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India WASH Forum News  
 
India WASH Forum stands for an independent credible 
voice in the water, sanitation and hygiene sector. We 
bring out one WASH News and Policy Update in two 
months. It is an open platform for engagement on 
contemporary issues in WASH sector in India and 
elsewhere. We are pleased to share the 34th  Issue of 
our WASH Policy Newsletter that is produced once in 
two months consistently from 2009. 
 
WASH Policy Newsletter promotes information and 
knowledge sharing, research and analysis for advocacy 
on critical issues.  
 
Our newsletter provides an analytical perspective on 
contemporary WASH issues. We are conscious of the 
need to engage with and understand other larger 
debates in the social and economic development 
scenario, of which drinking water and sanitation is a 
part. Hence we include in our news analysis and policy 

updates, events and developments from other related 
development fields, besides the WASH sector. We 
invite readers to share their experiences and reports 
that can be disseminated from this WASH Policy 
Newsletter.  
 
March is the month of International Womens Day and 
the World Water Day. In this edition of WASH Policy 
Newsletter we discuss the recent trends in gender 
and WASH discourse and methodological 
weakness of WASH research.  

Discourse in WASH sector work relating to issues of 
participation, representation, gender, behavior change, 
access and affordability is of a distinctly lower standard 
when compared to health, education, environment and 
agriculture and livelihoods development work. The 
discourse emanating from WASH sector experts is still 
dealing with generic theoretical formulations and quick 
fix prescriptions. 

For example IEC campaigns in WASH often dealt with 
knowledge and information as if it was simply a matter 
of showing pictures(happy women drawing water from 
a handpump and clean villages) and diagrams(F 
Charts) to rural folks and urban slum dwellers – who 
did not know the value of drinking clean water, using a 
toilet and washing hands after defecation. More recent 
work on behavior change is getting stuck in advertising 
approach to communication,  theorization of “disgust” 
as a sanitation and  hygiene discipline of research, that 
looks disgustingly simplistic.  

Similarly gender discourse in WASH refrains  from 
studying how patriarchy, caste and class power 
relations, role of the state in reinforcing existing power 
relations. Most of the current gender discourse in 
WASH is narrowly focused on promoting greater 
participation of women in management and with 
practical issues of menstrual hygiene management for 
girls and women. In the December 2013 WSP-WSSCC 
women in sanitation meet in Delhi and the recent 2014 
IRC-W4P women and WASH Water Day meet – the 
central theme was narrowly restricted to increasing 
representation of women in leadership and 
management positions, as a proxy for gender in 
WASH. This is not to say that representation of women 
in leadership positions in government and private 
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sector WASH organsiations, is a small thing. Not at all. 
But to reduce gender in WASH to merely demanding 
greater representation of women in leadership 
positions of organisations, may not be enough to 
address the enabling approach in WASH sector that 
guides its leadership.  

We are still way behind in WASH sector gender 
discourse, from articulating the problem in WASH 
sector from the power relation perspective for women. 
Division of labour on gender stereotype that is based 
on unequal power relations and not sexual 
differentiation, unequal ownership of assets – these 
generate or sustain feudal values of patriarchy. 
Subordinates women to men and strengthens 
undemocratic and unjust institutions of the state that 
repress social development. We seem to be simply 
satisfied by demanding more women ought to be in 
leadership positions, and then expecting that this will 
automatically change the orientation and power 
relations of the institutions and the state. This is a very 
simplistic assumption not backed by evidence in any 
field. Yet this seems to be the way gender issue is 
currently being posed by international development 
agencies worldwide and in the WASH sector.  

While project and programmes are evaluated from an 
“outcome perspective”, the same is not applied to 
womens participation in WASH. SOPPECOM an NGO 
in India has done excellent work on participatory 
natural resources management and has developed 
excellent tools of gender and community participation. 
What is the outcome of greater representation of 
women in WASH, to the livelihoods and well being of 
women? If the economic and social condition of women 
are worsening, despite greater representation and 
leadership in WASH, then the validity of a simple 
representation is questionable from an outcome 
analysis.  

For example, despite increasing number of women 
engineers working in the Public Health Engineering 
Department of Rajasthan, there is also a cap on 
recruitment of linesmen or field staff who manage the 
repairs and maintenance of pipes and sewers. Hence 
the increase in women engineering staff in the 
Rajasthan utility are unable to perform because they 
cannot learn from the experience and expertise of field 

staff. Hence simple increase in representation of 
women in leadership positions, when in the larger 
environment there are changes that impact on their 
well being, negates any chance of gender 
improvement. Similarly if more women get into 
management of water committees in villages but there 
is an overall decline in women worker participation 
rates in terms of rural employment(as has been 
observed in India), then mere increase in 
representation in village water and sanitation 
committees may not lead to any gender improvement 
overall for the village, state or country. Both trends 
have to be studied. 

We share a Social and  Gender Equity Gauge 
analytical framework  by SOPPECOM  - where power 
relations are central to the WASH and gender analysis. 

Right  to water and sanitation discourse  in WASH 
has made the right to sanitation as a separate 
discourse, disconnected from right to water. In an 
earlier issue of WASH Policy Newsletter we had shared 
the article by Radha D Souza on the history of rights 
discourse, its limitations. Three years after the 2010 
UN Declaration on Right to Water and Sanitation, there 
is still no clarity in the WASH sector agencies on what 
they understand by this Right, none of the leading 
international WASH agencies has been able to engage 
in developing country specific road maps on Right to 
Water and Sanitation. In this situation the results of the 
last elections in Delhi produced a remarkable outcome 
for realization of the Right to Water and Sanitation for 
citizens of Delhi. The new government of that time, 
within a week of coming to power, made 20Kl 
water/month/connection and associated sanitation 
provision – a right for all water users with a water 
connection in Delhi. It did this through a cross subsidy 
arrangement with consumers of a higher consumption 
slab, and partly from a tax revenue subsidy to the Delhi 
Jal Board. 

The Water Day 2014 in Delhi is being celebrated as 
a Right to Water and Sanitation Day this year.  The 
event is being organsied at Indian Social Institute, Delhi 
on the 21st March. The draft report of summary of key 
findings of a survey undertaken for assessing the water 
usage and response in 12 poorest slums bastis is 
enclosed. 
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There are many other instances to show that WASH 
knowledge and research is being done in an 
increasingly limited domain and is more disempowering 
for not only the people for whom this research is done, 
but also for the younger generation of professionals 
joining the sector.  

Why is the research and knowledge generation in 
WASH sector so compromi sed  in terms of quality 
and focus on basic issues including the political and 
economic perspective?  Perhaps the answer to this 
question lies in two distinct trends in WASH sector 
development.  

Firstly, WASH sector has remained for long in the 
service delivery domain where technology was seen as 
a solution. It is true that unlike other sectors of 
Education and Health where you need doctors and 
para medics, teachers who are equipped with the 
software elements of pedagogy, training to impart 
education and health – quick fix technical solutions of 
bore wells and handpumps and toilets provided easy 
solutions in WASH sector. However this technology 
panacea generated a resistance from a predominantly 
engineering cadre of WASH professionals, to any 
longer term deeper theoretical developmental 
discourse in WASH sector. 

The second trend in the WASH sector arises from the 
limits that technology solutions can provide to complex 
water-sanitation-hygiene challenges that are emerging 
with worsening water quality and environmental 
hygiene. A deeper engagement with theory and 
development discourse and addressing practical 
problems in WASH sector from the strength of this 
engagement was needed. Addressing governance and 
corruption in the whole management and delivery of 
sanitation and water is also a gaping hole. Even the 
popular TV show Satyameva jayate last episode 
showed the problem of urban solid waste management 
as a problem of corruption in municipalities and not a 
technological issue.! Instead of entering into a serious 
engagement with issues of behaviour change from the 
perspective of social and material conditions in which 
people practice what they do for their daily toilet and 
water purposes, most international WASH sector 
agencies again chose quick fix solutions using the 
communication and marketing strategies borrowed 

from the commercial sector to apply them to WASH 
sector.  !

The editorial by European Journal of Tropical Medicine 
and International Health highlighting the 
methodological contradictions in conducting social 
research in WASH, throws timely light on the pitfalls of 
relying on standards research methodologies that are 
supposed to generate objective results. 

The perceived sanitation needs in many rural 
low-income populations are driven by 
convenience, traditions and culture. A farmer 
may perceive defecating in the open on the 
way to his field as convenient and refreshing 
compared with a claustrophobic and smelly 
latrine. For a newly married daughter-in-law, 
going to the fields may be the only opportunity 
in the day to get out of the house and meet 
friends. A bad latrine design may easily lead 
householders to perceive a latrine as a source 
of infection rather than a way to prevent it. 
These are not just deeply held beliefs and 
superstitions that hinder the progress of 
mankind: in many rural settings, they make 
perfect sense. Nevertheless, people are willing 
to give up open defecation if they can get 
access to an attractive looking, solid latrine that 
is easy to clean, does not smell and comes at 
an affordable price (Watershed/USAID2004; 
Jenkins & Curtis 2005). To establish a 
sanitation market offering good products and to 
persuade people that a latrine can make their 
life easier, cleaner and healthier, or even be a 
sign of social status, requires time – time that 
researchers conducting an RCT do not have. 

 
For example, a recent trial from Indonesia 
reported that 16% of intervention group 
households had built a latrine over the 2-year 
trial implementation period, compared with 
13% in the control group, a difference the 
authors somewhat optimistically described as a 
30% increase in the rate of toilet construction 
(Cameron et al. 2013). A large World Bank 
funded trial in rural Maharashtra, India, 
achieved a bare 8% difference in latrine 
coverage between intervention and control 
villages (Hammer & Spears 2013). Why this 
trial found a substantial increase in height-for-
age (an outcome that is slow to change) at 
18 months remains unclear. Before considering 
‘sanitation externalities and children's human 
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capital’, one may want to look at data quality. A 
good sanitation marketing campaign may 
require 5–10 years to achieve a marked 
increase in latrine coverage with the potential 
to impact on health. It would be hard to design 
an RCT where a control group would be 
deprived of access to sanitation for such a long 
period of time. 

 

Womens Day 2014: IRC -WFP Event  

http://sanitationupdates.wordpress.com/2014/03/14/
why -womens -involvement -in -water -and-sanitation -
development -is -
important/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=
email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+SanitationU pdate
s+%28Sanitation+Updates%29   

Last week on March 8 was International Women’s Day 
(IWD). This year’s theme was “Inspiring Change”.  Four 
women inspiring change in the WASH sector came 
together during the World Water Week in Stockholm, 
Sweden, in September last year. They were Water For 
People ’s Kate Fogelberg; IRC’s Vida Duti and Jane 
Nabunnya Mulumba, and Alice Bouman, President 
of the Women for Water Partnership . They talked 
about the role of women in the WASH sector. 

Women leadership in WASH is needed and should be 
actively promoted. This was one of the main outcomes 
of the panel discussion on Women and WASH led by 
the four women mentioned above. The discussion 
highlighted the role of women leaders in WASH, the 
question of why more focus on the role of women is so 
important, and what lack of access to improved water 
and sanitation services means for women in rural areas 
in different country contexts. 

A few of the key themes that emerged that might 
further improve and support women’s leadership 
included: 

1. Importance of role models for women and 
encouragement to stand up  

The discussion highlighted how women can often feel 
that they will be considered pushy or aggressive if they 
voice their opinions or show their skills, more so than 

men, where being assertive is considered appropriate. 
Therefore men and women need to be role models for 
up-and-coming women leaders and encourage them to 
take charge to overcome these unfair labels. The 
participants agreed this was not an easy road and one 
still with many obstacles—especially verbal abuse—but 
an important stance for changing perceptions. 

! Breaking out of traditional women job roles  

The women also discussed that there are still job roles 
that many women get pushed into; for example, women 
are expected to do health and hygiene promotion 
instead of becoming engineers. 

“There is still a lot of stigma about women in the water 
sector, both with respect to women water professionals 
and the role of women’s civil society groups,” argued 
Alice Bouman-Dentener. According to Bouman-
Dentener, this is related to the predominantly technical 
angle through which water and sanitation provision is 
traditionally approached. Diversity and inclusion 
increases the quality of decision-making and 
management, both at the level of individuals and of 
stakeholder groups. The Dublin Principles for 
Integrated Water Resources Management already 
acknowledged that in 1992. 

Jane Nabunnya Mulumba agreed, “The WASH sector 
is just beginning to acknowledge that women too can 
be engineers, hydrologists, and hydro-geologists.” The 
leadership of the WASH sector is still male dominated 
with just a few exceptions. For women to work well and 
excel in the WASH sector, Nabunnya Mulumba 
believes that women need confidence in themselves. 
“It’s a field where women have been endangered 
species,” she added. 

And often, women are not interested in working in 
technical fields, so efforts must be made to market 
technical fields to women. Nabunnya Mulumba 
remarked, “For women to fully occupy their place in the 
WASH sector, opportunities in the education and 
training/capacity building systems should be provided. 
Women often give excuses that they are being treated 
differently or mistreated because they are women. 
While this has been the case, there are many changes 
in place that have enabled men to look at women as 
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members of the team, as engineers or social scientists 
etc. in their own right.” 

! Get gender back on the WASH agenda but do it 
with sustainable results in mind  

The participants agreed that gender is still a critical 
issue to highlight and push forward. Gender 
stereotypes persist, oppression and harassment of 
women is still an issue, which some of them 
experienced personally. But they also said this must be 
done carefully as sometimes the basics of development 
have been pushed aside for the issue of gender. 
Policies can be important but there are also plenty of 
examples with policy and no action. There is an 
important balance. The women expressed it was 
important for them as leaders to be seen as moving 
things and making progress. 

The stigma of women is an alarming conclusion in a 
sector where failure to deliver sustainable water and 
sanitation for all is predominantly a social issue. Kate 
Fogelberg, South America Regional Manager at Water 
For People, explains, “It’s a woman that’s going to 
benefit from a sustainable service over time. Having to 
walk a long time, having to carry water, having to look 
for a place to go to the bathroom, and girls dropping 
out of school when they start menstruating are burdens 
that improved water and sanitation services alleviate.” 
It’s a fundamental improvement of women’s daily life. 

Fogelberg continues, “We need implementers, 
planners, donors, and policy makers to shift from 
thinking about one project somewhere to a service 
that’s going to benefit women and her children over 
time. As a sector, we can start to think about the story 
of women and water differently.” 

And change is possible. In Uganda, the space for 
women to work in and contribute to the WASH sector is 
there. The political will is evidenced in having all three 
ministers in the Ministry of Water and Environment 
between 2006-2012 being women and currently two 
out of three are women. 

But both Nabunnya Mulumba and Bouman-Dentener 
agree that there still is a lot of work to do. Bouman-
Dentener explains, “There is a tentative mind set 

change to a more inclusive approach. But women 
leadership still has to be actively promoted. Women 
leadership does not mean that women at the top 
should start behaving like men. The added value is in 
diversity and inclusion, not in exchanging the current 
prevailing (masculine) approach in decision-making by 
more of the same.” 

