related

decision-making processes. Particular factors

obstruct women’s participation, whilst others

stimulate their involvement. The following

case studies illuminate the challenges

and opportunities derived from women’s

experiences in the field, and offer valuable

lessons learnt to help create enabling

environments for participatory and genderresponsive water governance.
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 he High Level International Conference on Water Cooperation: Outcome Documents, page 12, Dushanbe, Tajikistan, 2013, available at:

http://www.womenforwater.org/openbaar/index.php?alineaID=389
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