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Preface
Water is women's work in most of South Asia, because of the historically gendered division of labour. There is also a sharp 

divide between the domestic and the productive sectors. Both traditional and modern water organisations are largely 

masculine spaces, where women have few roles or none. In recent decades, the need for reform in the water and sanitation 

sector has led to attempts to alter institutional structures from the grassroots to the policy level. However, women continue to 

be restricted at most to participation in community-based domestic-level programmes, without being in a position to take 

decisions about water and sanitation. While socio-cultural constraints across South Asia are an important reason for this, the 

culture of the water sector itself is a significant constraint.

It is in this context that the work of the small numbers of women, who have been systematically engaging with water as 

professionals or otherwise, becomes significant. A cross-section of pioneering women in South Asia have found novel ways of 

approaching water and sanitation management. Their stories of struggle and achievement are little known outside their 

immediate environs and have scarcely been documented. This collection, therefore, focuses on women who have challenged 

socio-cultural norms and crossed personal and professional boundaries. The profiles cover women from five countries: 

Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka - women at the grassroots and the community-level, in local bodies, activists 

and journalists; women who are working as administrators, engineers, scientists, consultants, action-researchers and 

academics. We have tried to trace the multifarious journeys of these remarkable women, to provide a glimpse into their work 

as committed participants and inspiring leaders in diverse areas of water resources and sanitation management.

Thirty women feature in this collection. Selecting the women to profile involved a long process. First, small groups were 

formed in each of the five countries, who then drew up representative lists of women in all the categories that we wished to 

cover.  These lists were scrutinised and ratified by country-wise core groups. In some cases, this led to intense discussion and 

even formal voting to select from among the suggested names. The next task was to identify able and interested writers, 

journalists, or consultants to interview the women and profile their life and work in a non-academic manner that is accessible 

to the general reader.
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Drawing upon SaciWATERs' wide network in South Asia, we contacted writers in each of the countries. In some countries, this 

was a relatively easy task with the suggested writers readily agreeing to contribute to the project; in others it required more 

persistence. Not surprisingly, this was a time-consuming and painstaking process, sometimes frustrating when no head-way 

was made even after months of concerted efforts. The majority of profiles have been done by writers from the same country 

but this was not possible in a very few cases. And in one case, the interview had to be done by email.

After the writers had been confirmed, the women to be profiled were contacted and told about the attempt to profile their life 

and work experiences  for a wide audience. Initially, a few of them were apprehensive about being featured in this way, but 

eventually all were supportive. They generously gave their time and shared their life stories, even sometimes taking 

interviewers along on field visits to gain insights into their work. They also agreed to be photographed in their day-to-day lives 

in offices, field sites and homes, with colleagues and families. 

However, in a few cases, the stories of the women selected to be profiled, could not ultimately be obtained. In one case, the 

locale was so remote that no writer could be identified to travel there; in another the profiled person did not approve the 

write-up; in yet another the profile did not fit into the framework of the collection; and in a few cases, while the women were 

enthusiastic and co-operative, the writers did not submit the stories even after conducting the interview. In one such case, 

others stepped in to complete the task but this was not always possible. 

The profiles, covering a wide gamut of experiences, were extensively edited for consistency within the collection. Where 

necessary, we also added information that we felt would be of interest. In almost all cases we tried to revert to the authors and 

encouraged them to check with the profiled women for clarifications and comments on the edited versions. Wherever 

possible, their suggestions were incorporated into the final versions that appear in this collection. 

The stories that emerged depict the rare motivation and determination that characterises these women in their personal lives 

and the public space of water management. Despite the wide range of contexts in which they live and work, we realised that 

the obstacles they face and their endeavours to break barriers and cross boundaries have much in common across countries, 

sectors, even sometimes across class.  Hence, this collection is not organised by country but in broad occupational areas. 

2

About half the women work predominantly at the grassroots, among communities and with NGOs, as activists and 

journalists. The other half are administrators, scientists, academics and action-researchers. This suggested a broad two-part 

division, which is of course not ideal because many of the women have such varied interests and concerns, cutting across 

different areas.   

This compilation has been a vast collective effort from its conception to its production. In 2007, SaciWATERs facilitated a 
1  situational analysis on women professionals working in the water bureaucracy in Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka .  In 

India the analysis was restricted to Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra states, and in Nepal and Sri Lanka academics and NGO 

professionals were also included. The Situational Analysis was presented in 2009 at a special session at the World Water 

Week, Stockholm, and drew considerable interest.  This provided the impetus to seek out and document the many inspiring 

stories of women working in the water and sanitation sector in South Asia. These stories of struggle and achievement 

complement the information in the Situational Analysis. 

We are especially grateful to all the women featured in this collection. Our thanks also to every one of the contributing 

authors and photographers. And finally thanks are due to the SaciWATERs network across South Asia, and particularly to 

colleagues in  Hyderabad, for their whole-hearted support.    

Sumi Krishna, 

Independent writer, Bangalore

Arpita De, 

 Hyderabad, India

September 2010 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-
1 Kulkarni, Seema (compiled), forthcoming 2010. Situational Analysis of Women Water Professionals in South Asia, 

, Hyderabad, India.
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Kuda Ganga, one of the small rivers that feeds the Negombo 
lagoon is gradually becoming narrower and choking to death the 
life-giving fish and crustaceans that thousands of families depend 
on, to earn a meagre living and to keep their cooking pots boiling.