Based on a session at the Stockholm World Water 
Week 2013 by IRC and Water for People 

The elusive effect of water and sanitation 
on the global burden of disease  

Wolf-Peter Schmidt in The European Journal of 
Tropical Medicine and International Health 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/enhanced/doi/10.1111/tmi
.12286/#Survey   

Introduction  

About 2.5 billion people lack access to improved 
sanitation, and 1 billion have no access to any form of 
sanitation (UNICEF 2013). About 780 million people 
lack access to an improved water source, a figure that 
is based on a fairly generous definition incorporating 
little with respect to reliability, proximity and 
convenience of access (UNICEF 2013). 
While the ancient Romans may already have been 
aware of it (Bradley 2012), water and sanitation came 
to be regarded as key to improve health in the growing 
cities of Europe and America in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. A number of notable observational 
studies were carried out that even with the limited 
epidemiological tools available at the time all but 
proved the direct link between water, sanitation and 
health (Snow 1860; Pringle 1910). By contrast, in the 
early days of development aid in the post-colonial era, 
water and sanitation were often not regarded as a 
health issue, but primarily provided with the aim of 
making people's life easier and enable developmental 
activities. Whoever tried to argue for more investment 
on health grounds was faced by a lack of 
epidemiological studies conducted in low-income 
settings, which led to a renewed interest in research 
from the 1970s. 
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Simple before/after and case -control studies to 
evaluate water and sanitation programmes  

The studies on water and sanitation conducted in low-
income settings since the 1970s were usually simple in 
design (Rubenstein et al. 1969; Aziz et al. 1990; 
Zhang et al. 2000, 2005; Azurin & Alvero2007). 
Typically, a programme to improve water access would 
be implemented in one or two villages, with latrine 
construction and some form of hygiene education being 
provided at the same time. Disease (for example 
diarrhoea, schistosomiasis or soil-transmitted 
helminths) would be measured at baseline and then 
again after the intervention. A couple of not too distant 
villages with ‘similar socio-economic conditions’ would 
have been followed up as a control group. Allocation of 
the intervention was unlikely to be random. Villages 
might have received the intervention because they had 
many diseases or were the poorest in the region. They 
might have been chosen for having been the least or 
the most accessible, the politically most influential or 
the most neglected. The commonly small number of 
allocated villages enabled a close supervision of the 
intervention, assuring that everything was carried out 
according to plan. However, the within-village (‘-
cluster’) correlation of disease meant that statistically 
not much could be made of any difference between 
intervention and control arm if there were <5 or 6 
villages on either side. Accounting for the baseline 
levels of disease allowed strengthening the causal 
inference (Norman & Schmidt 2011), but only to some 
extent. Larger, randomised studies were deemed 
unfeasible given the logistical and engineering 
complexities involved, and the low budgets available at 
the time. 
 
Given these constraints, case-control studies came to 
be seen as the most cost-effective way to evaluate the 
health impact of water and sanitation 
(Briscoe et al. 1985). If well done, case-control studies 
can be logistically efficient and as valid as cohort 
studies. The problem for the investigator lies in proving 
that his particular case-control study was carried out 
well, that is, that cases were adequately defined, the 
control group was sampled from the same source 
population as the cases, and confounding was 
adequately accounted for (i.e. no major confounders 
were left out or imprecisely measured). 
 
Several case-control studies on water and sanitation 
came up with plausible results, suggesting reductions 
in diarrhoea by about 20–30% following an 
intervention, for example, (Daniels et al. 1990). Still, the 
studies usually fail to meet the inclusion criteria of 

systematic reviews, for example those following 
Cochrane guidelines, where for good reason, 
observational studies are viewed with suspicion, 
especially when included in meta-analyses. 
Randomised controlled trials Ð adding to the 
uncertainty  

In contrast to water supply and sanitation interventions, 
it is relatively straightforward to conduct large 
randomised controlled trials for hand washing and 
household (‘point-of-use’) water treatment (for example 
householders using a water filter or adding chlorine to 
their drinking water). These are interventions that can 
be delivered to and randomised at the level of single 
households, and do not require construction of 
hardware such as water pipes, sewerage or latrines. 
Many of them have attracted the interest of the 
commercial sector such as soap manufacturers or 
producers of water treatment devices, which has 
brought with it much research funding for this area. 

A large number of randomised trials were conducted – 
often with spectacular results, suggesting a 30–50% 
reduction in self-reported diarrhoea (Curtis & 
Cairncross 2003; Clasen et al. 2007; 
Ejemotet al. 2008). One study from Pakistan found that 
childhood pneumonia diagnosed by non-clinical staff 
was reduced by 50% if people washed their hands 
(Luby et al. 2005). One study found that hand washing 
or household water treatment alone is as effective as 
combined water and hygiene interventions 
(Luby et al. 2006). The results of these studies 
attracted great interest, propelling, for example, hand 
washing promotion to the top of the list of single most 
cost-effective interventions to improve health in low-
income settings (Laxminarayan et al. 2006). Consortia 
were established to promote hand washing and 
household water treatment at large scale, such as the 
Private Public Partnership for Handwashing 
(Curtis et al. 2005) or the WHO's network for 
household water treatment (WHO 2013). Hand 
washing and household water treatment, two 
seemingly simple health behaviours, came to be 
regarded as the best answer to diarrhoeal diseases 
since the widespread adoption of oral rehydration. To 
some extent, hand washing and household water 
treatment received attention because it was relatively 
easy to conduct randomised controlled trials. Water 
access and sanitation, being much more fundamental 
interventions that are likely to be associated with a 
whole range of health and developmental benefits, 
looked rather old school by comparison: ‘We used to 
drill wells in the 70s but now we enable households to 
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take health into their own hands!’ By focussing on 
hygiene and household water treatment, donors 
expected to obtain results quickly, and more cheaply 
than by supporting complicated engineering projects, 
involving drilling and engaging with governments. 
 
The trials giving rise to such hopes had one problem 
that became increasingly difficult to ignore: almost all of 
them were unblinded and used self- or carer-reported 
diarrhoea as primary outcome measure. There is 
usually little bias in a trial using an unblinded 
intervention if the outcome is objective 
(Savovic et al. 2012). It is also acceptable that a trial 
uses a subjective outcome if treatment allocation is 
effectively blinded. It is the combination of lack of 
blinding and use of a subjective outcome such as self-
reported diarrhoea that causes bias. Hand washing 
cannot be blinded, but interestingly, several household-
level chlorination trials were conducted that did use 
self-reported diarrhoea as primary outcome, but were 
adequately blinded. These trials did not show a 50% 
reduction in diarrhoea: they showed no reduction in 
diarrhoea at all (Schmidt & Cairncross 2009). And there 
were other signs that the unblinded trials were severely 
biased: a household water treatment trial in Colombia 
demonstrated a 25% reduction in diarrhoea despite 
only 30% of the trial population using the product 
(Reller et al. 2003). A trial in Ethiopia testing a personal 
portable filter found a similar diarrhoea reduction 
despite good evidence that virtually the whole study 
population had long given up touching the device (The 
author tried it – it is unusable) (Boisson et al. 2009). 
Bias could explain even the largest observed impacts 
on disease in studies that were neither blinded nor 
used a reasonably objective primary outcome. 
 
By moving from case-control studies to the seemingly 
more rigorous randomised control trial as the preferred 
study design, researchers in the field may have 
produced effect estimates that were ‘all an illusion’ 
(Schmidt et al. 2010). The former were prone to 
selection bias and confounding; the latter subject to 
observer and responder bias. The act of randomisation 
after informed consent when carried out at the 
household level almost precludes an unbiased 
response in symptom-based questionnaire surveys – 
the standard method of assessment. It seems that the 
severity of responder and observer bias in unblinded 
trials outweighed even the risk of confounding and 
selection bias in observational designs. 

Trials are almost impossible in settings where they 
are most needed  

In recent years, the interest in public health in low-
income settings gained momentum, partially fuelled by 
the Millennium Development Goals. More public and 
private funds for research became available. 
Governments of low-income and donor countries and 
many funding organisations accepted the principle that 
water and sanitation are necessary cornerstones for 
public health. Yet they demanded evidence as to the 
magnitude of this effect and in particular the relative 
cost-effectiveness of investing in particular 
interventions. Unlike in previous decades, village-level 
cluster-randomised trials on a large scale became 
financially possible. Of note, funders and researchers 
alike avoided sanitation trials in urban areas, where the 
impact on disease and well-being is likely to be 
greatest, as the logistical and engineering constraints 
of cluster randomisation in cities were deemed 
insurmountable. Likewise, there were no serious 
attempts to conduct large cluster-randomised trials on 
improved water access in rural mountainous or dry 
areas where water access is likely to be most 
beneficial. It was perhaps assumed that villagers and 
local politicians may not agree to any delay in receiving 
water access just for the sake of science – everyone 
wants water now. Further, the challenges of laying 
pipes or drilling bore holes in difficult or dry terrain 
proved little amenable to randomisation. 

The sanitation trials ended up being carried out in rural 
settings, usually within ongoing large-scale 
programmes such as the Total Sanitation Campaign in 
India. Again most trials used self-reported diarrhoea as 
primary outcome, but village-level randomisation (with 
household consent restricted to health surveillance, not 
intervention delivery) offered the opportunity to make 
health surveillance visits appear unconnected to the 
intervention, reducing the potential for bias. Indeed, 
bias turned out not to be the driving methodological 
problem – the problem was time. 

The perceived sanitation needs in many rural low-
income populations are driven by convenience, 
traditions and culture. A farmer may perceive 
defecating in the open on the way to his field as 
convenient and refreshing compared with a 
claustrophobic and smelly latrine. For a newly married 
daughter-in-law, going to the fields may be the only 
opportunity in the day to get out of the house and meet 
friends. A bad latrine design may easily lead 
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householders to perceive a latrine as a source of 
infection rather than a way to prevent it. These are not 
just deeply held beliefs and superstitions that hinder 
the progress of mankind: in many rural settings, they 
make perfect sense. Nevertheless, people are willing to 
give up open defecation if they can get access to an 
attractive looking, solid latrine that is easy to clean, 
does not smell and comes at an affordable price 
(Watershed/USAID2004; Jenkins & Curtis 2005). To 
establish a sanitation market offering good products 
and to persuade people that a latrine can make their 
life easier, cleaner and healthier, or even be a sign of 
social status, requires time – time that researchers 
conducting an RCT do not have. 
 
For example, a recent trial from Indonesia reported that 
16% of intervention group households had built a 
latrine over the 2-year trial implementation period, 
compared with 13% in the control group, a difference 
the authors somewhat optimistically described as a 
30% increase in the rate of toilet construction 
(Cameron et al. 2013). A large World Bank funded trial 
in rural Maharashtra, India, achieved a bare 8% 
difference in latrine coverage between intervention and 
control villages (Hammer & Spears 2013). Why this trial 
found a substantial increase in height-for-age (an 
outcome that is slow to change) at 18 months remains 
unclear. Before considering ‘sanitation externalities and 
children's human capital’, one may want to look at data 
quality. A good sanitation marketing campaign may 
require 5–10 years to achieve a marked increase in 
latrine coverage with the potential to impact on health. 
It would be hard to design an RCT where a control 
group would be deprived of access to sanitation for 
such a long period of time. 
 
The Ôbest available evidenceÕ 

Given the severe constraints in implementing water 
and sanitation trials, especially in settings where they 
would be most informative, it seems unlikely that we 
will get useful health impact estimates in the near 
future. The feasibility of trials alone can bias public 
health decision-making. The predominance of drug 
therapy in contemporary medicine is likely in part a 
consequence of the relative ease of obtaining hard 
evidence from double-blind drug trials, as opposed to 
methodologically inferior evidence for other potentially 
important treatments such as physiotherapy. 

It is often said that in the absence of evidence from 
randomised trials, we need to go with the ‘best 
available evidence’. As there is no evidence from trials 

or cohort studies on the effect of sanitation on mortality, 
various authors have used ecological analyses as the 
next best option, for example by comparing state-level 
mortality and sanitation coverage across different 
states of India (Boone2005), making use of national 
census data and population-based health surveys. For 
example, a multicountry comparison found that almost 
all variation in child mortality is due to health care, 
mothers’ child care knowledge and treatment-seeking 
behaviour, and none due to water and sanitation 
(Boone & Zhan 2006). By contrast, two studies using 
similar data found that sanitation ‘can statistically 
explain a large fraction of international height 
differences’ (Spears 2013) and that – within India – 
changes in sanitation coverage explain a substantial 
proportion of between district differences in child 
mortality (Spears 2012). India may be colourful but that 
is nothing compared with econometric analysis. While 
applying the ‘best available evidence’ may not always 
lead to military invasions in search of a smoking gun, 
the consequences in the field of public health can be 
dire, too. 
 
It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the literature 
on the impact of water, sanitation and hygiene is 
unreliable in its entirety, and in any case, it only 
represents results from those trials and studies that are 
feasible – they would not be there, otherwise. Meta-
analyses do little but average biased estimates. 
Conducting a meta-analysis without being able to 
include urban sanitation trials and rural water access 
trials is a bit like reviewing the effect of insecticide-
treated bed nets on malaria based on studies from 
Norway. 
 
The Global Burden of Disease Study Ð the ultimate 
number game  

No evidence may be better than bad evidence. 
However, influential studies such as the Global Burden 
of Disease study (GBD) cannot do without data. A 
recent publication of the GBD including a comparative 
risk assessment of burden of disease and injury 
attributable to various risk factors suggested that 
inadequate access to water and sanitation accounts for 
only 0.9% of the global burden of disease 
(Lim et al. 2012). To some extent, this figure reflects 
how the world has changed since the 1990s when 
water and sanitation were believed to account for about 
6.8% of the global burden of disease. Globally, child 
mortality has come down, and life expectancy has 
increased with non-communicable disease becoming 
more dominant. The estimated number of deaths in 
children under five attributable to diarrhoea has fallen 
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from more than 2 million in the 1990s to perhaps 
700 000 per year (Walker et al. 2013). Focussing 
largely on diarrhoea (Engell & Lim 2013), the recent 
GBD estimates that the number of disability adjusted 
life years lost due to inadequate access to water and 
sanitation has more than halved since 1990, from 52 to 
21 million, as has the number of deaths (from 716 000 
to 337 000). 
 
Still, there are reasons to question the figures. The 
relative contribution of a single risk factor to the global 
burden of disease depends on many factors such as (i) 
the relative risk between exposed and unexposed 
groups, (ii) the definition of what ‘exposed’ and 
‘unexposed’ means, (iii) the size of the exposed 
population, and (iv) the number and effects of 
competing risk factors included in the assessment. As 
shown above, the relative risk of the poor access to 
water and sanitation is uncertain, especially in settings 
where they matter most. Perhaps, the most arbitrary 
decision to be made, however, concerns defining the 
‘unexposed’ control group. The GBD defines it largely 
based on the criteria of the Joint Monitoring 
Programme (JMP) (WHO 2014) that aim to measure 
the progress of the Millennium Development Goals, 
pragmatically categorising water and sanitation access 
as either ‘improved’ or ‘unimproved’. The JMP 
definition of ‘improved access’ was never meant to 
constitute a ‘gold standard’ or a ‘theoretical-minimum-
risk exposure’ (Lim et al. 2012) that ideally everyone 
should have. A water source may be defined as 
improved if it takes a 30-min uphill walk to collect the 
water at a source that only works 4 days per week. A 
smelly pit latrine that each day produces 2000 culicine 
mosquitoes able to transmit filariasis 
(Maxwell et al. 1990) may be defined as improved. By 
contrast, the control group for high blood pressure (the 
globally leading risk factor) was defined as 110–
115 mmHg systolic, a range at the low end assumed to 
be associated with the lowest risk of all possible 
values. The equivalent control group for water access 
would probably be ‘a tap in the house that provides 
safe water 24 h a day, every day’, and for sanitation, a 
‘household and all its neighbours having access to a 
private flush latrine connected to a sewer or septic 
tank’. Choosing more stringent criteria for the control 
group obviously results in higher relative risks. Further, 
the definition of ‘exposed to poor access to water and 
sanitation’ impacts on the estimated size of the globally 
exposed population. A generous definition of improved 
water access that ignores reliability and distance 
inevitably reduces exposure prevalence. Finally, the 
competing risk factors included in the GBD merit 
attention. The large number of cardio-vascular risk 

factors included in the GBD not only reflects the 
widespread occurrence of cardio-vascular disease, but 
also the widespread occurrence of cardio-vascular 
disease research, where epidemiologists go fishing 
with a large net (Beaglehole & Magnus 2002; 
Ioannidis 2007). Water and sanitation may affect many 
different conditions such as diarrhoea, soil-transmitted 
helminths, schistosomiasis, respiratory infection, 
trachoma, lymphatic filariasis, urinary tract infection 
and back pain (Hunteret al. 2010; Mara et al. 2010), 
many of which are not accounted for by the GBD. By 
reducing the overall pathogen load in the environment 
(possibly a key factor for diarrhoea in poor settings 
(Taniuchi et al. 2013)), better water and sanitation 
access may improve gut function, immunity and 
nutritional status (Humphrey 2009; Ryan 2013). 
However, little research has been carried out on causal 
pathways through which water and sanitation may 
impact on health, a challenge even with a large 
research budget. In addition, by contributing to 
education and socio-economic development (Black & 
Fawcett 2008), water and sanitation (unlike blood 
pressure drugs) are likely to produce long term, indirect 
health effects, which will be almost impossible to 
quantify. 
 
