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Women and water 
Mayling Simpson-Hebert 

I n the rural Botswana countryside, 
when the groom 's relatives arrive 
to fetch the bride at the end of the 

festive day-long wedding celebration, 
they come to "ask for water". This is 
the poetic and symbolic expression 
of a cultural reality. This bride, like 
most women in rural Botswana and 
in villages all over the world, wi ll 
become the water-bearer for her 
family. Carrying water does not 
begin at marriage for such women. 
From the time they are old enough to 
carry a bucket, children of both sexes 
are also household water-carriers. 

So how involved are the women 
of Botswana in the planning, opera
tion and maintenance of their village 
water supplies? To what extent do 
they occupy higher posts at district 
and central levels, and what are their 
chances for advancement in a sector 
so vital to their lives? 

The challenge for developing 
countries is to transform 
women from mere water
carriers into planners and 
managers of water supply 
systems. 

With assistance from the Swedish 
International Development Authority, 
the Botswana government provided 
safe and reliable drinking-water 
within reasonable access to 80% of 
rural villages. This is a remarkable 
achievement in a country where 20 
years ago nearly every village used 
traditional and relatively unsafe 
sources, such as ponds and dug 
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wells . As Botswana has very little 
surface water, the programme has 
focused on an engineering solution: 
sinking boreholes near vi llages and 
piping the water to several stand
pipes evenly distributed around the 
village. Women and chi ldren come 
to the standpipes with buckets and 
carry the water home to be stored in 
containers. 

Limited health benefits 
Potential benefits from the new water 
supply systems are not being fully 
realized. A recent study showed that 
water-related hygiene practices in the 
home are generally not good, that 
households still fetch water on aver
age seven times a day, and that only 
those homes very close to a stand
pipe have increased their consump-
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Water has to be carried several times a day . 

tion of water for hygiene purposes. 
Long queues at standpipes some
times cause delays and people occa
sionally return to more convenient 
but unsafe sources. 

Now Botswana is embarking on a 
programme to rehabilitate the older 
water supply systems and to deal 
with the health issues. As a result, 
questions of community participation 
and women 's involvement are natu
rally arising. It is widely recognized 
that improving the water supply 
systems and keeping water clean are 
matters that rest largely in the do
main of women. 

Obstacles to women's fuller 
participation in Botswana are the 
result of traditional beliefs about the 
roles of men and women. As in 
many other parts of the world, 
women are not involved in initial 
planning because at the community 
level it is mainly the men who make 
decisions. Women role-models are 
needed for the women in villages to 
be involved in decision-making; but 
it will be difficult for women to 
penetrate this sector dominated by 
men. Women working in the water 
sector are mostly water supply opera
tors who are paid less than the men 
who hold professional and manager
ial posts; very few women go in for 
technical training so they are con
fined to clerical jobs. Women them
selves are not very confident that it is 

. .. and that takes both hard work and hours of waiting. 

right for them to take technical jobs, 
even though they may be performing 
as well as or better than the men. 

Building up confidence 
However, these obstacles can be 
overcome. To step up women 's 
participation in the water sector the 
world over, they have to be encour
aged and recruited at the village level 
through campaigns giving them 
information on available technical 
jobs. Training and employment 
opportunities have to be offered, with 
equal opportunities for women to 
advance through the system as their 
male counterparts do. To build up 
women 's confidence, certain training 
courses could be offered to women 
only, concentrating not only on 
technical skills but also on assertive
ness and overcoming the stereotyped 
notion that men must do all the 
planning in the water sector. 

Difficulties in involving women 
in the water sector have been recog
nized for a long time. In 1983, 
UNDP launched a research and 
development project called 
PROWWESS (Promotion of Women 
in Water and Environmental 
Sanitation Services) to find solutions 
to this problem. The result is a set of 
training tools for community partici
pation, with the particular goal of 

involving women in planning and 
decision-making. These methods 
have proved effective in achieving 
women's participation in a wide 
variety of cultural settings. 

With the involvement of the main 
users of water supply systems, the 
women, there is a better chance for 
these systems to be properly main
tained and for the health benefits 
to be realized. Encouraging 
women's participation in the water 
supply sector will require a reorienta
tion of priorities, such as putting 
people 's development before the 
laying of pipes, and a greater com
mitment at every level to sustain the 
effort. • 
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