The main polluters are the wadi (centres) that dot the whole area – 
businessmen who deal in dried fish who left northern Sri Lanka 
(due to the prevailing conflicts) and settled along the river and 
lagoon banks since 1989, says Jeevani. The waste water from 

The stench is unbearable. Even the torrential rains and weeks of 
heavy flooding  have not diffused the odour of rotting fish from 
Pitipana in Negombo, about 35 km from Colombo  and just 6 km  
from Sri Lanka's international airport. “This is the signature smell 
of Pitipana,” laughs 39-year-old Annette Marie Jeevani Fernando 
who has lived here all her life, like the many generations before her.  
This is, however, no laughing matter because the river and lagoon, 
which nurtured her and her family and where her husband now 
toils every morning to feed their two boys, are under threat.

Saving the Kuda Ganga - JEEVANI FERNANDO 
- Kumudini Hettiarachchi

10

piggeries and household sewage are also channelled into the river. 
A further threat is posed by those who have cleared the mangroves 
on the edge of the river for illegal constructions. 

“These karawala wadi (dried fish centres) obtain fish from a big 
company near Colombo or  at the Negombo lellama (where the 
boats come in with their catch) and clean them in Pitipana. They 
scrape off the flesh and stuff the heads, skin, bones and boku 
(intestines) into polythene bags or fertiliser sacks and  dump them 
in the river,” she says in disgust, adding that the river water is 
“kaluma kalu” (blackish 
black). From the late 
1980s the problem has 
gathered momentum 
with many boat engines 
packing-up after getting 
en tang led  in  these  
polythene bags and sacks, 
compelling fishermen to 
forego their work and 
attend to costly repairs. 

Those like her husband 
who use oru (wooden 
canoes) are also finding it 
increasingly difficult to 
feed their families, for the 
river is turning toxic and 
no fish are breeding here. 
This is strange for Jeevani 
because both she and her 
husband had learnt to 
swim in its clear waters and, as young children of seven or eight 
years, been adept at catching small fish, shrimp and crab as soon 
as they stepped into the water. “Those days we used to catch 
shrimp with a pol kole (palm frond) and crabs would just climb 
atop a trap we set in a few minutes,” she says; adding that even the 
fishermen who went out to sea would catch their bait of shrimp 
from the river. 

The river and the lagoon are also the source of income for the sea-

going fishermen during the monsoon when gale-like winds and 
heavy rains prevent them from going out to sea. Her eyes light up 
as she reminisces and the fishermen gathered around her echo the 
same sentiments. She recalls how the women of the fishing 
households would cook a pot of rice and prepare another pot with 
all the spices such as curry powder, saffron powder, cinnamon, 
suduru, maduru (cumin) and a touch of chilli powder mixed with 
water and keep it on the hearth ready to cook.

“They were sure that their men would walk in with a variety of 
small fish, shrimp and 
crab which they would 
toss into that pot and 
bring to boil,” says 
Jeevani, going back to her 
childhood. “The moment 
the aroma filled the 
house, even children who 
were sleeping would 
wake up and be drawn to 
the kitchen where the 
family would sit down to 
a simple but sumptuous 
mea l  o f  r i ce ,  hod i  
thembum (fish-gravy) 
and scraped coconut.

But no more – those are 
just memories of a past 
long gone.  Jeevani had 
hoped she would do the 
same for her two sons, 

having married her childhood sweetheart at the tender age of 16.  
(She had dropped out of the Pitipana school when she was in 
Grade 9 as she could not comprehend mathematics, science or 
English.)  “Now there are no shrimps, only visha beeja (germs)” 
she says wryly.  Though the fishermen had been protesting over 
the river being polluted, nothing was being done and there was no 
one to whom they could turn. 

11

Negombo Lagoon 

This is a large, relatively shallow basin estuary in the midst of 
a densely-populated region of fishers and farmers, in 
Gampaha District, in south western Sri Lanka. It is linked to 
the sea at its northern end near Negombo town,  through a 
narrow channel, and fed mainly by two fresh water rivers and 
an old Dutch canal, The lagoon is surrounded by rice paddies, 
coconut plantations and grassland and has extensive 
mangrove swamps which are threatened by the extraction of 
fuelwood and timber for construction, and especially by 
reclamation for housing development.  Shrimp ponds have 
been constructed within the lagoon. 

A valuable coastal wetland, the Negombo lagoon is 
contiguous with Sri Lanka's largest saline coastal peat bog, 
Muthurajawela. More than 300,000 people live in the 
Negombo-Muthurajawela area. During the monsoon, the 
marsh buffers the flood waters and discharges them slowly 
into the lagoon. The water quality of Negombo depends on 
the marsh. 

S.W. Kotagama, Leonard Pinto and Jayampathi L. 
Samarakoon. "Sri Lanka". Wetlands International. 
http://ramsar.wetlands.org/Portals/15/SriLanka.pdf. 
Retrieved June 01, 2010.



Kuda Ganga, one of the small rivers that feeds the Negombo 
lagoon is gradually becoming narrower and choking to death the 
life-giving fish and crustaceans that thousands of families depend 
on, to earn a meagre living and to keep their cooking pots boiling.