Investing in water and sanitation despite lack of 
evidence  

Even if there was no health impact, the educational, 
developmental and gender-related benefits of water 
and sanitation access are large enough to merit 
investment. The World Bank, in a moment of 
institutional wisdom during the 1980s, declared that 
investments in water and sanitation could be 
economically justified on the basis of time savings 
alone (Churchill et al. 1987). However, the lack of 
reliable health impact data remains an obstacle in the 
health policy arena. New research methods including 
microbial source tracking and molecular methods may 
in the future shed more light on gastro-intestinal 
transmission pathways and the role of water and 
sanitation (Jenkins et al. 2009; Taniuchi et al. 2013). 
For now, accepting the often fatal methodological flaws 
in quantifying health effects of water and sanitation 
may be an intellectual challenge, but perhaps a 
necessary step. We may at some point be forced to get 
out for a bit and walk through an urban slum during the 
wet season. The lack of high-quality trials on urban 
sanitation or rural water access should not stop us from 
opening our eyes – the oldest form of impact 
assessment. This may sound fantastical, but perhaps, 
only to the ears of a 21st century academic. There are 
scientifically plausible and less plausible beliefs. To say 



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  India	
  WASH	
  Forum	
  	
  	
    !

!"#$%&'()%*+,%-./012%34,*5'%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%6))7'%8%9:;%%%<*=1>%%?@A:%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%-*B'%A@%

!

that homoeopathy can cure the 
tubercular miasm inherited from one's grandfather may 
sound esoteric to some. It is not esoteric to believe that 
water and sanitation are upstream interventions, likely 
to have a broad impact on well-being and health 
(Hunter et al. 2010; Mara et al. 2010). Whether we like 
it or not, it could be that beliefs, not randomised 
controlled trials, will determine whether children in 
slums will continue to wade through open sewage, and 
whether school-aged girls in the hills will continue to 
spend most of their mornings fetching water 
 

Social and Gender Equity Gauge: A 
Framework for Gender in WASH : Seema 
Kulkarni;  SOPPECOM 

The present work has arisen out of a need to address 
the rising inequities in access to water and the 
decision-making processes. The main purpose is to 
understand and act on gender inequities in the water 
sector. Analysis of primary and secondary data and the 
periodic collection of such data (with a view to 
monitoring) as also supporting advocacy for the Right 
to water for livelihoods constitute the salient features of 
the present project and thus underscore its 
significance. The activities of the equity gauge would 
inform and complement ongoing advocacy for equity 
oriented water sector reform in the South Asian region.  

This is an effort to gauge the social and gender 
inequities in the water sector. The focus is on 
communities and social groups and particularly on 
gender.  

The main purpose of this phase of project is to develop 
and demonstrate the potential of the method to 
understand social and gender inequities in the water 
sector. Developing a method, pilot testing it through 
data collection in Nepal and India and analysis of 
primary and secondary data constitute the salient 
features of the present project.  

The effort here is not to reduce the inequities to a 
single number much as that would hold a lot of 
attention in terms of the policy makers. Rather, through 
this effort, we hope to note the performance in the 
sector in three broad areas around which competition 
and struggles may occur:  over resources and rights, 
rules and rule making and authorities. The hypothesis 

that has guided this effort is that inequities will show in 
which issues are (openly) debated (and which are not), 
in which socio-political domains and in how such 
debates are framed, phrased and resolved. Water 
users have different interests and use priorities, but are 
often bound in relationships of both co-operation and 
conflict which importantly shape the room for 
negotiation and bargaining. For example, household is 
both a site of conflict and co-operation for men and 
women and so is the community. By using these terms, 
we are in no way assuming a harmonious and 
consensual relationship at any of these domains. 

Overview of indicators  

There have been several debates around the need for 
indicators in development planning. Many of its 
opponents feel that single numbers hide the 
complexities behind the numbers and often do not 
serve the purpose it set out to achieve. Indicators have 
also come under academic scrutiny with questions 
being raised on the reliability of data, which is collected 
at huge scales and also weighted and presented as a 
single number. Questions have also been raised as to 
how much should policy-making rely on a set of 
numbers. 

Its proponents however have argued that unless data is 
presented at a scale and in numbers that are intelligible 
to policy makers they are of little use.  It is argued that 
Indicators of performance are an important aspect of 
evaluating the impacts of programmes where huge 
public spending is done. However, most importantly 
they are a political method in the hands of people to 
monitor the progress of desired goals. 

There have been several indicators that are presented 
at the global level which rate the performance of 
countries in various areas. Prominent among them is 
the human development index that includes a number 
of subcomponents like education, literacy, life 
expectancy and is now considered a standard measure 
of well-being. Gender is another area where efforts 
have been made to understand inequalities especially 
in the areas of health, education and political 
participation. The two indicators of the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM) and the Gender related 
development Index (GDI) are now used for global 
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comparisons and many countries too have initiated the 
process of internal assessments along the same lines.  

Apart from these overall indicators that look at the 
impacts of development on human well being  and that 
are specifically related to gender, there have been 
efforts to look at different sectors such as health and 
water in terms of degradation, depletion and the rising 
scarcity. These have remained localized efforts but 
nonetheless have contributed to the sectoral debates in 
significant ways. 

In this section, we take a brief overview of some of 
these measures, specifically those related to gender 
and water. 

Gender indicators  

Before planning the detailed exercise and 
understanding its relevance to the current context, we 
reviewed some of the literature, which points to similar 
efforts in this area. Among the works that we thought 
were significant and to which perhaps this exercise 
would complement were the Water Poverty Index and 
the gender water index.  

We looked at the various measures developed by the 
UNDP which indicate gender inequalities such as the 
Gender Empowerment measure (GEM) and the gender 
related development indicator (GDI). There have also 
been efforts to measure gender empowerment in the 
Indian context (Shariff and Kumar 2009) 

The first, the Gender -related Development Index 
(GDI), measures achievement in the same basic 
capabilities as the HDI does, but takes note of 
inequality in achievement between women and men. 
The methodology used imposes a penalty for 
inequality, such that the GDI falls when the 
achievement levels of both women and men in a 
country go down or when the disparity between their 
achievements increases. The greater the gender 
disparity in basic capabilities, the lower a country's GDI 
compared with its HDI.  

The second measure, Gender Empowerment 
Measure (GEM) , is a measure of agency. GEM is a 
composite index measuring gender inequality in three 
basic dimensions of empowerment—economic 
participation and decision-making, political participation 

and decision-making and power over economic 
resources. It evaluates progress in advancing women's 
standing in political and economic forums. It examines 
the extent to which women and men are able to 
actively participate in economic and political life and 
take part in decision-making. While the GDI focuses on 
expansion of capabilities, the GEM is concerned with 
the use of those capabilities to take advantage of the 
opportunities of life.  

Both these measures have been used as advocacy 
and monitoring methods for gender-related human 
development analysis and policy discussions and have 
been very useful in raising the question of inequalities. 

Water Indicators  

In the past twenty years or so there have been several 
efforts to assess water scarcity. Methodologies have 
evolved over a period to adapt to the changing water 
scenarios and the awareness related to understand 
water through a multi disciplinary lens. 

In the initial period, the emphasis was on freshwater 
availability and its rising scarcity with reference to 
human populations. Freshwater scarcity is commonly 
described as a function of available water resources 
and human population. This is usually expressed in 
terms of annual per capita water availability at a 
national scale. Simply put the water requirements to 
meet human demands are matched against the total 
water available in a year. The shortfall thus represents 
the scarcity (Rijsberman 2006). 

The first significant effort in this direction was the 
development of the water scarcity threshold developed 
by Falkenmark in 1989. It formed the basis on which 
water consumption demands were built. The 
Falkenmark indicator is defined as the fraction of the 
total annual runoff available for human use. Multiple 
countries were surveyed and the water usage per 
person in each economy was calculated. Based on the 
per capita usage, the water conditions in an area can 
be categorized as: no stress, stress, scarcity, and 
absolute scarcity. 

The index thresholds 1,700m3 and 1000m3 per capita 
per year are proposed as the thresholds between water 
stressed and scarce areas, respectively (Falkenmark 
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1989). This indicator provided a global view on water 
scarcity. However, the indicator provides an absolute 
value without looking at differing needs. It does not look 
at spatial variability within a nation, nor does it take 
technological, social and economic adaptabilities of 
different nations into account etc.  

Recognizing that water consumption varies among 
social sectors Gleick (1996) and Falkenmark 
developed a water scarcity index as a measurement of 
the ability to meet all water requirements for basic 
human needs: drinking water for survival, water for 
human hygiene, water for sanitation services, and 
modest household needs for preparing food. This water 
scarcity index incorporated specific water requirements 
for basic human needs. The proposed water 
requirements for meeting basic human needs gives a 
total demand of 50 liters per person per day. 
International organizations and water providers are 
recommended to adopt this overall basic water 
requirement as a new threshold for meeting these 
basic needs, independent of climate, technology, and 
culture (Gleick 1996). Both Falkenmark and Gleick 
developed the “benchmark indicator” of 1,000m3 per 
capita per year as a standard that was accepted by the 
World Bank (Gleick 1995; Falkenmark and Widstrand 
1992). 

One of the limitations of the Falkenmark indicator is 
related to understanding the role of society in adapting 
to water stress. Building on the Falkenmark indicator, 
Ohlsson (2000) integrated the “adaptive capacity” of a 
society in the indicator to allow consideration of how 
economic, technological, or other means affect the 
overall freshwater availability status of a region. 
Ohlsson argued that the capability of a society to adapt 
to difficult scenarios is a function of the distribution of 
wealth, education opportunities, and political 
participation. The UNDP Human Development Index 
(HDI) is a widely accepted indicator used to assess 
these societal variables. HDI functions are therefore 
proposed as a weighted measure of the Falkenmark 
indicator in order to account for the ability to adapt to 
water stress and is termed the Social Water Stress 
Index. 

The post Dublin conference scenario (1991) saw a rise 
in environmental awareness, and water requirements 

for ecological sustainability received more attention. 
Moreover, continued increase in domestic water 
withdrawals and demands led to the recognition of the 
importance of water for maintaining minimum 
environmental flows (Sullivan, 2002; Vorosmarty et al., 
2005; Chaves & Alipaz, 2007).  

Several other indicators were also being introduced 
that tried to understand water scarcity through the 
medium of extent of food-grain imports.  

The Water Resources Vulnerability Index, sometimes 
referred to as the WTA ratio, was for instance 
developed as the ratio of total annual withdrawals to 
available water resources. A country is then considered 
water scarce if annual withdrawals are between 20 and 
40% of annual supply, and severely water scarce if 
withdrawals exceed 40% (Raskin, et al., 1997). This 
method and 40% threshold is commonly used in water 
resources analyses and has been termed the “criticality 
ratio”—the ratio of water withdrawals for human use to 
total renewable water resources (Alcamo, Henrichs and 
Rosch 2000). 

The Water poverty Index or the WPI is a composite 
index that looks at the different determinants of water 
access.  The main purpose of the WPI is to have an 
interdisciplinary expression of water-related poverty 
and poverty-related water scarcity by linking household 
welfare with water availability. The measure gives an 
indication of the degree to which water scarcity impacts 
on human populations. WPI’s main contribution is that 
it approaches water poverty through multiple indicators 
such as availability of resources, access, capacity to 
access, use and the environment. Its other important 
contribution is that it can work at different scales from 
the global, national to the community. WPI makes it 
possible to rank countries within the globe and 
communities within countries taking into account both 
physical and socio-economic factors associated with 
water scarcity. This would in principle enable policy 
makers and implementers to monitor and manage 
water resources in a manner that is beneficial to 
communities at different levels. 

At the international level, the index is developed 
through an aggregation of national level data that looks 
at the five aspects mentioned above. Each of those 
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aspects of course has sub components, which are 
weighted and finally aggregated to give the WPI. WPI 
is a useful instrument for policy makers that has tried to 
look at water poverty in an integrated manner and 
helped in the process of empowerment of local 
communities.  

The Gender and Water Index (GWI) is a decision-
support method that guides policy makers in ensuring 
greater gender equity in the basins governed, as 
relevant for integrated water resources management – 
the focus of our attention here. The GWI has been 
developed specifically to monitor the impacts of policies 
on gender issues. The indicator characterises and 
compares river basins from a gender perspective and 
has the potential to monitor it over time.  

At another level, there have been several monitoring 
mechanisms that seek to assess the performance of 
MDGs that have been set on water and sanitation 
issues. 

At the global policy level, data collection is highly 
centralized. In the wat/san sector, the task of collecting 
data to support international policy is assigned to the 
‘‘Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and 
Sanitation” (JMP), a joint endeavor of UNICEF and the 
World Health Organization (WHO). The overall mission 
of the JMP is to report globally on the status of water 
supply and sanitation sectors, and by doing so to 
support countries in improving their monitoring 
performance to enable better planning and 
management at the country level. The JMP is the 
official vehicle within the UN system for providing 
information to the United Nations on the progress of 
achieving the MDG goals related to water supply and 
sanitation. 

The JMP is mainly concerned with the status of the 
water supply in a country. Improvement in the water 
supply of a country implies provision through piped 
water, taps, stand-posts etc. Non improved sources 
basically implies a lack of protected source of water, 
bought from a vendor or a private source and 
reasonable access means safe water available at some 
distance and which is at least 20 lpcd.  

All the above indicators have contributed significantly in 
understanding overall water scarcity, the gender water 

index in addition also looks at the gender dimension of 
water although it misses out on the social differences 
within gender relations. The social and gender equity 
gauge is however an attempt to look at the inequities at 
the micro level that result from the social group you 
belong to. Unlike the other macro indicators discussed 
earlier, the SGEG attempts to look at the availability of 
water to different marginalised groups and also women 
within these groups.  

It is however important to state at the very outset that 
the SGEG is not a fully developed indicator and is at 
the moment only a data base. It is an effort to drive 
home the need to look at structural inequities in water 
access and decision making that are a result of 
historical disadvantages of class, caste, gender or 
other forms of social discrimination. It will bring out the 
inequities across diverse social groups with gender as 
its central focus. It thus goes beyond the GWI, the WPI 
and other indices that are closer to it by adding the 
caste and social diversity dimension to it. The potential 
of the method however lies in the fact that its 
assessment can be done at the community level by the 
different communities themselves. 

What is the SGEG  

We need some prior agreement on what social and 
gender equity means before we can move on to 
develop measures to assess equity. This is of course a 
larger debate and we will not dwell too much on it for 
this study. For the present study, we adopt a relational 
definition of equity, based on the realization that what 
equity means depends on the specific social and 
material conditions in a given time. This is an explicit 
departure from more abstract definitions of ‘equality’ 
that are often invoked as a metaphor for equity or 
justice. These tend to be based on normative Western 
models of liberalism that preach what justice should be 
rather than examining what it means in actual practice, 
and that see individuals autonomy both as the starting 
point and the end-goal of development proposals 
towards more social equity. Our project, instead, 
focuses on equity (or inequity) as it is experienced by 
different social groups and women within those groups 
and adopts a definition of equity as a structural 
phenomenon that links micro-processes and 
mechanisms of distribution and representation to larger 
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dynamics of world market systems. In this sense, the 
study tries to build a data base on the question of who 
benefits from certain kinds of water development and 
why.  

Our understanding of equity also is clear that equity is 
always contested, implying that we need to remain 
explicit and critical of the perceptions of equity that 
inform our indicators. One way of doing this is by 
relating and comparing our definition of equity with the 
prevailing formal laws and norms of justice and equity 
(and their effects) in the studies project and with those 
of the different actors themselves. It entails the 
examination of how equity is constructed in a particular 
water situation and how it is used as a source of 
legitimation for the development and use of (formal and 
informal) rules and laws.  

This understanding of equity also believes that gender-
based forms of inequity and exclusion cannot be 
understood and assessed in isolation from other social 
forms of inequity and exclusion. Gender and other 
forms of social differentiation are intimately intertwined, 
and mutually constitute each other. Alternatively, 
although all water interests are gendered, gender is 
most often not a direct category of water interests or 
needs. Which and how axes of social differentiation are 
relevant differs depending on context and cannot be 
assumed. This implies that for each specific project, a 
first exercise would consist of establishing what the 
most relevant axes of social differentiation are. In the 
case of India and Nepal where this was piloted the 
significant social axis would be caste. 