The main polluters are the wadi (centres) that dot the whole area – 
businessmen who deal in dried fish who left northern Sri Lanka 
(due to the prevailing conflicts) and settled along the river and 
lagoon banks since 1989, says Jeevani. The waste water from 

The stench is unbearable. Even the torrential rains and weeks of 
heavy flooding  have not diffused the odour of rotting fish from 
Pitipana in Negombo, about 35 km from Colombo  and just 6 km  
from Sri Lanka's international airport. “This is the signature smell 
of Pitipana,” laughs 39-year-old Annette Marie Jeevani Fernando 
who has lived here all her life, like the many generations before her.  
This is, however, no laughing matter because the river and lagoon, 
which nurtured her and her family and where her husband now 
toils every morning to feed their two boys, are under threat.

Saving the Kuda Ganga - JEEVANI FERNANDO 
- Kumudini Hettiarachchi

10

piggeries and household sewage are also channelled into the river. 
A further threat is posed by those who have cleared the mangroves 
on the edge of the river for illegal constructions. 

“These karawala wadi (dried fish centres) obtain fish from a big 
company near Colombo or  at the Negombo lellama (where the 
boats come in with their catch) and clean them in Pitipana. They 
scrape off the flesh and stuff the heads, skin, bones and boku 
(intestines) into polythene bags or fertiliser sacks and  dump them 
in the river,” she says in disgust, adding that the river water is 
“kaluma kalu” (blackish 
black). From the late 
1980s the problem has 
gathered momentum 
with many boat engines 
packing-up after getting 
en tang led  in  these  
polythene bags and sacks, 
compelling fishermen to 
forego their work and 
attend to costly repairs. 

Those like her husband 
who use oru (wooden 
canoes) are also finding it 
increasingly difficult to 
feed their families, for the 
river is turning toxic and 
no fish are breeding here. 
This is strange for Jeevani 
because both she and her 
husband had learnt to 
swim in its clear waters and, as young children of seven or eight 
years, been adept at catching small fish, shrimp and crab as soon 
as they stepped into the water. “Those days we used to catch 
shrimp with a pol kole (palm frond) and crabs would just climb 
atop a trap we set in a few minutes,” she says; adding that even the 
fishermen who went out to sea would catch their bait of shrimp 
from the river. 

The river and the lagoon are also the source of income for the sea-

going fishermen during the monsoon when gale-like winds and 
heavy rains prevent them from going out to sea. Her eyes light up 
as she reminisces and the fishermen gathered around her echo the 
same sentiments. She recalls how the women of the fishing 
households would cook a pot of rice and prepare another pot with 
all the spices such as curry powder, saffron powder, cinnamon, 
suduru, maduru (cumin) and a touch of chilli powder mixed with 
water and keep it on the hearth ready to cook.

“They were sure that their men would walk in with a variety of 
small fish, shrimp and 
crab which they would 
toss into that pot and 
bring to boil,” says 
Jeevani, going back to her 
childhood. “The moment 
the aroma filled the 
house, even children who 
were sleeping would 
wake up and be drawn to 
the kitchen where the 
family would sit down to 
a simple but sumptuous 
mea l  o f  r i ce ,  hod i  
thembum (fish-gravy) 
and scraped coconut.

But no more – those are 
just memories of a past 
long gone.  Jeevani had 
hoped she would do the 
same for her two sons, 
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11

Negombo Lagoon 

This is a large, relatively shallow basin estuary in the midst of 
a densely-populated region of fishers and farmers, in 
Gampaha District, in south western Sri Lanka. It is linked to 
the sea at its northern end near Negombo town,  through a 
narrow channel, and fed mainly by two fresh water rivers and 
an old Dutch canal, The lagoon is surrounded by rice paddies, 
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fuelwood and timber for construction, and especially by 
reclamation for housing development.  Shrimp ponds have 
been constructed within the lagoon. 
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contiguous with Sri Lanka's largest saline coastal peat bog, 
Muthurajawela. More than 300,000 people live in the 
Negombo-Muthurajawela area. During the monsoon, the 
marsh buffers the flood waters and discharges them slowly 
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S.W. Kotagama, Leonard Pinto and Jayampathi L. 
Samarakoon. "Sri Lanka". Wetlands International. 
http://ramsar.wetlands.org/Portals/15/SriLanka.pdf. 
Retrieved June 01, 2010.



Being Proactive 
Jeevani's involvement began after the tsunami struck in December 
2004. The Coast Conservation Department had come into the area 
to clear the boat-debris along with lagoon fishermen among 
whom her husband was a prominent member.  Jeevani and the 
others sought advice and support from those officials. “Mama 
ethakota thama atha gehewwe,” says Jeevani, explaining that it 
was in 2005 that she began to bring to the fore the dangers to the 
river by contributing strong pieces to the local newspaper. The 
vernacular eight-page 
tabloid 'Meepura' was read 
by those in authority 
i n c l u d i n g  t h e  
administrators, bankers, 
e d u c a t o r s  a n d  a l s o  
politicians.

Gradually awareness built 
up and by April 2008 she 
was able to rally a group of 
people for a meeting at the 
church.  “We pasted 
posters all over the area 
calling people to join us for 
an awareness campaign” 
says Jeevani.  40 attended 
the meeting with the two 
Catholic priests, and the 
area's officials such as the 
v i l l a g e - l e v e l  
Administrative Officer and 
the Public Health Inspector pledging their support. It was at this 
meeting that the 10-member Kuda Ganga Surekum Kamituwa, a 
community-based organisation to safeguard the river was formed 
with Jeevani as its Coordinator. “People support you when it hurts 
or affects them,” she philosophises  

Two weeks later they decided to carry out a shramadhana (self-
help) to clean-up the river by the people themselves, with support 
from the Red Cross. A week later, on a Saturday, 50 fishermen  

sacrificed their daily work, their “eda wela” (food for the day), and 
joined the effort . “They brought their boats, got into the river, 
waist-deep, or even chest-deep , pulled out the rotting muck, put 
this into the boats and brought  it to the banks,” says Jeevani. Four 
tractor-loads of waste were removed that day.

The clean-up helped clear some filth but the culprits did not get 
the message and continued their errant ways. In July the Kuda 
Ganga Surekum Kamituwa protested in writing to the Mayor of 

the Negombo Muncipal 
Council, after which a 
discussion was called to 
focus on the dangers 
posed to the river. The 
Mayor asked whether he 
should give the polluters 
notice to shut down, but 
t h e n  J e e v a n i  w a s  
concerned about their 
l i ve l ihoods .  So she 
suggested a  middle 
path. The Kuda Ganga 
Su rekum Kami tuwa  
wanted the dried-fish 
businesses and also the 
p igger ies  and even 
homes to install proper 
waste-disposal systems 
that would not pollute 
the river. They also 
w a n t e d  t h e  r i v e r  

demarcations made permanent to stop the encroachments. The 
dried-fish centres had a system of waste disposal (especially for 
fish blood) but the boatman who was hired  to dump it beyond 
the moya kata (estuary) to be washed out into the open sea, 
simply dropped it along the way. 

A survey was also conducted by the Public Health Inspector to 
ascertain the number of toilets, dried-fish businesses and 
piggeries on the river bank. Jeevani clearly remembers the date - 
September 11, 2008 - it was her aunt's funeral. But she had given 
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her word that she would help with the survey and that's just what 
she did, casting aside personal responsibilities. The survey found 
that there were 10 dried-fish centres, 10-15 toilets and five 
piggeries. The number may seem small but the damage is 
immense, she says.
   
Although some of those polluting the river have now built tanks 
and waste-disposal systems to “satisfy” the authorities, these are 
just to dupe the officials, says Jeevani, pointing out that the pipes 
are opened to the river well below ground level.  Even the 
municipality trucks dump the garbage along the river bank. The 
river is full of germs, she feels, citing instances of two fishermen 
who got into the water with some minor cuts on their legs and 
subsequently fell ill and died. When we get into the water, the 
body itches, she says. In November 2008, the second 
shramadhana was carried out and eight tractor-loads of muck 
were pulled out. But the battle to save the river has not ended.

Is this mother of two, one a young man of 22, the other a teenager 
of 15, frustrated that all her efforts of devoting her time and 
energy at a cost to her family have not borne the desired results? Is 
she ready to call it a day in stoic resignation? No, is her strident 
answer. She agrees she has a tough life, sometimes only about 
three hours of sleep a day. She gets up at 3 am, even before the 
cockerels in the area greet the morning, to supplement her 
husband's hard-earned income by labelling at least 6,000 beedis a 
day. For this she earns Rs. 30 per bundle of 1000 beedis, a paltry Rs. 
180 a day. Then follows the housework, of course, helped by her 
husband who feels it is her duty to fight for the river, though no 
other woman is involved.

“He doesn't ask me what I am doing and where and with whom I 
am going. When I say I may not go to a meeting he urges me to 
go,” says Jeevani, explaining that he would finish her work of 
pasting labels, cook for the children and also collect water from 
the public tap if she had not been able to do so. All this in addition 
to his fishing, though he may get only about five crabs on some 
mornings and work at a butcher's shop in the afternoons. Even 
though several men have dropped out of the Kuda Ganga 
Surekum Kamituwa due to death threats, she is not deterred in her 
fight as she has always worked for others and not for herself. As 

the fishermen around her vigorously give voice to the fact that 
“api wenuwen kepa wela weda karanawa” (she works with 
dedication for us), Jeevani, who is furious with those who are 
attempting to destroy God's biggest gift to their community, the 
river and its yield, plans the next move in her campaign. They have 
written “to the highest in the land – the President,” she says, and 
to other top officials in Colombo and received a positive response. 
For Jeevani, there is now hope that they will be able to save her 
beloved Kuda Ganga. 
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Pioneering Village Development - BELI LAMA
- Kamal Phuyal & Sarbajit Lama with inputs from Dewan Rai

Beli Lama of Pinthali village in Kavre district, of the Nepal 
highlands (North-East of the capital, Kathmandu), mobilised the 
local people to bring drinking water from a distant  source to the 
village. Born in 1926, one of fourteen siblings, in a remote Tamang 
village of Kavre district, she never went  to school but learnt to 
read and write when her brothers were being tutored. At 22, 
married against her wishes, she came as a bride to the 
neighbouring village, Pinthali.