Caste as a determinant of life chances   

Despite the several constitutional and legislative 
spaces, caste continues to consume the psyche of the 
Indian masses. It has been taking new forms in modern 
India where caste no longer can be seen only as 
religion, rural, purity and pollution, but much more than 
that. 

Except in the case of SC and ST there is no official 
record of other castes in India, all in the name of a 
casteless society. Just prior to the previous census 
there was a heated debate on whether caste census be 
done or not. While the proponents argued for such a 
census from the point of view of better planning of 

development and importantly more data on comparing 
status among different caste groups. Its opponents 
have of course argued that it would further the caste 
divide. However, the current census of 2011 has 
included data on caste. 

We do not have large scale data that shows us the 
composition of land holding or water resource access 
across social groups and the status of women within 
these groups. In several ways such kinds of data base 
would be useful to challenge the current commonsense 
mindsets that have taken these realities for granted. 
Challenging these belief systems or what we call as the 
dominant ideologies is what becomes important and for 
this, a strong database at a mass scale becomes 
critical. In the water sector, we have no data that looks 
at the social composition of the sector. We have no 
data across caste groups and women on water access, 
membership to water institutions, land ownership etc.  

Given these complex realities, we would argue for 
collection of disaggregated data.  More specifically in 
terms of the pilot project, we would develop the Social 
and gender equity gauge indicators that will establish 
the relation between water and equity and map the 
current status in terms of access to quality and quantity 
of water to the different social groups specifically 
looking at women across these groups.  

Structure of the SGEG  

The set of indicators starts from the premise that 
inequities in water can best be conceptualized in terms 
of differences in water control. Water control is at the 
heart of water resources management and can be 
conceived as a process of politically contested 
resource use. Any human intervention in the 
hydrological cycle that intentionally affects the time 
and/or spatial characteristics of water availability or 
quality is a form of water control (see Mollinga, 2008). 
Contestation refers to a range of interaction patterns in 
water management, including negotiation and struggle 
and also less explicit and longer-term disputations and 
controversies. The word conveys that there is 
something at stake in water management, and that 
different individuals or groups involved have different 
interests. Some (groups of) people are better situated 
than others to secure access to water, to control water 
resources, and to determine water regulations.  
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To further unravel types and levels of gendered water 
inequities, we propose to make use of the distinction 
developed by Zwarteveen et al. (2005) in different 
levels of contestation, combined with a refined and 
adapted version of Mollinga’s distinction between 
different domains of water sovereignty (or water 
politics) (Mollinga, 2008). This is represented in the 
following matrix: 

  
Levels or domains of 
sovereignty  Household Community Project Basin Country/State 
Levels of  contestation            
Resources, rights, (incomes)            
Rules, laws, norms            
Authorities           
Knowledge, discourses           
The matrix distinguishes four main ways in which 
water control is contested.  

Domains of sovereignty are understood as non-
homogenous groups with diverse interests and bound 
in a relationship of both co-operation and conflict where 
contestation takes place over water in myriad ways. 
For example, household is both a site of conflict and 
co-operation for men and women and so is the 
community. By using these terms, we are in no way 
assuming a harmonious and consensual relationship at 
any of these domains. 

Resources and rights  

Water control is, first of all, contested because it deals 
with the distribution and allocation of a very important 
resource. Who has access to water, and on what 
grounds? Is access to water (to be) based on identity 
claims, or is it (to be) determined by markets? Or on 
land rights and access to expensive pumping 
technologies, as is the de facto situation in India and 
Nepal? In all of South Asia, as in most other countries 
of the world, water and land rights tend to be vested 
predominantly in men of certain social groups. This 
means that women or the discriminated social groups 
can only access and control water and land by making 
use of the rights of their husbands or male family 
members or those belonging to privileged caste or 
class groups. Similarly, their access to land and water 
is a function of their positions as wives, mothers, 

daughters or sisters; or of their relations (as laborers 
for instance) with more privileged class or caste 
groups. Accessing water however often not just 
depends on formal rights, but also on the ability to 
make investments in technology (for instance pumps 
and tubewells), and in the ability to pay water fees, or 
contribute labor to construction and maintenance. 
These abilities are clearly gendered, with many more 
women than men in the category of people who have 
difficulties raising the funds and mobilizing the labor 
necessary to access water.  

Rules, laws and norms  

Conflicts and disagreements also and importantly occur 
over the contents of rules, norms, and laws that 
determine water distribution and allocation. What is fair, 
and what is just? Should all available water be 
proportionally distributed over all possible users and 
uses, or are there grounds to prioritize or privilege 
some users and uses over others? What criteria for 
allocation to adopt: those based on need, those based 
on efficiency, or a combination of both? Is water a 
commodity, a basic need, or a human right? What are 
the obligations attached to a water right, and which 
sanctions apply if these are not fulfilled? How can 
objectives of fair distribution be matched with 
objectives of conservation or productive efficiency? 
Water allocation and distribution rules are often plural, 
with local traditions and customs combined with project 
regulations or government legislation. Different norms 
and rules have different implications for (gendered) 
equity, and are also different in different domains of 
water management (see below).  

Authorities and decision -making  

A third way in which water rights are contested relates 
to struggles over who decides about questions of water 
distribution. Who are entitled to participate in water law 
making, whose opinions and norms are listened to and 
accommodated? Whose definitions, priorities, and 
interests prevail? Decision-making spaces are often 
exclusive in the sense that some people are allowed to 
enter and participate in them and others are not. 
Exclusion may be rather direct, and be based on caste, 
gender or ethnicity. Often it is less direct and, for 
instance, hidden in membership criteria that are 
formulated in ways that make some water users qualify 
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as members, but not others. Who is allowed to speak, 
whose opinions are taken seriously and who is able to 
exert influence? These are determined as much by 
social relations of power and dependency as by cultural 
norms that associate certain styles of speech and 
forms of behavior with knowledge and authority and 
others with ignorance, and that prescribe different 
forms of behavior to different social groups of people. 
Language and education are the more easily 
recognized qualifiers of participation. Gender is one 
important axis around which attribution of powers of 
speech and norms of behavior often occurs. But caste, 
race and ethnicity also powerfully shape the way 
people (ought to) behave and how their behavior is 
interpreted. Often, public decision making itself is an 
activity that serves to symbolically differentiate the 
more from the less powerful.  

Discourses and knowledge  

A fourth and last important area of contestation lies in 
the discourses used to articulate water problems and 
solutions. What are the accepted languages and 
practices for framing and shaping water laws, and what 
are the preferred ways of conceptualizing water 
problems? How do different regimes of representation 
characterize the relations among actors, the social and 
technical environment, and water access and control; 
and how do they devise or promote institutions, 
techniques, strategic artifacts and practices to 
materialize their views and objectives. Specific 
conceptual languages and discourses stress certain 
elements and not others, classify water problems in a 
certain way, infer process and causal mechanisms and 
bring with them normative ideas about what should be 
happening. Each discourse gives an interpretation of 
the water-scape in accordance with its technical, 
cultural and normative contents, and some 

representations of water realities serve some groups, 
interests or purposes, better than others.  

The neo-liberal water discourse, for instance, is well 
suited for articulating and expressing water problems in 
terms of market efficiency, competition and 
productivity, and reflects a culture and values of 
individual autonomy and economic rationality. It is a 
discourse that paints an entirely different picture of 
water realities than the one used by some indigenous 
movements, who prefer to use terms that stress 
reciprocity and the need for collective action. The 
language, concepts, and discourses used to articulate 
and define questions of water distribution are also, and 
importantly, part of the cultural and professional 
baggage of the ones using them. 

The distinction in domains of interaction - with different 
spaces and time scales, populated by different 
configurations of actors, with different types of issues 
as their subject matter, involving different modes of 
contestation and taking place within different sets of 
institutional arrangements – is adapted here from 
Mollinga (2008) to suit the specific purpose of this 
study. Which domains are relevant in a specific setting 
needs to be assessed empirically, and the one 
proposed here in households, communities, projects, 
basins and country/state will therefore have to be 
refined for each case.  

Drawing on this framework, we have developed the 
following set of (groups of) indicators to map and 
assess gendered inequities in water. Each indicator 
obtains a different significance and meaning depending 
on the domain in which it is used, e.g. from the 
household to the state or national level, and some 
indicators are more relevant in some domains than in 
others.  
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Levels of 
contestation  

Indicators  Variables  

Resources and 
Rights 

Access to land, water, rights, 
technologies  
Access to water (in quantity and 
quality) a)Domestic- in relation to 
minimum requirements – relative water 
deprivation 
and b)Water rights for 
irrigation/production 

Ownership of resources 
Access to water for domestic purposes in lpcd 
 

Cost of access Time, labour and money spent on accessing minimum 
required water 
 Obstacles in accessing water like incidences of violence 
or conflicts when collecting or using water 

Access to Sanitation Who uses what and goes where? 
Rules, norms 
and laws 

Norms and rules for water allocations 
and distributions 

On what basis is water, are water rights or water 
technologies and facilities, distributed (e.g. proportional to 
land; based on need; based on ability to pay; a 
combination")  
What are the related rules for mobilizing labor and money 
for operation and maintenance (e.g. according to quantity 
of water used; all pay/contribute the same; ")  
Who agrees and who disagrees with current distribution 
patterns and organization of management authority; 
What are alternatives of people who don’t agree? 

Authorities  Membership to water institutions 
Representation in Decision making 
  

Who participates in water management decisions, whose 
authority is legitimate? 
Where and by whom are water decisions made?  
Membership criteria of WUAs?  
Inclusion – exclusion 
Conflicts and disagreements? 
Domains of decision making? 
Levels and nature of participation? 

Knowledge 
discourses 

Discourses that guide/justify existing 
patterns of allocation and distribution 

What are the larger stories-discourses-cosmologies-
ideologies – people use to explain (justify/criticize) 
existing allocation and distribution patterns of water? 
Who uses which discourses/frames of interpretation? 

Methods of data collection  

The challenge before the team was that methods for 
data collection had to be such that masses of data 
could be collected in a coherent manner. For the 
present study, we have used different methods for 
different kinds of assessments. The most important 
method however has been the household 
questionnaire, which has looked at the different 
aspects laid out in the table. This gave us insights into 
the domain of the household, the decision-making  

 

process, access to resources, division of work etc. This 
also gave us insights into the differences between 
households, which were carefully selected across caste 
groups. Focus group discussions were used mainly to 
understand the domain of the community and the 
differences between communities.  



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  India	
  WASH	
  Forum	
  	
  	
    !

!"#$%&'()%*+,%-./012%34,*5'%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%6))7'%8%9:;%%%<*=1>%%?@A:%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%-*B'%AF%

!

Apart from this secondary data on land ownership, 
irrigation etc was also acquired to get an overall 
understanding of each of the villages. 

The details of each of the methods is discussed below. 
The main reason for using different kinds of methods 
was also that we were looking at different domains and 
because in its pilot phase it was important to test the 
effectivity of the method.  

Household questionnaire  

The household questionnaire is our main method and it 
captures the existing forms of equities and inequities 
across different social groups and amongst women in 
these groups.The household questionnaire was 
designed to answer the indicators that were set up.  

 

The questionnaire has the following sections 

Section 1 - Resource Ownership profile  
This section looks at the details of the respondent, 
ownership of assets within the household and 
individually, water sources and equipment and 
investments made in these. 

Section 2 -Domestic water  
This section is about the households' access to 
drinking water from various sources. It looks at both the 
mandated quantity and quality of water available to the 
households. Source wise access to domestic water 
tells us firstly about whether people depend on public 
sources or on private sources to meet their drinking 
water needs. This section also tells us about the 
drudgery of women's work- how much time they need 
to spend and distance they need to walk. The section 
also discusses the sanitation aspects of the household. 
Finally, it looks at water and sanitation committees and 
women's participation in these committees. 

Section 3: Water for Production  
In this section we look at irrigation and agriculture i.e. 
irrigated area, irrigated crops, cropping diversity, canal 
irrigation and institutions related to that and 
participation in these committees. The section also 
looks at women's agricultural work and the drudgery 
associated with it. 

Section 4: Rules for distribution  
In this section, we discuss people's understanding 
about the rules of distribution, access to water, whether 
people are happy or not happy with the current 
practices and rules. This level assesses people's 
understanding and perceptions around water use and 
sharing. 

Section 5: Knowledge and discourses  
This is the final section of the checklist and looks at 
what world views guide people's actions and thinking 
around water. 

Focus group discussion  

Focus group discussions were conducted in the study 
villages both prior to administering the household 
checklist and also after that. These were mainly used 
to understand the village contexts and people's views 
around water resource development, management and 
sharing. It was also to build a rapport with the people. 
These discussions also gave a view into the inter 
community conflicts around water access and decision-
making.  

Spatial mapping  

Spatial mapping using GIS was done in a few villages 
for both drinking water and irrigation. This was mainly 
to give a visual presentation of the inequities as they 
exist in both the sectors in terms of access to water. 

Secondary information from government sources  

Apart from this we collected, the secondary information 
from different government sources both offices and 
websites. 

Field observations  

Finally, field observations of the entire research team 
have been very critical in developing a holistic context 
to the data collected through the household methods. 
Often numbers need to be contextualised and this 
contextualisation has come from our various 
observations as well as the FGDs done in the study 
villages. 

Its applicability: Example of Maharashtra, India  

For its pilot testing the method was used in India and 
Nepal. In India, the sample size was 320 households 
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across ten villages in a northern district of western 
Indian state of Maharashtra and in Nepal, it was 182 
households across the same number of villages. This 
was done in a rural setting in both the areas and 
women were our chief respondents for the household 
survey although in Nepal both men and women were 
the respondents. In this paper, we use the Maharashtra 
case as an example to demonstrate the significance of 
bringing out the structural inequities in access to water. 

While choosing villages for the pilot sufficient care was 
taken to bring in diversity in terms of caste, class and 
religious groups in both the countries. Caste is a major 
determinant of resource access in both the countries 
hence the sample included households from most of 
the castes and specifically the castes considered as 
lower castes on the caste hierarchy. Class was 
represented through land ownership mainly as income 
data is hard to get and cannot be considered as very 
reliable.  

Caste profile of the selected villages  

In the Indian context as discussed in an earlier section, 
caste determines life chances of a person. Modern 
India is as divided on caste lines as was feudal India. 
Caste determines a person’s socio-cultural, economic 
and political status.  

The caste groups that we selected in the study area 
were representative of caste context in India and 
specifically in Maharashtra.   

In Maharashtra, castes are listed in different groups. In 
our study area we had the following castes which fit 
into the broad categories listed by the Maharashtra 
government as follows. The table below shows us the 
castes and the caste categories they belong to  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table: 1 Caste groups and castes categorie s they 
belong to  

Caste categories Caste groups included in the 
category 

Open  Brahmin, Lingayat,  Maratha 
OBC (Other 
backward castes) 

Gurav, Kumbhar, Kunabi, 
Lohar, Mali, Nhavi, Parit, Sonar, 
Sutar 

SC (Scheduled 
castes) 

Chambhar, Mahar, Matang, 
Navboudh 

ST (Scheduled 
tribes) 

Bhilla, Koli, Mahadev koli, 
Pardhi 

DT (Denotified 
tribes) 

Ramoshi, Vadar 

NT (Nomadic 
tribes) 

Bhoi, Dhangar, Gopal, Gosavi 

 

The open castes are the upper castes or the privileged 
caste groups. The Denotified and the Nomadic tribes 
earlier formed one category in Maharashtra known as 
the DTNT. They have now been classified as two 
categories as DT and NT as the disadvantages are 
different and hence the benefits they receive from the 
state are different as well. The British had classified 
these castes as criminal tribes. In the present times, 
the DT and NT communities of Maharashtra are 
economically better placed than the SC and ST 
communities and in some cases the OBCs. 

 

The OBC or the other backward castes are those that 
are considered relatively better than the scheduled 
castes and tribes although their status is also low, but 
there is very little documentation about them. They 
were not recognized as needy of reservation until the 
Mandal commission raised this issue in the 1990’s. In 
the present day government, they do have some 
benefits. 