The situation in Pinthali was different from her natal village. Water 
scarcity was one of the major problems. Beli Lama recalls, "the 
villagers had to walk to Nhem Khola (spring) in the mountain for 
two hours to collect water, or they had to go down to the river. 
Farming entirely depended on rain water. I even saw cattle dying 
many times because of lack of water to drink". Only one crop was 
possible in a year. More than half of the families could not survive 
on their produce. Relatively well-off families used to barter three 
kilograms (2 mana) of corn for one gagri (pot designed especially 
for carrying water) of water (about 3.8 litres). Some poor families 

used to make a living by supplying water. Many women had to 
spend all their time just  carrying water several times in a day. "We 
could hardly take a bath once a week then," Chinimaya, 78, 
recalled. From her first day in Pinthali, Beli Lama resolved to do 
something for the village. 

Why did none of the men think of the 'water issue' before she 
came? Beli retorts - "Who goes to fetch the water? Of course the 
women. This is why men did not ponder over this problem". Beli 
was the first woman who could read and write in the village and 
the only person who could speak Nepali fluently. Pinthali was cut 
off from the outside world and there was no development. People 
in the village spoke their own language Tamang and did not 

understand the Nepali language. There was only one  man in the 
whole village who could understand a little bit of Nepali.
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Initiation of Plan 
"I conceived the idea in 1955 of bringing water from Daunne 
spring, about 2 kms away" Beli recalls. The source was in a very 
steep hill that initially made her a little hesitant to float her idea 
among fellow villagers. But she told her mother who assured her of 
support. Inspite of many hurdles and inadvertant circumstances, 
she did not abandon the idea and struggled to win the hearts of 
the people. "I particulary requested two senior powerful men, 
cousins of my father-in-law, for support," she said. They used to 
lead social activities in the village and were also partially convinced 
by her idea. Besides, they could have hindered her work if not given 
enough respect. Ultimately, she won over both of them - Palden 
Wangbo and  Chhetup Lama, who  assured her of their full 
support. 

Many of the villagers joined in and collected money for 
implementing the plan. However, they doubted whether it would 
be enough. Then, Beli signed away her property in the project's 
name and  won their confidence. 

Support and Hindrances
Beli Lama's fluency in Nepali was crucial. Organisations from 
outside sought her support to work in the village. But this made 
the powerful men uncomfortable and  they tried to obstruct her 
work. She recalls, "one man told me that he had a dream where 
God asked for the sacrifice of a boy. Another man said that a Naga 
(snake god), came in his dreams and asked to stop this work". One 
influencial person said “if water could be brought into the village, 
he would cut his nose in front of all the villagers”. But, she  just 
continued working, undeterred. 

Beli Lama gathered Rs. 2500 by selling her gold and other 
valuables and also borrowed money from her mother for the 
project. A person skilled  in  digging canals  joined the team of 
eleven members, who worked through out the whole process. 
There was no technician but Beli Lama herself surveyed the area 
and directed the work plan. Bajradhwoj Lama, a  social worker, 
recollects, "I was ten years old at that time. It was like a film for me: 
gathering people and digging a canal in very dangerous steep 
hills. I saw Beli mam (grandmother) holding a hammer and chisel 
to dig a hole in the big rock for the water. It took three days to 
complete. She is really a bold and intelligent woman”. Ultimately, 

it took the eleven persons with the support of other villagers 
almost a year to complete the project. 

Beli says, “I still remember the day the villagers celebrated when 
water streamed down from the canal to the land. My senior fellow 
villager who had committed to cut his nose if water came to the 
village apologised and organised a big religious celebration. What 
else do I need?", she added. 

Although some men were not happy with her success, and Beli 

Lama too moved away from the village to the Terai, the project she 
initiated continued to grow. Some leading farmers said "Beli Lama 
is the one who traced the road map for the development of the 
village. We are just following her way". The villagers expanded the 
project following her roadmap. They have formed a water 
management committee which  manages the system effectively. 
By 1987, with the support of an  international organisation, the 
villagers established a stable irrigation canal. With some technical 
and financial support, they have also generated electricity for the 
village. Over the years, irrigation brought a measure of prosperity 

to the village; farmers grow three crops; most are self-sufficient in 
food, and literacy and education for women and men has 
increased. 

The women of Pinthali are proud of Beli Lama. "Women can do 
everything, if they have deep conviction and commitment. This is 
what we have learnt from Beli Lama's work," Kunjamaya Lama, 
who heads the Mothers Group, said. Many men too regret the 
behaviour of some that led to her leaving the village. "Beli Lama's 
migration was a big loss for the village. However, past is past, let's 
learn from it and work harder for the better future of the village 
which was the dream of Beli Lama". One of the men said, "If Beli 
Lama had not initiated the water project, half of the families of 
this village would already have migrated. She is a good mother of 
this village". 

Indeed, Beli Lama is not an individual but an institution, from 
whom a lot about 'people-centred development' can be learnt.

BELI LAMA SPEAKS:
It was not easy. I had to face all sorts of disbeliefs and scepticism 
from my fellow villagers. I had become a laughing stock. But I 
took up the cudgels on behalf of my marital village, Pinthali, 
which was suffering from acute shortage of water. I ignored their 
criticism and derision. I was determined to make it happen. It was 
the year 1955, when I conceived the project. Initially, it seemed 
impossible to execute a new programme in such a superstitious 
and orthodox society. People were uneducated. Little did they 
know about the outside world. But what surprised me the most 
was that they were not ready to change the situation. 