Finally, the Scheduled castes (SC) and Scheduled 
Tribes (ST) are the two categories, which have been 
the most disadvantaged historically. These are the 
castes that have been included in the scheduled lists of 
the government and are therefore referred to as the 
Scheduled castes and tribes.  
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In the following sections we discuss the key findings of 
the study that help us understand the social 
composition of the water sector. 

Resources and rights  

Social c omposition of resource ownership  

In the table 2 below, we see the overall pattern of 
resource ownership across different caste groups. In 
our study, we have looked at water resources and 
those resources that predominantly affect water use 
patterns in the study area. The table below shows that 
ownership largely rests with the upper castes or the 
open castes.  

Landlessness is lowest among the open castes at 
11.59% and highest among the tribals or the ST. a 
similar pattern emerges over resources such as 
livestock as well as water. The DT and the NT 

communities which are part of these study villages are 
into settled agriculture unlike their ancestors who were 
on the move and were rarely engaged in agricultural 
activities. They own land and have also invested in 
water resources as is evident from the data here. 

The livestock ownership pattern however shows that 
most of the small livestock like goats and poultry are 
owned by the SC and ST categories while most of the 
large livestock is owned by the upper castes.  

 

 

 

 

Table: 2 Ownership of land, water sources, 
livestock, water related equipment (% households)  

Caste 
Landownership 

Livestock 
ownership 

Water Source 
ownership 

Total own land landless Yes No Yes No  
Open 88.41 11.59 82.32 17.68 65.24 34.76 164 
OBC 57.14 42.86 71.43 28.57 42.86 57.14 42 
SC 62.86 37.14 57.14 42.86 25.71 74.29 70 
ST 40.00 60.00 50.00 50.00 20.00 80.00 10 
DT 75.00 25.00 75.00 25.00 75.00 25.00 8 
NT 78.57 21.43 71.43 28.57 57.14 42.86 14 
Muslim 75.00 25.00 50.00 50.00 16.67 83.33 12 
Total 75.94 24.06 72.50 27.50 50.31 49.69 320 
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Table 3: Ownership of water related equipment (% 
households) 

Owner
ship of 
water 
related 
equip
ment  

Op
en 

OB
C SC 

S
T 

D
T NT 

Mus
lim 

Tot
al 

No 
equip
ment  

23.
17 

40.
48 

58.
57 

6
0 25 

21.
43 50 35 

Electri
c 
pump  

57.
32 

33.
33 

24.
29 

3
0 

37
.5 

57.
14 

16.6
7 

44.
06 

Storag
e tank  

50.
61 

42.
86 

14.
29 

1
0 50 

42.
86 

16.6
7 

38.
75 

Private 
tap  

14.
02 

16.
67 

27.
14 0 50 

7.1
4 

16.6
7 

17.
5 

Diesel 
pump 6.1 

7.1
4 

1.4
3 0 25 0 

16.6
7 

5.6
3 

Pipelin
e 

7.3
2 

2.3
8 0 0 0 

14.
29 0 

4.6
9 

Gener
ator  0 

2.3
8 0 0 0 0 0 

0.3
1 

HH 
covere
d 

16
4 42 70 

1
0 8 14 12 

32
0 

Gender inequities in access to land  

Looking at women’s access to land within the 
household we see that among the land owning 
households about 80% is held by men and only 3.2% is 
owned by women and the rest is owned jointly by men 
and women. If we look at the caste analysis of this 
ownership we see that it is largely in upper caste 
households that women do have land in their names 
and this is mainly because households want to save 
their surplus lands from land ceiling laws of the country.  

Chart 1: WomenÕs ownership to land in landowning 
households  

 

As far as assets, such as livestock or water related 
equipment is concerned it is mostly in the name of men 
or is controlled by them. Women are thus not seen as 
owners of these resources and much less the decision 
makers for them. 

Access to domestic water  

This is seen purely from the point of view of the 
mandated norms for access to drinking water. As per 
the National rural water guidelines every rural 
household should get 40 litres/per capita per day from 
a public source such as a handpump, piped water 
supply at a distance of less than 500 mts. In fact, this 
has been modified to availability from public sources at 
the doorstep.  

We have simply used this norm as the benchmark and 
tried to understand water deprivation of the households 
as per this norm as far as domestic requirements are 
concerned. 

Identifying water access has effectively meant looking 
at the water use patterns of the households. The water 
use includes, drinking, other domestic uses and 
livestock. These have been analysed in detail through 
our household questionnaire.  

Often people try to meet their requirements through 
multiple sources and it is difficult to quantify it 
separately in terms of whether the source was a public 
one or a private one.  
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The overall picture for the different castes in the study 
area showed the following 

Chart 2: Caste wise average water access (lpcd)  

 

In the study area people have tried to meet their water 
requirements through a multitude of sources. Some 
have depended entirely on private sources while some 
on public sources and some on a combination of the 
two. In some of the villages people have had to buy 
water from vendors since the local sources were either 
polluted or insufficient. 

The average water availability for all the households 
was 71 lpcd. As an average figure this appears to be 
more than the 40lpcd benchmark provided by the 
government. However if we see the caste wise average 
we see several variations. If we also look at the 
multiple sources that people had to depend on to meet 
these requirements, we see how the public provisioning 
systems have failed in meeting the desired water 
outcomes. 

If we look at caste wise average we see that average 
water availability for SC, ST, DT and Muslim 
households is lower compared to other castes. 

 

 

 

Table 4: Water consumption pattern across castes 
(% households)  

Water 
consumption 
categories Open OBC SC ST DT NT Muslim Total 
1 to 20 3.05 11.9 5.71 20 12.5 0 8.33 5.63 
20 to 39 30.49 28.57 42.86 30 50 28.57 25 33.13 
40 2.44 4.76 4.29 0 12.5 7.14 8.33 3.75 
40 to 80 29.88 30.95 35.71 50 12.5 35.71 58.33 32.81 
80 to 100 13.41 14.29 4.29 0 0 0 0 9.69 
100 to 200 13.41 4.76 7.14 0 12.5 28.57 0 10.63 
200 to 300 1.83 4.76 0 0 0 0 0 1.56 
300 to 400 1.83 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.94 
400 to 500 1.83 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.94 
More than 500 1.83 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.94 
No of HH covered 164 42 70 10 8 14 12 320 
 

Around 47% SC, 50% ST and 62% DT households are 
below 40 lpcd categories. This invariably points to 
social inequities based on caste in terms of water 
accessed and consumed. In all of the higher water 
consumption groups i.e. above 100 lpcd we see Open 
castes, NT a few OBC and DT. This is substantiated by 
the resource ownership pattern and the ownership of 
associated infrastructure as well. 

This table also shows the amount of water available for 
the sample households. Here while calculating lpcd, we 
have included water available for livestock as well. 
Totally 39% households of the total sample get less 
than 40 lpcd. 3.75% of the household get what is bare 
minimum, i.e. 40 lpcd. 32.81% households are in the 
category of 40 to 80.  

Public and private sources  

In our study public sources means sources where 
investments have been made by the government. For 
example, a public well, hand pump, piped water supply 
system public tanks etc. Private sources mean all the 
sources where people as individuals or families have 
made investments. River is another source used. In our 
study, however people have had to make investments 
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to extract water from the river to serve their domestic 
needs. 

Table 5: Caste wise dependence on private and public 
sources for drinking water, summer season, 
percentage of households   

  
 Source 
dependence Open OBC SC ST DT NT Muslim Total 
Self owned 
private 26.83 14.29 7.14 0 12.5 28.57 8.33 19.06 
Others owned 
private sources 23.17 19.05 25.71 30 0 21.43 8.33 22.19 
Public sources 32.93 61.9 61.43 50 87.5 42.86 66.67 46.56 
River 1.22 0 1.43 0 0 7.14 0 1.25 
Self private and 
other private 1.83 0 1.43 0 0 0 0 1.25 
Self private and 
public 3.66 2.38 0 0 0 0 0 2.19 
Public and other 
private 7.93 2.38 2.86 20 0 0 16.67 6.25 
Public and river 2.44 0 0 0 0 0 0 1.25 
No of HH 
covered 164 42 70 10 8 14 12 320 

 

If we look at caste wise dependence on public and 
private systems we see that percentage of those 
depending only upon self owned private sources is 
higher among open castes and NT. Percentage of 
households depending upon public/other private 
sources is high among SC, ST, DT and Muslims. This 
is as expected and substantiates our data on 
ownership of private sources. These are also the 
poorer households who would not afford to invest in 
private sources or even if they have the sources are 
not functional round the year like in the DT category 
where the ownership is about 75% but dependence on 
public systems is as high as 87%. This is largely 
because these castes continue to live in the main 
village gaothan (habitat) and thus depend on public 
systems and not their own sources, which are used for 
agricultural activities. Dependence on public system is 
no comment on the coverage of population by the 
public systems as is evident from the multiple sources 
that people have to depend on to fulfil their needs. It 

clearly manifests a lack of choice for most people, but 
makes the poorer especially vulnerable. 

However our data shows that only 3.2 % households in 
the category of 2-3 members; 9.0% in the category of 
4-5 members; 0.9% in the category of 6-10 members 
and 5.9% in the category of above 10 members have 
water as per the norms for drinking and cooking 
purposes 

 

The overall pattern that emerges shows that about 
42.5% depend on private sources to meet drinking 
water needs and 43.5% to meet domestic water needs. 
As far as the public sources are concerned 46% to 
meet drinking water needs on public sources and 40% 
to meet domestic water needs on public sources 

Although large amount of money is being invested in 
piped water supply in our data we see a very small 
number of households having access to taps. Only 
35% of the households do have taps and access water 
through them whenever it is available.  

Access to water for production  

 

While domestic water is a central concern, access to 
water for livelihoods becomes important in the rural 
context for a majority of the farming households and 
those that depend on water for livelihoods other than 
farming.  

Access to water for livelihoods is mediated through 
access to land or rather ownership to land. In our study 
villages 24%, households are landless. Caste and 
gender wise landownership has already been 
discussed in an earlier section. Among the landed 
households, about 27% have no source of irrigation at 
all and 72% have some seasonal source of irrigation. 
Among these 34% have their entire land irrigated and 
38% have some of their land irrigated and some non 
irrigated. 

Table 6: Caste wise ownership of irrigated and non 
irrigated land among total land owning households, 
percentage of households  
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Caste 
category Irrigated 

Non 
irrigated Both 

No of land 
owning HH 

Open 36.55 17.93 45.52 145 
OBC 45.83 16.67 37.50 24 
SC 13.64 63.64 22.73 44 
ST 75.00 25.00 0.00 4 
DT 50.00 0.00 50.00 6 
NT 36.36 18.18 45.45 11 
Muslim 33.33 55.56 11.11 9 
Total 34.16 27.16 38.68 243 
 

Access to sanitation  

From our sample households we see that 56% said 
that they do not have a sanitation facility within the 
household. The main reason cited was lack of financial 
resources. However, those who did have a sanitation 
facility but were not using it cited lack of water as a 
major reason for the same. 

Chart 3: Availability of sanitation facility, 
percentage of households  

 

Among those who do have toilets but do not use them 
(17.86%) the main reason cited is water scarcity(52%) 
thereby suggesting that sanitation campaigns without a 
thought given to water availability may not really 
become successful. 

The table below tells us about the presence of public 
sanitation facility in the village. It shows that 77.50% 
said that there is no public facility in the village.  

Of those who said there is a public facility, only three 
households among them said they do use the public 
sanitation facility. Others reported that they do not use 
it either because they have their own or because the 
toilet is located at a distance. 

Table 7: Caste wise Sanitation facility (% households) 

Caste 
category 

No 
sanitation 
facility 

Have 
sanitation 
facility 

Total no of 
households 

Open 58 42 164 
OBC 55 45 42 
SC 51 49 70 
ST 80 20 10 
DT 38 63 8 
NT 71 29 14 
Muslim 42 58 12 
Total 56 44 320 

 

Caste wise disaggregated data does not show much of 
a difference in terms of access to sanitation. However 
about 80% of ST families and 71% of NT families do 
not have any sanitation facilities. DT households are 
the largest number of households (63%) having a 
sanitation facility and this is perhaps linked to the 
benefit they may have drawn from the total sanitation 
campaign drive.  

Participation in committees  

Participation is also considered as one of the indicators 
for improved services in water. As per the new 
guidelines people's participation in local level water 
institutions has become mandatory. However, our data 
as well as our observations show a complete lack of 
participation in village level water institutions. For 
irrigation and watershed programmes there is no 
participation from among the sample households. 
Neither are the women participating nor are any other 
members from the household participating. In fact none 
of the water related institutions are functional 
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In most of these villages, the drinking water schemes 
are old and non functioning as a result of which it is 
evident that committees are non functional. Since the 
committees are non functional the schemes too are not 
being monitored and we see a complete collapse of 
most of the public systems in the villages studied. 

When it comes to understanding women's participation 
the responses are as follows. Most women felt that 
they did not participate because mainly there are 
several restrictions on them to get into the public 
sphere (33.13%). 16.56% said they have no time and 
15.63% said they have no information. Other reasons 
also included lack of literacy (11.25%) and confidence 
(10.94%) 

Cost of Access to water -Gender and water: Non 
paid work  

The burden of water collection and its utilisation largely 
rests on women and this is true across castes. The 
present data reiterates what has now become part of 
commonsense understanding and which thus does not 
receive the attention it deserves. Increasingly data 
point to a large part of the work burden related to water 
borne by women, but little is done in terms of policy 
actions that would change this reality significantly. 
Since we did not see much variation in the rural context 
across castes all of the data presented here talks of 
women in general. 

Who fetches water  

Chart 4: Person fetching water, percentage of 
households  

 

It is evident from the chart above that the responsibility 
of fetching water is very much with the women and this 
is true across sources. Overall, in around 66% of 
households, women fetch water and 20.31% show that 
it is fetched by men and women together.  

The table below gives a caste-wise segregation of who 
fetches the water. Across castes we see that it is the 
women who fetch the water however among the 
Muslim, OBC, SC and the ST households the 
percentage is much higher than it is among the open 
and the NT communities. In this case both the open 
castes and the NT households owned wells and 
therefore water collection was shared by both men and 
women.  
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Table 8: Caste and gender wise fetching of water  

Caste 
group Female Male Both 

No 
respon
se Total 

Open 63.41 9.76 18.90 7.93 164 
OBC 71.43 9.52 14.29 4.76 42 
SC 70.00 8.57 21.43 0.00 70 
ST 80.00 10.00 10.00 0.00 10 
DT 75.00 0.00 25.00 0.00 8 
NT 35.71 0.00 57.14 7.14 14 
Muslim 75.00 0.00 16.67 8.33 12 
Total 65.94 8.44 20.31 5.31 320 

 

Mode of access  
A caste wise break up of which mode of access is used 
to draw water shows that the SC and the ST 
households who do not own wells depend much more 
on public stand posts and thus draw water from these 
hand pumps. The use of electric motors or diesel 
engines for pumping water is highest among the upper 
castes followed by the NT households, both owning 
wells in larger numbers.  

Table 9: Caste wise Mode of access  

Caste 
group 

Physically 
draw 

Hand 
pumped Pumped By tap 

Grand 
Total 

Open 20.73 23.17 31.10 25.00 164 
OBC 23.81 45.24 16.67 14.29 42 
SC 18.57 34.29 12.86 34.29 70 
ST 10.00 40.00 10.00 40.00 10 
DT 25.00 37.50 0.00 37.50 8 
NT 21.43 14.29 28.57 35.71 14 
Muslim 16.67 50.00 0.00 33.33 12 
Grand 
Total 20.31 30.00 22.50 27.19 320 

Means through which women access water  
Wherever taps are not available which is in about 65% 
of the households, it is largely the women who 
physically draw water from the hand pumps or from 
wells.  

Women often walk to collect the water unlike men who 
would go either in a bullock cart, or on their mobikes or 
cycles in cases where they do fetch the water.  