We had a big landslide in 1955, the year I had floated the idea of 
constructing a water channel. People took it as a bad omen. They 
blamed it on a woman planning to construct a channel  to the 
village. Despite all criticism and people's superstitions, I started 
the project in 1956 with the help of two male villagers who 
trusted me. But the rest of the villagers did everything to scare me 
off. Some used to have bad dreams about it, while others used to 
tell me how they had a hunch that bad things were to befall the 
village. 
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BELI LAMA SPEAKS:
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Women Managing Water BELI LAMA

16 17



'What can a woman do?' They used to ridicule me so that I would 
abandon my idea of bringing water to the village. They said it was 
impossible. But nothing could defeat my conviction and 
determination. Some were ready to give it a try. But they were not 
convinced at all that I would be able to pay them when the project 
was completed. Even if some believed in me, someone would 
provoke them. To win their confidence, I signed away all my 
property in the name of the villagers until the project would be 
completed. Then the villagers wanted me to find a contractor as 
they were of the opinion that I would manage to dodge paying 
villagers. I asked the contractor, ”Do you really believe that a 
woman like me can make the payment?” He trusted me. I signed 
the paper and work began. Eleven people successfully  completed 
the project. 

People would bring water from Daunne river, 2 kms away (1 koss) 
from the village. It would take 3 to 4 hrs to fetch water from the 
source. People would carry more than two vessels on their back at 
a time. I used to carry two gagris of water at a time. There were 
people who used to carry 3 gagris in a basket at a time. Now these 
facts may sound like fiction to you. Even the men used to fetch 
water. People used to make their livelihood by fetching water. They 

would manage to fetch water three times in a whole day. The 
village was completely dry. Even visiting relatives and sons-in-law 
used to help fetch  water. I too had to carry water from far and I 
realised that I had to do something. 

I was born in 1926 in a neighbouring village. I got married in 1949 
but I never wanted to get married. I did not have any interest in 
marriage. I was 22, which was way past the average marriageable 
age, which at that time was around fourteen. My father had two 
wives. I am the third of my own mother's five daughters. When 
father died, the older of my brothers was seven years old, another 
was five. I married them off when I was sixteen. My youngest sister 
and I got married at the same time. My brother forced me to marry 
his brother in law. 

Fetching water from a distant river was the most dreary daily 
drudgery. I used to blame my fate. However, everyone was so 
complacent about their plight. The villagers ridiculed me and 
distrusted my idea of the channel. Men said they would shave off 
half their moustaches! But my own family did not criticise me. My 
mother-in-law and husband were excited. It was a huge moral 
support for me. I fulfilled my objective by myself. I lent some 
money from my father's house and the rest I managed by selling all 
the gold I had. I had 15 tola (about 11 grams) gold. I paid them on 
time. Property is never yours. It keeps rotating. 

I don't know how much money I spent. We should not keep 
account of expenses done for dharma. If you keep an account, 
then it will not be altruistic. I got small assistance from the local 
administration. I requested them for money for constructing 
conduit. I got it from Chautara. I had just given birth to a baby boy 
but I went to Chautara to get the money. It took me two days to 
walk from Pinthali. I could have sent someone there. But once you 
take up a responsibility to lead, you should fulfil your 
responsibility, no matter what it takes. You know, too many cooks 
spoil the broth. One should lead and others should follow. That's 
the key to success. We should also not wait for things to happen. 
Once you think of something, you must do it!

Villagers criticised me, but I never cared. They cursed me for 

cutting their land for the conduit. The people's resistance made me 
even stronger and their bitter words were a blessing for me. There 
was no engineer but my instincts guided me. We had to cut the 
channel through two big boulders in a cliff. We called the boulders 
Naagalfung Bhambra (like an egg) in Tamang. It was amazing to 
see them carving out a conduit on these boulders. But we 
succeeded. We cultivated cumin, onion, garlic and other 
vegetables in the first year after 
bringing water to the village which 
made irrigation possible. But we 
could not find the market for them. 
However, people never changed. 
They kept quarrelling over water for 
their turn to irrigate their land. Also, 
they never stopped laughing at me 
even after water was brought to the 
v i l l age .  Some people  even 
constructed another conduit just 
below ours to console their egos but 
it did not work. It had been difficult 
for them to admit defeat as I 
delivered on my promises. 

In 1962, our family migrated to Bara 
district in the Terai. My two brothers 
happened to visit the Terai. They 
liked the place as they saw that life 
could be much easier there than in a 
remote hill village. So we moved to 
Bara, bought land, reared cattle and 
farmed. However, later we had to 
sell some of our land at different 
times for different purposes. We did 
not have other sources of income. 

Now I have grown old. I cannot even welcome guests at my door, 
cannot stand on my feet for long. My hands have gone wobbly. I 
cannot recall things. I gave birth to eleven children but only four 
lived. I never went to school as there were no schools in my village. 
My father had hired a home tutor for my brothers. I learnt to read 

and write while they were being taught. My only daughter studied 
in Nijgadh, Bara. She completed her Master's degree from 
Tribhuwan University but my sons did not study much. Now they 
are in the thanka painting business and doing well. All my sons 
and daughters-in-law live in Kathmandu.

 I want to go to the village before I die. I had been there five years 
ago. I want to see how things look 
now. I have heard that the road has 
reached the village. My nephew 
has bought a car and he has 
promised to take me there. When I 
last visited the village, I did not see 
much change. It did not change the 
way I wanted. I wanted to see 
change in the people's attitudes, 
how they looked at the world, 
positive changes. I wanted to see 
them educated. But I am happy 
that there has been some change at 
least - the farming is good.

I expected nothing and I did not do 
it for personal returns. I did it for 
my own conviction. I wonder how 
many of them remember me and 
how. Thinking of those old days 
gives me goose bumps but again, it 
was those trying times that 
encouraged me to do something. 
One day, I think people will talk 
positively when remembering me.
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Inside her mud hovel, Momtaz Begum Mukti narrated how she had 
been able to initiate a campaign, almost a movement, for proper 
sanitation in her poor tiny village in Naogaon district of southwest 
Bangladesh, some 300 kilometres from Dhaka. It all began with a 
reward that she won in a sanitation programme in her village, 
where people used to urinate and defecate in the open. It made her 
confident to lead the campaign of setting up sanitary latrines in 
every house, not only in her own village, but also in the adjoining 
areas. Her life had always been a struggle, even for managing three 
meals a day for the family. Despite this and not having had any 
formal education, Momtaz blazed a trail in her underprivileged 
locality. With over a decade of campaigning she won her people 
around. 

Mired in poverty, the poorer section of people could hardly think of 
having a sanitary latrine at home. Momtaz, who was one of them, 
built her own and inspired the others to think about it. “Although I 
don't have any formal education, I now know that safe water, 
sanitation facilities and hygiene are pivotal for life - this touches 
every aspect of life and is also imperative for the protection of our 
environment,” said Momtaz. She now dreams of taking the 
campaign further afield, beyond the vicinity of her own village and 
adjoining areas, making the people, especially the poorer sections, 
understand its importance. She tells them how unsafe water, poor 
sanitation and improper hygiene practices contribute to numerous 
diseases and the death of thousands in densely populated 
Bangladesh. 

Born in 1960 in a poor family in the Keuli village of Kushumba 
union of Naogaon, Momtaz got married at eleven, when she was a 
student of standard three at a local primary school. After the 
wedding, she never got a chance to study further. Days passed and 
the tide of time brought a storm in Momtaz's life as her husband 
died seven years after the marriage, leaving behind two sons and a 
daughter. It was really a trying time for her as she had to earn for 
maintaining her family. But now she feels there was a silver lining 
to this period of darkness.
  
In 1998, Momtaz attended a village programme organised by the 

Blazing a Trail: Sanitation for All - MOMTAZ BEGUM MUKTI 
- Farid Ahmed

Village Education Resource Centre (VERC) as a part of an 
awareness campaign for safe drinking water and proper 
sanitation. There was a quiz competition and Momtaz stole the 
show. Impressed by her intellect and aptitude, the VERC activists 
persuaded Momtaz to volunteer for the campaign, and so she 
started working for sanitation in 2001. Until then, Momtaz had 
only concentrated on earning money to feed her three children 
and elderly mother.
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“I took small credits from NGOs and engaged myself in small 
business and with the small profit, I could hardly maintain the 
family” she said. When Momtaz joined the campaign voluntarily, 
she was taken to task by the family members as it did not give her 
scope to earn additional money, but later everybody in the family 
was proud as it brought honour to her and the entire family. “I 
couldn't even imagine life 
would be so meaningful. I 
didn't have the chance to 
c o m p l e t e  m y  p r i m a r y  
education, now school 
teachers come to me for 
advice. Sometimes I have to 
serve as an arbitrator to settle 
disputes among the village 
people - they respect me”. 
Momtaz said she really enjoys 
her life as a grassroots leader 
now;   sometimes she had to 
address big conferences on 
sanitation in the capital 
Dhaka. “Everybody loved me 
as I spoke straightforwardly”.
  
 Momtaz injected life into the 
campaign, showing that a 
good cause was nothing 
without good people. “Every 
family in the community 
should know the risk factors 
that cause diarrhoeal or other 
waterborne diseases. It's not only a campaign for setting up 
sanitary latrines, it's a campaign to change the people's pattern of 
behaviour – their thoughts.  I don't find it very simple, but at the 
same time I don't feel it's an unattainable dream,” Momtaz 
continued. 
 
Momtaz wanted enrichment and empowerment of women 

keeping in mind the larger interests of the campaign. “I targeted the 
women as I felt they would be able to sway the other members of 
the family,” Momtaz said explaining her strategy. “Before joining 
the campaign, I didn't have any idea how vulnerable we were 
because of our inadequate access to safe water and sanitation 
services. As I understood the risks, I let the people know, I made 

them understand,” confident 
Momtaz said. “I insisted that 
people should change their 
behaviour and use hygienic 
latrines. Initially some people 
were irked and tried to 
assault me physically, but I 
didn't give in and finally I 
won”.