A caste wise breakup of the method of bringing water is 
indicated in the table below 

Table 10: Caste wise means of bringing water in % 

Caste 
groups 

Walkin
g 

Bullock 
cart Cycle 

Motor 
cycle 

Brought by 
pipeline till 
house 

NA (Private 
tap) Total 

Open 63.41 0.61 6.10 0.61 21.95 7.32 164.00 
OBC 78.57 0.00 2.38 0.00 14.29 4.76 42.00 
SC 85.71 0.00 1.43 0.00 5.71 7.14 70.00 
ST 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 10.00 
DT 87.50 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 12.50 8.00 
NT 85.71 0.00 0.00 0.00 7.14 7.14 14.00 
Muslim 91.67 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 8.33 12.00 
Total 74.06 0.31 3.75 0.31 14.69 6.88 320.00 

 

In a comparative analysis we see that Open caste 
households also use other means such as the cycle or 
motor cycle to collect water or they have pipelines up to 
their houses. In fact 21.95% of the households 
belonging to the open castes have brought water 
through pipelines up to their houses. 

Time taken and distance travelled  
Time spent on collection of domestic water has been a 
major area of concern for gender and water advocates. 
Various time use studies have pointed to women's time 
spent on various domestic activities among them is 
fetching and utilising of domestic water. The main 
argument that women do spend considerable amount 
of time in fetching water does get substantiated through 
this data as well. About 45% households spend upto 30 
minutes of time in collecting water for drinking needs, 
23% households spend between 30 minutes to one 
hour to fetch water. However, there are about 10% 
households who do spend more than one and half 
hours upto 2 hours to fetch water.  

A caste wise breakup of the time spent broadly shows 
that about 45% of the households spend up to 30 
minutes on collection of water. The caste wise variation 
in time spent is not very large but can be marginally 
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seen in the category more than 120 minutes for NT and 
SC households. Time for water collection also depends 
on the number of people in the household and the 
livestock. Upper castes are likely to have more 
livestock in the households as a result of which the 
quantum of water required is more and thus the time. 

Table 11: Castewise Time spent for fetching required 
water (%) 

Caste 
group Up to 30 30 to 60 60 to 90 

90 to 
120 

More 
than 
120 

No 
response Grand Total 

Open 45.73 25.00 8.54 9.15 9.15 2.44 164 
OBC 52.38 19.05 4.76 14.29 4.76 4.76 42 
SC 37.14 28.57 11.43 10.00 12.86 0.00 70 
ST 40.00 0.00 40.00 10.00 10.00 0.00 10 
DT 87.50 0.00 0.00 12.50 0.00 0.00 8 
NT 42.86 28.57 0.00 7.14 14.29 7.14 14 
Muslim 33.33 25.00 16.67 25.00 0.00 0.00 12 
Grand 
Total 45.00 23.75 9.38 10.63 9.06 2.19 320 

 

However distance to be traversed is quite indicative of 
the fact that upper castes do tend to travel less for 
water since they own wells and have better household 
connections. 

Table: 12 Caste wise distance travelled to bring in 
required water (%)  

Caste 
group 0 

1 to 
50 

50 to 
100 

100 to 
500 500 to 1000 

1000 to 
1500 

Above 
1500 

No 
response 

Grand 
Total 

Open 29.27 21.95 12.20 26.83 3.66 1.22 1.83 3.05 164 
OBC 19.05 11.90 16.67 47.62 2.38 0.00 0.00 2.38 42 
SC 12.86 18.57 24.29 32.86 4.29 0.00 0.00 7.14 70 
ST 0.00 30.00 20.00 40.00 10.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 10 
DT 12.50 25.00 0.00 37.50 0.00 0.00 0.00 25.00 8 
NT 14.29 42.86 35.71 7.14 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 14 
Muslim 8.33 41.67 16.67 33.33 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 12 
Grand 
Total 21.56 21.88 16.56 30.94 3.44 0.63 0.94 4.06 320 

 

Table 13:  Average distance and time from different sources for drinking water use  

Source ownership Distance 
(meters) 

Time (hours) 

Self private 78 0.30 
Others private 280 1.33 
Public 314 1.07 
River 36 0.50 
 

This table shows us that the average time required and 
the average distance to be traversed depends on the 
ownership of the source. On an average, the people 
who have their own sources have to travel less 
distance and spend less time than those who depend 
on other people's private sources or on public sources. 
The average distance traveled by women for accessing 
from other peoples private sources is 280 mts and the 
time taken is 1.33 hours. From public sources, the time 
is around the same and the distance is about 314 mts. 
In an earlier section, we have seen that largely the SC, 
ST, DT castes tend to depend more on the public 
systems or on other people's private sources. 
Therefore, caste and ownership do make a difference 
in terms of time and distance traveled. 

Cost of water utilisation for domestic purposes: 
non paid work  

This section discusses the gender division of labour 
especially in the context of water use. Like the previous 
section, this data reiterates what is known and has 
become part of our established belief systems. The 
data shows an overwhelmingly high percentage of 
women engaged in domestic work that ranges from 
cooking, washing utensils, clothes to maintaining 
toilets.  

The table below looks at the different tasks in utilisation 
of water. In 99.7% of the households, it is the women 
who are involved in washing clothes and utensils and 
cooking and there is no significant variation based on 
caste. 

Table 14: Labour in utilisation of water, percentage of 
households  
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Work Cooking Washing 
utensils 

Washing Clothes 

Female 99.7 99.7 99.7 
Male 0.3 0.3 0.3 
Both 0.0 0.0 0.0 
No response 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Total HH covered 320 

Gendered water use  

Often several compromises have to be made during 
water shortages. People’s responses have varied in the 
event of a drought situation. Drinking unsafe and 
contaminated water, reducing water use, walking long 
distances for water etc are the common things that 
people have reported when there has been water 
scarcity. People have also said that during water 
scarcity, conflicts increase, there are several health 
problems due to lack of water, lot of time is spent in 
fetching water. In addition, children have to miss school 
and those who depend on other private well owners 
have to be at their mercy. These problems do affect 
people at various levels beginning from the household 
where water use compromises have to be made 
especially by women. Water scarcity also leads to 
changing social relations that affect labour relations as 
well. Often women compromise on water use for their 
personal needs. In many instances women said that 
they had to forgo, their baths when there are water 
shortages. 

Women do spend a substantial part of their day in non-
paid work around domestic water utilization and its 
collection as compared to the men of their households. 
Although there are some variations across castes, the 
general picture does point to women’s drudgery related 
to water collection and use. 

Like in domestic water, women’s work in activities 
related to agriculture and irrigation is also high as is 
evident from the table below.  

Table 15: Non paid work: Water for production 

Who 
does the 
work 

Ploughing Sowing Weeding Harvesting Selling farm 
products 

Supervision 
of labour 

Male 44.03 58.85 1.23 2.88 74.49 29.63 
Female 0.00 0.82 69.96 35.80 2.47 27.98 
Both 0.41 4.53 20.99 51.85 2.47 11.11 
Rent 51.44 31.69 2.88 4.12 0.00 0.00 
Not 
Applicab
le 4.12 4.12 4.94 5.35 20.58 31.28 
Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

Overview of resources access its cost and 
participation in decision making  

Social composition of resources owned, accessed 
and participation in decision making  

In the final analysis, we see the following picture that is 
represented in the table below. In terms of resource 
access, we do see variations across caste that have 
been discussed earlier. These are most evident in 
ownership of water infrastructure (source and related 
equipment), land ownership and also with regards to 
participation in decision making committees. In all of 
these villages, water committees for domestic water 
have been set up, few were aware of it, as the public 
water schemes had either become non functional or 
were too old to be catered to. Watershed committees 
were now defunct and there are few platforms available 
for decision making around water. 

Sanitation coverage is overall poor and this is 
surprising considering this was one of the most 
acclaimed districts as far as the total sanitation 
programme is concerned.  
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Table 16: Overview of caste wise water resource 
access and participation 

Caste 

Owners
hip of 
Well/bor
e well 

More than 
40 lpcd 
water 
available 

Averag
e 
water 
availab
le 
(lpcd) 

Sanitati
on 
access  

Land 
ownersh
ip 

Irrigated 
land 
(among 
total 
landowne
rs  

Water 
equipmen
t (motor 
pump, 
pipeline 
etc) 

Participati
on in 
committe
es Total  

Open 65.24 66.46 90 42.07 88.41 82.07 76.83 0.61 164 
OBC 42.86 59.52 58 45.24 57.14 83.33 59.52 4.76 42 
SC 25.71 51.43 48 48.57 62.86 36.36 41.43 0.00 70 
ST 20.00 50.00 34 20.00 40.00 75.00 40.00 0.00 10 
DT 75.00 37.50 41 62.50 75.00 100.00 75.00 0.00 8 
NT 57.14 71.43 81 28.57 78.57 81.82 78.57 0.00 14 
Muslim 16.67 66.67 41 58.33 75.00 44.44 50.00 8.33 12 
Total 50.31 61.25 71 43.75 75.94 72.84 64.69 1.25 320 

 

In most cases, women are not in the picture at all and 
men own most of the assets although women would 
use these assets or rather use their labour to utilize 
these assets.  Landownership among women is seen in 
the chart and table below. If we look at women’s  
landownership among landowning households, it is 
only 3.2% as against 80.25% for men. 

Chart 5: WomenÕs ownership to land in landowning 
households  

 

The table below shows this spread across different 
castes in which among the open castes larger number 
of women do own land. This is largely because these 

are also large landowning households that have 
transferred land titles in the name of women to save 
their surplus land from being acquired for redistribution 
by the government under the land ceiling act. 

These women do have a legal right and can very well 
lay their claims on these lands so in that sense they are 
better off than many other women who cannot even 
claim those rights, but it is very difficult for women to 
have full control over the use or disposal of this 
property.  

Table 17: Caste wise spread of land ownership 
among women  

Caste 
category 

Number of 
women owning 
land 

Percentage to the total number 
of women owing land 

Open 43 75.44 
OBC 4 7.02 
SC 5 8.77 
DT 2 3.51 
NT 1 1.75 
Muslim 2 3.51 
Grand Total 57 100.00 

Gender and non paid work: The cost of water 
access  

This was another important area of concern for us. 
Although computing time and energy spent for water 
collection from different sources involves significant 
amount of time and accuracy, we felt that 
understanding the cost for one source, which can be 
considered as the primary source too would present a 
useful picture. The table below gives a picture of the 
time spent, distance traversed for collection of water 
and the time spent by women in its utilization for 
domestic purposes. The cost of access needs to be 
seen against the data on access to water related 
resources and decision-making. 

Whether this can be converted to money and whether it 
is necessary to do so are questions that need to be 
discussed further. 

The table below gives a gist of what the cost of water 
access is for women in terms of time spent in collecting 
and utilizing that water for domestic use. On an 

80.25%

3.29%

16.46%

Male

Female
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average, a woman spends an hour in collecting water 
from the main source largely for meeting drinking water 
needs.  

This as we can see is only part of the picture, for 
additional needs in many a case women have to walk 
further and spend more time in water collection. 

To utilize water, women spent on an average about 5.6 
hours in a day. This means that daily about 6-7 
women-hours are spent in collecting and utlising water 
for domestic needs.  

Table 18: Cost of water access borne by women in 
domestic water 

Average distance traveled for 
fetching water (km) 0.18 

Average time spent (minutes)- 
fetching water from one main 
source (in hours 1 
Average time spent in utilising 
water for domestic needs- 
(cooking, cleaning utensils, 
washing vessels) hours 5.6 

Rules regarding water distribution  

Rules related to water distribution demonstrate the 
power dynamics of the local context. At one level are 
the larger policy levels rules and laws that seem to 
discriminate in subtle but sure ways on the lines of 
caste and gender.  For example landless are excluded 
from water access for livelihood activities, although 
quota system has been introduced to allow for women 
and caste group representation on decision making 
bodies, little is done to mitigate the prior inequities 
which constrain their effective participation.  

We tried to capture these subtleties through responses 
of our sample households. Overwhelmingly people said 
that the rules were not in their favour. One of the 
women commented on the rules for distribution- "How 
will we agree. Young girls have to rush to the well and 
face all the trouble. Sometime we take food in one 
hand and water in other while returning from fields" 

Others living in vastis outside the main village said "No 
people from village get water and not us". 

One other respondent commenting on how upper caste 
politics works says " No (do not agree with the rules), 
but what to do we keep quiet. Maratha (dominant 
caste) people bring their livestock to drink water at the 
domestic standposts". 

Scarcity, capacity to pay, power, caste politics etc 
determined access to water and not so much the rules 
laid out by the government, which mandated equal 
access to water for all. 

In many other cases where people depend on others 
private sources the relationship of dependence 
develops. Here the relationship is akin to bonded 
labourer. One of the women told us that since the 
entire summer they draw water from one landowner’s 
well, they are bound to provide labour for their fields. Of 
course, they are paid for that work but there is a clear 
understanding that they would not work elsewhere and 
would be available to the farmer when he needs them. 
These areas need further research to understand the 
changing social and cultural relations with water. 

Knowledge and discourses  

The common story that pervaded the responses was 
that of inequity in water distribution determined largely 
by power, capacity to pay and due to water scarcity 
caused because of low rainfall. If there was enough 
water, everyone would have had access to it, but since 
there is little water those belonging to better off castes 
and class, or those wielding power had better access to 
water. Water scarcity itself was not questioned 
although the inequities that result due to water scarcity 
were expressed rather bitterly. Electricity or power 
crisis was another major factor affecting water 
availability especially so in areas where some water 
was available but its distribution was weak. Of course, 
everyone did express the need to have water at their 
doorsteps which is clean and potable and also water 
for livelihoods that would support their agriculture.  
Overall, the stories were a combination of fate and bad 
governance leading to water inequities.  

Some concluding comments  

The present study was done with the aim of 
understanding social and gender inequities in water 
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access and decision making at the micro level. Data 
from this study highlights caste and gender inequities in 
the form of poor access to public water and sanitation 
facilities and to decision making processes. In the case 
of women it clearly points to an undue burden of water 
related work in the use of domestic water. 

In irrigation women across castes, especially of course 
the scheduled castes and the tribes lack access to 
land, water and related equipment and also the power 
to decide the use of these resources. This was well 
demonstrated through the available secondary data on 
caste wise land holding and irrigation got from the 
village revenue records. This was mapped on to the 
village cadastral maps and thus gives an 
understanding of inequities at a glance.  

The main contention of this pilot phase was that if data 
at the micro level is showing such wide variations 
across caste groups and women then this needs to be 
brought to the notice of policy makers who allocate 
resources in the sector.  

Such micro level data needs to be aggregated to a 
basin level to give a basin wide picture of inequities 
across caste and gender.  

It not only has the potential to be used as a planning 
tool but also a tool in the hands of the local 
communities to monitor the status of water access and 
the cost of accessing that water.  

As is evident the idea is still at a nascent stage and 
would need to be developed further if we were to come 
down to certain indicators of assessment. This would 
however mean that the pilot study needs to be 
extended upto a sub basin level and would need inputs 
from economists and GIS persons as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

No exits from these tunnels of death; 
Agrima Bhasin  

http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/no-exits-from-
these-tunnels-of-death/article4963941.ece?css=print  

 

 

NATIONAL SHAME: The fate of their families along 
with an absence of a social security support system is 
what these workers worry about the most. Photo: 
Mohammed Yousuf 

Deep-rooted caste biases and the brazen disregard 
by civic authorities of court judgments are the main 
reason for the frequent deaths of sewerage 
workers across the country  

Earlier this month, a group of men set forth to unblock 
a drain sewer in the basement of the Indira Gandhi 
National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA) in Delhi. Two of 
the men, Ashok and Chhotu, entered the sewer but did 
not return. The other two, Rajeshwar and Satish, went 
in to look for their colleagues. Three of the four men, 
assaulted by the poisonous rush of gases, lost their 
lives on the spot. Chhotu survived and was pulled out. 
Ashok, Rajeshwar and Satish became a statistic 
alongside other sewage workers like Robert and 
Shekhar who also died of asphyxiation while 
unblocking a sewage tank in a private hotel in Chennai 
in April this year. 

The resident electrician at IGNCA had roped in 
housekeeping staff to unblock the sewer on a Sunday 
afternoon on the cheap. The four men, all Dalits, were 
not provided with safety gear. They entered the sewer 
with only a handkerchief for protection. They were hit 
by the foul-smelling methane gas and delayed in their 
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escape by the thick muck that lines the sewer. That 
three out of the four were employees of the IGNCA is a 
fact that officials-in-charge now unashamedly deny. 

The officials in the administrative and engineering 
departments at IGNCA, as well as the contractor, all of 
whom sanctioned the work, are in stubborn denial of 
their failure to comply with safety requirements. 

No safety gear  

The deaths of the three men are yet another reminder 
of the frightening frequency with which lives have been 
similarly extinguished across sewers in Uttar Pradesh, 
Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Gujarat and Tamil Nadu in 
recent years. 

Are sewage workers asked to enter drains and sewers 
only as a last resort? Are suction machines deployed at 
all or do they fail each time? Why were workers not 
given safety gear (oxygen mask, goggles, gumboots, 
helmet)? Were their families awarded adequate 
compensation? These questions remain unanswered 
as the actions of the offenders across the country stand 
in violation of the July 2011 judgment of the Supreme 
Court, which noted that sewage workers, by being 
forced to enter drains without safety equipment, have 
been deprived of their fundamental rights to equality, 
life and liberty. It criticised governments for their 
insensitivity towards the plight of sewage workers and 
directed civic bodies to ensure the safety and security 
of workers, in addition to paying higher compensation 
to the families of the deceased. 

Sewerage workers, traditionally Valmiki Dalits, 
employed by civic bodies such as the Water Board, 
Public Works Department (PWD), Municipal 
Corporations, have, for generations, relentlessly toiled, 
continually risking their health and life to ensure 
upkeep of the sewerage system. But save for hurt, 
exploitation and untouchability, they have received little 
in return. Despite proactive orders of the Gujarat High 
Court (2006) and Madras High Court (2008), the 
implementation of the directives remains unrealised, in 
the wake of frequent deaths. 

Health hazards  

The task of inspecting, repairing, unblocking and 
maintaining sewers exposes workers to the sordid, 
sewage gunk that is generated in our homes, factories, 
hotels, hospitals and workplaces each day — an 
odorous mix of human excrement, food waste, plastic, 
used sanitary materials, and industrial effluents. This 
rotting refuse ferments to produce noxious gases, 
commonly methane, hydrogen sulphide and nitrogen 
oxide, which routinely threaten the workers’ lives 

besides causing respiratory, gastric, spinal and skin 
diseases. 

To guard themselves against exposure to these gases, 
most workers express a strong preference for 
protective gear such as full body suits. However, 
maintaining that the “unlettered” workers fail to 
appreciate such technology, most Water Board officials 
approach the issue of workers’ safety with unabashed 
negligence. Some alcohol, the workers say, is the first 
buffer against this gaseous attack, for without it, it is 
unthinkable to survive the nauseating odour. Oftenm 
what passes off as safety equipment is an oxygen 
cylinder, the weight of which, not cushioned by a body 
suit, is too burdensome and inconvenient for workers to 
work with. 

“It is not our death that we fear but the fate of our 
families after our death.” This is what Delhi’s Jal Board 
branch workers say — every one of them. This is the 
workers’ deepest insecurity, compounded by the 
complete absence or wretched provisioning of social 
security support. 

Rehabilitation Bill  

The Employment of Manual Scavengers and 
Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act, 1993, 
that declared manual scavenging unconstitutional did 
not address these insecurities as it failed to bring 
sewage workers within its ambit. In a welcome 
departure, the United Progressive Alliance’s Prohibition 
of Employment as Manual Scavengers and their 
Rehabilitation Bill, 2012 recognises the group of 
persons traditionally forced to clean septic tanks, 
sewers and open drains, as “manual scavengers.” It 
also promises an economic “rehabilitation package” for 
workers, while failing to specify the safety gear that 
should be provided. It is silent too on worker health and 
safety regulations that should be made binding. 

There is a possibility that the recognition of sewage 
workers as “manual scavengers” may translate into 
mere lip service, insofar as it collates a practice (of 
cleaning dry toilets and railway tracks) that can be 
wholly eradicated, with a hazardous occupation (of 
cleaning sewers and septic tanks), where investment in 
superior technology can prevent the worker from 
entering the sewer drain or manhole in the first place. 
Eventually, the only way forward is to attack our caste 
biases, implement the law with rigour and push for a 
strong political commitment to remedy a historical 
wrong. 

The 1993 Act has rarely been invoked and not a single 
offender has been prosecuted till date. Not pinning 



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  India	
  WASH	
  Forum	
  	
  	
    !

!"#$%&'()%*+,%-./012%34,*5'%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%6))7'%8%9:;%%%<*=1>%%?@A:%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%-*B'%99%

!

responsibility on erring authorities (be it the 
government-run IGNCA or a private hotel in Chennai) 
legitimises the prejudicial treatment that is meted out to 
Dalit individuals whose labour we exploit. 

The abrupt end to the lives of sewage workers in India 
is often not death by accident but a consequence of 
brazen indifference, rooted in caste inequalities and 
carelessly practised by civic authorities and private and 
public institutions at large. 

It is a yearly drill — civic authorities across cities 
dismally fail the “monsoon test” and then rely on their 
Dalit workforce for its back-breaking, cheap labour to 
offset the civic shame. It reflects an entrenched system 
of caste-exploitation, the gains of which are reaped not 
just by a multitude of civic bodies but also by our 
resident welfare associations, schools, universities, 
hotels and hospitals, art and entertainment complexes 
and private offices. Our own insensitivity implicates us 
in the ongoing indignities and injustices Dalit workers 
experience.
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None So Blind Ð manual scave nging in India ; 
Anjana Singh  

http://www.thehindu.com/books/books-authors/none-so-
blind/article5777245.ece?css=print 

There are those who do not wish to see. Bhasha 
Singh, author of ÒUnseenÓ, shares some horrifying 
truths about manual scavenging in India  

It is a word that would be printed with the help of asterisks 
or sundry other symbols. And I would not be well looked 
upon if I used it in my writing — s***t. What has become of 
serious journalistic writing, we would say. But it is okay, it 
seems, if thousands of people across the country, some 
98 per cent of them women, pick up this unprintable 
refuse with ungloved hands, carry it in buckets or baskets 
on their heads or at their side, and dump it at a safe 
distance from ‘people like us’ — the civilised, the 
educated, the daily bathers. Bhasha Singh’s book 
“Unseen: The Truth about India’s Manual Scavengers” 
makes for searing reading. For many of us living in urban 
centres, it might come as a surprise how widespread is 
the practice of manual scavenging taking place on a daily 
basis across India today, a ‘job’ reserved for one 
community of people caught in a vicelike grip of the caste 
system and firmly maintained by an apathetic, unseeing, 
‘democratic’ society. Neither the National Capital, nor the 
big metros, none is free of this abominable human rights 
violation. But you know what they say — “none so 
blind"”.  

Does the existence of manual scavenging, that too 
performed only by a particular caste of people, not amount 
to a crime against humanity? This is not a debate often 
heard. There are other things to debate, including the 
falling price of the rupee, India’s nuclear capabilities and 
foreign direct investment. After all, we are a superpower in 
waiting. And ‘waiting’ is the operational word. ‘Waiting’ is 
what India’s manual scavengers have been doing ever 
since 1993, when the law prohibiting the practice was first 
passed in Parliament. 

Bhasha’s original book in Hindi, “Adrishya Bharat”, came 
out in 2012. Along with the English translation by Reenu 
Talwar, it has been updated and slightly enlarged. 

“There are new chapters in it, like the chapter on Indian 
Railways — that’s entirely new,” says Bhasha. “I have 
updated also.” The chapter on Delhi, for example, has 
been updated because Meena’s story has, thankfully, 
progressed. “Now she is running an e-rickshaw, which is 
supported by the Safai Karmachari Andolan (SKA),” says 
Bhasha, adding, “She has not got any help from the Delhi 
or the Central Government!” 

Also, says the author, she has discussed the new law that 
came into effect from December 6, 2013 — the Prohibition 
of Employment as Manual Scavengers & Their 
Rehabilitation Act 2013. 

This portion, she says, “deals with the new laws, its flaws 
and its implications, how the new law has been able to 
come in force, what are the factors behind the new law.” 

Reading “Unseen” is deeply distressing. The author 
herself often mentions the horrendous nature of the 
experience while she journeyed across 11 states meeting 
manual scavengers — different in language, dress, 
customs and even in their attitude to the hope of 
liberation, but united by the dehumanising nature of their 
work and the caste-enforced blight on the entire 
community. And continually the realisation comes to her of 
the greater hell that the manual scavengers experience, 
bound to do this work day in and day out, come rain, 
shine, summer or winter, come illness or pregnancy — 
yes, even pregnancy. And age is no bar here. In fact the 
people employed in this work say it is better to start young 
so that you get used to it. So where do we turn our 
civilised heads when the author meets a young man of 23 
who has been doing this work for the past 15 years? It 
doesn’t take a lot of maths to gauge the reality. 

It is a shaming enough fact that the Employment of 
Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines 
(Prohibition) Act was passed by Parliament in 1993 — 
long after colour televisions were commonly available and 
the debate on economic reforms was in full swing. But 
Bhasha began her research in 2003, full 10 years later, to 
find that most manual scavengers had not heard of the 
law and rehabilitation had not reached them. And faced 
with complete social and government apathy, the Safai 
Karmachari Andolan had to file a Public Interest Litigation 
for implementation of the law. The wheels of justice grind 
as they grind, and the irony of a PIL asking for a law 
already passed to be implemented goes as just another 
irony. Knowing all this, one wonders whether there was 
anything heartening at all in the updates made by Bhasha 
to the English version. 

“Yes, many things happened. The most remarkable thing 
is the new law. If you remember, in 2010 and 2011 also, 
the Government of India gave a statement in Parliament 
that there is no manual scavenging in India. They said we 
are closing the scheme because there is no prevalence of 
manual scavenging. So from there to 2014, the 
government was forced to not only accept that manual 
scavenging exists, but also to enact a new law in which 
the definition is enlarged. In the ’93 Act only dry toilets 
(toilets without water source) were considered, but now it 
deals with septic tank cleaning, open drain cleaning, pit 
cleaning and to some extent they deal with the tracks or 
the sewer line cleaning also, not directly as manual 
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scavenging, but they at least discuss this issue,” says 
Bhasha. 

She emphasises, “For the first time in Indian history, these 
issues have been discussed in a law. Why? It happened 
only, and only, because of the movement from the 
community itself. Because they had no political say, no 
party took this as an issue, no civil society outside the 
manual scavengers. Because that is the very strange 
story of caste, how it moves.” 

In the social or civil sector there are very few 
organisations working on this issue, she notes. “Either 
some people or organisations want toilets as a business 
— that has nothing to do with the curse of manual 
scavenging.” The change is being heralded largely by the 
women, who have declared they will no longer indulge in 
this inhuman practice, will not allow their children to enter 
the same line and are claiming a life of dignity. They are 
taking action by demolishing the dry toilets (in themselves 
illegal, but when did that make a difference?) and burning 
their refuse baskets as a strong symbol. 

This is the spirit, says Bhasha, that forced the 
government’s National Advisory Council headed by Sonia 
Gandhi to come out with a statement three years ago that 
led to the new law. “But you see how much time it takes!” 

She points out another enormous irony: “The Government 
of India has sanctioned Rs.100 crores, from the last two 
budgets (2011-12 and 2012-13) for the rehabilitation of 
manual scavengers and elimination of this practice, but 
you find strangely the whole year they have not spent this 
money. The whole of the 100 crores lapsed. Why? 
Because they said there is no manual scavenger who is 
coming forward to take this [help]. The government said 
they want to do a national survey of manual scavengers. 
But at the end of the year they said they can’t do the 
survey because they don’t have a suitable agency that is 
ready to do a survey of manual scavengers.” 

And yet, she notes, the SKA and other organisations had 
submitted a list of 15,000 manual scavengers with 
photographic evidence. “There are women standing with 
the broom, a woman cleaning the dry toilet, cleaning the 
human excreta.” 

This is not even a complete list since it included only those 
who agreed to be photographed, but surely the concerned 
agencies could have used it as a starting point. “But you 
see the apathy is so deep in the bureaucracy and in the 
political system that none of them has got a single paisa 
from the government, though the schemes are run, and 
the money is lapsing! That pains me.” 

On the other hand there is hope as some of the women 
are becoming catalysts for change within their community. 
In Delhi, Meena is an example. Though even the 

Scheduled Caste Corporation refused her application for a 
loan so she could buy an autorickshaw, she is saving 
money from her e-rickshaw earnings to accomplish the 
task herself. At a stone’s throw from the Capital are 
Ghaziabad and Meerut. “Those women are selling clothes, 
rearing pigs, goats.” 

Government organs like the Indian Railways and 
municipal corporations can get away with manual 
scavenging because most of the sanitation workers in 
India are on contract, points out Bhasha. This fig leaf, 
along with deep seated casteist sentiments, comes in the 
way of eradicating the evil. Otherwise how could a country 
that sends rockets into space not be able to figure out how 
to make trains whose toilets don’t spill their contents onto 
the tracks? It’s the same nation whose capital city’s world 
class metro system has an unmanned ticket checking 
system but still requires human beings to immerse 
themselves in sewers when they get clogged. Is this how 
superpowers are built? 

 

UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Right to Safe 
Drinking Water and Sanitation  

 
Final  Summary:  E-discussion  on  the  rights  to  water  
and sanitation  in  collaboration  with  the  RWSN 
 
 
Over the course of this three week discussion, there were 
a total of 68 contributions providing valuable input on 
equality and non-discrimination in access to water and 
sanitation facilities, the sustainability of WASH services as 
well as the roles and responsibilities of different actors 
involved in this sector. 
 
This final summary aims to provide a condensed overview 
of the concerns, challenges and opportunities identified 
based on some crosscutting themes that emerged 
throughout the discussion. 
 
Equality  and non -discrimination  
 
The contributions for the first week, identified a broad 
range of disadvantaged, marginalized or vulnerable 
individuals and groups that face barriers or exclusion in 
access water and sanitation services. As Kerstin Danert 
pointed out – often the best indicator of exclusion is just 
that: that the government does not seriously engage in 
that particular area or with those persons to ensure 
access to water and sanitation services. Oscar Nunes 
made a similar comment that the most troubled 
communities are always at the end of the list of projects. 
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Many contributors distinguished between different types of 
exclusion. Both Mohamad Al’Afghani and Archana Patkar, 
for example, differentiated between groups and individuals 
who are excluded because of situational or context-
specific factors, such as people living in remote 
geographical areas (e.g., pastoralists, the rural poor) or 
people living in informal settlements (e.g., refugees, the 
urban poor), and those discriminated against because of 
who they are, namely women, children, older people,  
people from specific social or religious groups, or persons 
living with disabilities or illnesses such as HIV/AIDS, and 
clarified that these different types of exclusion need to be 
addressed in different ways. 
 
Others such as Jane Wilbur and Depinder Kapur pointed 
out that there are different ways in which inequality and 
exclusion manifests itself and that discrimination is often 
layered. Ms. Wilbur stated that power inequalities exist 
vertically and horizontally and offered the example of 
many women who, while part of a mainstream group, still 
experience discrimination in access to water and 
sanitation services. 
 
Several contributions offered experience on overcoming 
the specific barriers faced by different groups. For 
example Sarah House highlighted the risk of violence 
experienced by women without access to water and 
sanitation services, and what can be done to improve 
safety and privacy. Jane Wilbur wrote of the experience of 
mainstreaming disability into WASH, with a specific focus 
on ensuring that people living with disabilities are able to 
participate in decision-making on services provided. 
Archana Patkar suggested that discussions around 
exclusion from WASH services, and the solutions that are 
found for this sector can act as entry points to eliminating 
discriminatory practices in other sectors.  
 
Regarding identification of excluded groups and 
individuals, several contributors including Harmhel Della 
Torre, Archana Patkar and Pamela White referenced lack 
of adequate, disaggregated data, which is necessary to 
both understand and address discrimination. Kerstin 
Danert spoke of the power of gathering and publishing 
data in a clear and comprehensive manner for influencing 
government and changing attitudes towards 
disadvantaged persons and groups. She advocated the 
use of graphs and maps to help decision-makers visualise 
the impact of exclusion, and push them to address this. 
 
Marta Litwinczik of the Ministry for Cities in Brazil 
introduced ‘Brazil without Poverty’, which is part of a 
systematic government effort to address the rights of 
people identified as the most disadvantaged individuals 
and groups 
 

Maryann Cairns asks the important question about what 
levels of services we are referring to –this can also be an 
indicator of exclusion of particular individuals or groups, 
who have a lower level of service than other members of a 
population. 
 
Ned Breslin called on the WASH community to simplify 
how they address discrimination, clarifying the Water for 
People approach of ‘Everyone Forever’ – where the 
challenging goal of universal access is inspiring mayors 
and communities to reach all residents within a settlement 
with water and sanitation services. This kicked off a lively 
debate about whether this is an effective way of 
addressing discrimination, or if a focus on those who are 
often excluded even in those countries that claim to have 
‘universal access’ is still necessary. 
 
Participation   
 
Several contributions on how to ensure that the needs of 
disadvantaged and marginalized groups and individuals 
are met, including those by Pamela White and Sarah 
House, highlighted the importance of ensuring that the 
voices of  disadvantaged persons are heard, and their 
requirements are included them in the planning and 
development of WASH strategies and services.  
 
Mohamad Al’Afghani also pointed out that there must be 
equality not only in access to water and sanitation but also 
in access to decision-making processes as this is often 
the root of discrimination. Omar Nunez argued along the 
same lines, highlighting the importance of engaging those 
who are discriminated against in discussions to identify 
their problems and have them propose their own 
solutions. 
 
Sensitisation of community workers and other 
stakeholders to discrimination is essential to addressing 
inequalities. This was picked up by other contributors, who 
stressed that participation must be embedded into 
government programming, in order to mainstream and 
institutionalise participatory processes.  
 
Community participation and empowerment was also a 
major theme during the discussion on sustainability in 
week 2. The majority of contributions highlighted a general 
lack of community involvement, particularly in the planning 
stages, as a major concern for ensuring sustainability of 
WASH services because it leads to a lack of real 
community ownership, and reduces the likelihood that 
appropriate solutions are identified and adopted.  
 
Harmhel Della Torre pointed out that communities must be 
able develop their own strategies for change to address all 
elements of sustainability: ecological, social, economic, 
political-institutional and cultural.  Mousso Dogo Ali also 
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referred to the importance of socially acceptable 
approaches that adhere to local customs and the 
communities’ own development priorities.  
 
Several people, including Dennis Warner mentioned that 
projects by external agencies which focus on funding new 
facilities rather than investing in community members’ 
operation and maintenance skills can encourage 
dependency on external partners, and waste resources 
that have already been invested in existing services.  
 
Depinder Kapur highlighted that participation in decision-
making is not only essential for local project-level 
decisions, but also for policy decisions such as the 
privatisation, or public-private partnership approach to 
utilities. Mr. Kapur criticised that this is very seldom an 
open and transparent process, and has significant impact 
on residents and access to services.   
 
Appropriate  technologies  and approaches  
 
Lack of community participation in the development of 
WASH services is also reflected in the poor choice of 
technologies. Several contributors raised concerns about 
the cost and appropriateness of the technologies used, 
pointing out that many are too costly and difficult to 
maintain, for example due to the lack of availability of 
spare parts. Pamela White emphasized the need for 
communities to have a realistic understanding of projected 
maintenance costs from  the beginning, including the 
development of water safety plans, which can assist in 
long-term planning, and should incorporate  risk 
management to mitigate  the impact of climate change.    
To address these issues, Henk Holtslag, for example, 
advocated reducing the cost of service provision in terms 
of construction, operation and management by using 
locally produced technologies and supplies. The 
technology assessment framework mentioned by Vincent 
Casey provides a tool for analysing sustainability of 
different approaches in different contexts.  
 
Richard Carter also pointed out that long term problems 
commonly arise through the poor siting of boreholes, 
inappropriate designs, inadequate supervision, and low 
quality materials. Care is needed to avoid perverse 
incentives for implementing agencies and contractors to 
reach high numbers of users, often resulting in poor 
quality work.  
 
Community  ownership  vs  government  obligation?   
 
Mohamad Al’Afghani noted that often communities do not 
legally own WASH infrastructure and that this affects their 
willingness to invest in its operation and maintenance. 
Concepcion Mendoza, refers to the establishment of 
Committees of Water and Sanitation (CAPS) in Nicaragua, 

as an example of developing a legally recognized entity 
and establishing the community’s legal ownership of 
infrastructure. 
 
Shiriin Barakzai mentioned cases in Laos, Cambodia and 
Nepal, where consumers are often unwilling to pay for 
services such as operation and maintenance or pit 
emptying, and that government authorities fail to 
recognize the linkage of this problem to inadequate 
community participation. 
 
Depinder Kapur stressed the need to ensure that 
community participation is enacted for reasons of effective 
management, sustainability and ownership of WASH 
services rather than in an effort by the government or 
other actors to reduce their own costs or to place the full 
financial burden of construction, operation and 
management on communities.  
 
Some additional examples of working with communities to 
deepen ownership, involvement in decision making, 
empowerment and capacity to manage WASH were given: 
Omar Nunez emphasised the importance of the longer 
process developed by AHJASA in Honduras to ensure 
sustainability of services. Enoch Cudjoe of WaterAid in 
Ghana describes processes for involving communities in 
setting tariffs and fees in Ghana, training in maintenance 
and management, and strengthening transparency and 
accountability.  
 
Richard Carter pointed out that it should not be assumed 
that rural households and communities can or will be able 
to effectively manage and finance their WASH services 
over the long term. Support arrangements need to be 
planned in from the outset, and preferably enshrined in 
written contracts or Memoranda of Understanding.  
Shamim Ahmed and others have successfully involved 
local government and other stakeholders to ensure 
sustainability of projects and programmes – and he also 
made the important point that NGOs must act more 
responsibly towards communities to ensure that the 
services that they provide are sustainable – too often 
NGOs make assumptions about costs of operation and 
maintenance that are inaccurate. 
 
Social  transformation  
 
During the first week’s discussion, it was generally agreed, 
that there is a need for fundamental change in attitudes 
and practices to ensure equality and non-discrimination in 
access to water and sanitation services, particularly to 
reach the most disadvantaged groups and individuals. 
While such a social transformation goes far beyond the 
provision of water and sanitation services, some 
contributors, such as Archana Patkar, see opportunities in 
using access to water and sanitation to at least further 
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such a societal change by including marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups. In some cases this is achieved by 
social movements, but  
David Akuna of the civil society network NEWSAN 
explains the importance of advocating against 
discrimination with governments to improve service 
provision. 
 
A change in attitude and behaviour is also of particular 
importance when it comes to sustainability of WASH 
services, and, as Richard Carter mentions, sufficient time 
and contact between health promoters and households is 
essential to ensure attitude and behaviour changes 
become deeply established and habitual. 
 
 
Cooperation  between  different  stakeholders  
 
With regard to equality and non-discrimination, many 
contributors, including Concepcion Mendoza and Adane 
Bekele, emphasised the need to work together with 
government actors to sensitise and inform them of the 
specific problems of delivering services to disadvantaged 
individuals and groups, and build the capacity of local 
government and other actors to address these issues 
effectively.  
 
During the discussion on sustainability, Tesfaye Hailu from 
Ethiopia noted that the weak linkages between 
communities, government and service providers make it 
difficult for communities to draw on external support for 
operation and management of water and sanitation 
facilities. Richard Carter pointed out the frequent shortage 
of artisanal skills for tasks such as handpump repairs and 
latrine slab fabrication, and the need for local government 
to involve Central Governments and the private sector, 
supporting businesses to develop whilst being realistic 
about the limited size of the market involved. Similarly, 
Richard Kimbowa pointed out that in many cases there 
are no harmonized legal, policy and planning frameworks 
that involve all water resource stakeholders. 
  
The majority of contributors replying to the questions on 
role and responsibilities have experienced disjointed 
partnerships when working together with other 
stakeholders and highlighted a general lack of effective 
cooperation between government authorities and different 
stakeholders working in the WASH sector.   
 
Mr. Chiranjibi Tiwari, a former government employee now 
working for SNV, mentioned an overall scepticism on the 
part of I/NGOs about the government’s motives and 
interests in that the government is often perceived to be 
trying to monitor or control non-governmental actors 
working in the WASH sector or that government officials 
are attempting to further their own political agendas rather 

than acting in the interests of the local communities. He 
argued that different actors, particularly I/NGOs, 
governments and private sector service providers need to 
recognize their comparative strengths and weaknesses, 
collaborate accordingly and make use of innovative ideas 
and technologies. SNV specifically works with government 
agencies to ensure sustainability of their projects. 
 
 
Shiriin Barakzai mentioned government agencies in Laos 
and Cambodia who perceive service provision as solely 
their responsibility and do not cooperate with or delegate 
to private sector service providers. Depinder Kapur also 
argued that governments tend to prefer limited NGO 
engagement and do not perceive social activists and other 
actors from civil society as equals. To counteract this, 
more work required is in research, sharing information and 
documenting existing service provision to ensure 
increased engagement with civil society. He argued also 
that rights holders are sometimes wary of demanding their 
rights, particularly where they are vulnerable, for example, 
with limited tenure security. In these situations, people 
may prefer to accept substandard services than risk 
eviction.  
 
Moussa Dogo Ali also linked difficulties in cooperation to 
the fact that government authorities and NGOs and civil 
society organisations are usually not working at the same 
speed. Omar Nunez mentioned that international donors 
are often unwilling to deal with lower levels of government, 
which can lead to funds being held up at the national level. 
 
The use of new approaches and technologies was also a 
subject of the contributions by F H Mughal and Henk 
Holtslag. Mr. Mughal mentioned the regrettable fact that 
both governments and service providers can have a fixed 
mindset and are not open to creative solutions, which, 
according to Mr. Holtslag, might be overcome by field-
based evidence on the success of local technologies, 
such as rope pumps.  FG Mughal agreed with Mr. 
Holtslag, but argued that the situation is different in urban 
areas, where local technologies may not be so 
appropriate. 
 
 
Financing  for  sustainability  
 
Several contributions including those by Henk Holtslag 
and Pamela White mentioned the difficulty of instituting 
payment for the use of water services in communities 
where people have not previously done so and are 
unaccustomed to the idea. Similarly, Richard Cater also 
highlighted the importance of WASH programmes 
incorporating systematic approaches to develop attitudes 
and behaviours that are conducive to sustainability, 
especially with regard to payment for water services and 
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the proper, hygienic use and maintenance of sanitation 
facilities. 
 
Shiriin Barakzai as well as Pamela White further pointed 
out the importance of advocating water as not only a 
social but also an economic good with users, governments 
and service providers. For communities, understanding 
the value of water as an economic good can be an 
important incentive to deepen community ownership.  
 
However, Depinder Kapur asserted his view that the right 
to water stresses that water is a social good that must also 
include a right to operation and management. The 
responsibility for providing these and other services, 
including their sustainability should be firmly placed the 
State as the duty bearer. He expects the UN Handbook to 
prioritise this political aspect of sustainability. 
Tina Raharison of Association Vonona, Madagascar 
considers the absence of revenue -generating activities to 
sustain a project, an inadequate infrastructure budget at 
the Ministry of Water as well as corruption and lack of 
transparency of government policy as the main obstacles 
to sustainability. To ensure that sufficient funds are 
available for operation and maintenance, she calls for 
more education and awareness-raising, the creation of 
user associations for water management, a more 
appropriate water pricing and/or contribution of 
beneficiaries to ensure funds for O&M. 
 
Shamim Ahmed also picked up the issue of O&M costs 
often being too high for communities to finance and failure 
to include both the community and the local government 
during the projects stages. In order to ensure O&M of 
water and sanitation facilities, WaterAid focuses on 
community engagement during decision making 
processes, and highlights the importance of engaging the 
local government so that responsibilities are shared by all 
and not just the community. Mr. Ahmed also made the 
point that competition between NGOs to work with 
communities or provide specific services is not necessarily 
good for those who are supposed to benefit. Coordinating 
through government agencies helps to alleviate this and 
places the responsibility back into government hands 
where it belongs. 
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About India WASH Forum  
 
India WASH Forum is a registered Indian Trust since 2008 
with Trustees from all over India. It is a coalition of Indian 
organizations and individuals working on water, sanitation 
and hygiene. The coalition evolved out of WSSCC support 
to national WASH sector advocacy.  
 
In order to undertake credible independent WASH 
advocacy work in India, the national coalition got 
registered as an Indian charity in 2008 and has 
undertaken a number of significant research and 
advocacy work that includes: 
 
Knowledge Networking and Advocacy initiatives 
undertaken by India WASH Forum;  

• Gender and Sanitation South Asia Workshop with 
National Foundation of India in Delhi; 2005 

• Review of Swajaldhara and TSC Programme 
Guidelines; 2007 

• Input to the Technical Expert Group set up to 
review the National Drinking Water 
Mission(RGNDWM); 2007 

• Civil Society Input, Urban Sanitation Policy 2009 
• Review of TSC in 4 states of India 2009 
• Organisation of SACOSAN 3 in Delhi. CSO 

session and a CSO Statement of Action, 2009 
• National Right to Water and Sanitation Workshop 

2009 with participation from the Ministry and 
CSOs 

• Start up of the GSF programme in India 
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o Launch workshop 2009 with stakeholders 
in Delhi, 2009 

o Developing and finalising the Country 
Programme Proposal, 2010 

o Leading the PCM of GSF, as an 
institutional host and Chair and Convener.  

o Providing oversight for programme 
review. 

• Member Govt of India 12th Five Year Plan Working 
Group on Drinking Water and Sanitation 2010.   
Recommendations on behaviour change priorities 
and staffing for national sanitation programme. 

• Recommendations for Urban and Rural Water and 
Sanitation inputs: national consultations on 
drinking water and sanitation by Planning 
Commission Govt of India and Arghyam 2010 

• National Pro poor Urban Water and Sanitation 
Consultation, 2010 

• National report and a South Asia Report for 
SACOSAN 3 : Peoples Voices – a National Study 
project, Reports for India and South Asia, 2011 

• Formal Input to the National Water Policy 2012, 
with a focus on drinking water and sanitation 

• Report to the Ministry of Drinking Water and 
Sanitation: UNDP international consultation – 
Greening of Rural Water Supply Programme and 
Guidelines, 2012 

• FANSA-IWF Review of national commitments and 
progress since Sacosan 4, and preparation for 
World Water Forum 2012 

• School Sanitation Baseline Research by GIZ for 
Tirupati and Mysore, 2012 

 
A unique feature of IWF is its non-hierarchical set up. 
Most of the Trustees of India WASH Forum are 
represented in their individual capacity and do not 
represent the organsiations they are associated with. The 
agenda and activities that India WASH Forum are 
determined at the initiative of the Trustees and support 
from organisations and individuals.  
 
Since 2010, India WASH Forum is actively engaged in the 
Global Sanitation Fund(GSF) and currently hosts 
Programme Coordination Mechanism(PCM), of the GSF 
in India. The role of the PCM is to provide a governance 
oversight to the GSF Programme in India. The 
Programme is being implemented by an Executing 
Agency called Natural Resources Management 

Consultancy(NRMC) that makes NGO sub grants in the 
two states of Jharkhand and Assam. The Programme is 
managed directly from WSSCC Geneva and with the 
support of the PCM and an Auditor(called the Country 
Programme Monitor) that is KPMG for India.  
 
The mandate/charter of India WASH Forum is Hygiene 
and Health outcomes  from sanitation and water sector; 

q Promoting knowledge generation  through 
research and documentation which is linked to 
and supported grassroots action in the water-
sanitation-hygiene sectors.  Special emphasis is 
given to sector -specific and cross -cutting 
thematic learnings.  

q Supporting field -based NGOs and networks in 
their technical and programmatic work.  The 
IWF would also consistently highlight gender and 
pro-poor considerations, and provide a national 
platform for interest groups working in the sector 
to come together. 

q Undertaking policy advocacy and influence  
work through 

o Monitoring and evaluations 
o Media advocacy and campaigns, and  
o Fact finding missions 

q Undertak ing lobbying and networking to 
promote common objectives  in the sector. 

  
Registered office of India WASH Forum:  
 
K-U, 6 Pitampura, Delhi -110034. 
Email: kapur.depinder@gmail.com  