She said the people in her 
village and the adjoining 
areas were mostly landless 
poor farmers and it was really 
difficult for them to build a 
sanitary latrine when it was 
hard for many of them to 
even manage three square 
meals a day. “With the help of 
VERC we taught people how 
to build a sanitary latrine at a 
cost of 30 taka (less than half 
a dollar),” she said. “We had 
to manage the cheapest 
technology as we aimed to 

bring all the people under the coverage of proper sanitation 
because the entire purpose would be defeated if some people were 
left out and continued to pollute the environment”.

“We have been able to reduce the number of cases of diarrhoea and 
other waterborne diseases”, but unsanitary practices, open 
defecation and the use of contaminated water remain major causes 

of different diseases and malnutrition in the area, she said. 

Referring to the social barriers she has been facing, Momtaz said “I 
always have to be extra careful as it is really hard for a widow in a 
conservative Muslim society to travel across the villages alone and 
to attend meetings with male counterparts”. She explained, “It 
was really tough as I had to have meetings with the people in 
mosques or in temples. Initially people didn't take it easily, but 
finally they accepted me as they could understand I was working 
for their betterment and many of them helped”. 

People started trusting Momtaz more and more day after day. They 
even wanted her to negotiate with the Government Officials when 
the village needed a tube well for safe drinking water. People loved 
Momtaz so much that they made her a member of the managing 
committee of the local primary school from where she was a 
dropout. 

With her work, Momtaz has built a strong reputation in her 
community and relationships with the people, community 
organisations and their workers who treated her as a trusted 

member. Now Momtaz dreams of higher things, as she feels she 
needs to be in the centre of power if she really wants to help her 
community. She plans to contest in the Local Government 
elections expected next year and she believes she will win – she 
needs to win to help thousands of poor people of her own 
community or beyond. 
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Panchayat Pradhan Manju Sharma is an extremely humble and soft 
natured woman from Chhutmalpur in Saharanpur district of Uttar 
Pradesh. Although its population has grown to more than 10,000, 
the size of a small town, it is still categorised as a village under the 
jurisdiction of the Gram Panchayat. Manju Sharma was born in 
1964 to a middle class family in Roorkee in Uttarakhand, just 25 
kms from Chhutmalpur. She completed her graduation in Hindi 
literature, got married in 1986, and later earned a degree in law. 
Her husband was a government teacher in Chhutmalpur. Relating 
her experience during the initial years of marriage, she says, “I had 
never seen a village before my marriage and the first thing that hit 
me were endless power cuts stretching over days. We always had 
electricity at home in Roorkee”. 

Manju's husband, an elected member of the Panchayat, became 
the Pradhan a year after their marriage. “He always had a vision to 
improve the lives of poor people of Chhutmalpur, a passion which 
drew him towards contesting for elections and working at the 
grassroots,” she says. Speaking about how she became a Pradhan, 
she adds, “In 1995, when the position for Pradhan was reserved for 

rdwomen [under the provisions of the 73  Amendment to the Indian 
Constitution], my husband insisted that I should contest; his well 
wishes and good work paid off and I won the elections and became 
the Pradhan.” However, she had no clue of what her roles and 
responsibilities were going to be, when she was elected to this 
position. Manju initially worked in close cooperation and 
coordination with her husband and started comprehending the 
development issues of the households within her jurisdiction. The 
first and foremost problem that she had to reckon with was lack of 
awareness about issues that were largely responsible for conflicts 
amongst the villagers. This was also the first time that she had to 
deal with problems related to water and the associated conflicts 
among social groups in the village. 

Recollecting her initial days as Pradhan, Manju says “My first 
assignment was to develop the drainage system for the village. 
Many of the villagers were facing severe drainage problems from 
higher grounds leaving permanently swampy and waterlogged 

lands, unsuitable for habitation”. After visiting the sites and 
speaking to the villagers, she identified the gravity of the problem. 
Further, lack of a water storage tank resulted in conflicts over 
water resources in the village. Her biggest challenge, Manju says, 
was funds: “I realised that the problem of funds would be a severe 
constraint in starting this project. The money that the Panchayat 
received was too meagre to undertake such a large project. My 
immediate attempt was to identify means to raise funds for the 
Panchayat”. She undertook the process of starting péts (local 
weekly markets/haats), in the village where traders could sell their 
goods in assigned spaces leased out by the Panchayat. In no time, 
the Panchayat started earning a good sum of Rs. 90,000 per 
month, but this was still not sufficient for the project in hand. So, 
another set of leases were issued to petty traders from outside the 
village. Other sources of income for the Panchayat were parking 
charges for vehicles on Panchayat administered land and leasing 
out Panchayat building for social gatherings like marriages. With 
this initial earning, the entire network of drainage pipes was laid 
and water storage tanks were built for the village. The system of 
leasing out space for raising funds for the Panchayat still prevails 
and is its largest source of income, currently upto Rs.1.6 to 1.7 
million every year. 

As part of Government schemes, she also undertook to set up 
tube wells in convenient places for good access. Manju feels that 
drinking water is not one person's responsibility. It is everyone's 
problem and needs to be managed collectively. Her attempt to 
provide clean and safe drinking water to all villagers has been 
continuing since then. Along with her Panchayat members, she 
has been involved in conducting awareness camps on water and 
sanitation, personal hygiene and several other basic matters 
regarding water at the household level and in schools. Manju says 
“Today the problems are different. We are facing quality issues 
because too much of ground water has been extracted leaving 
water unsuitable for drinking purposes. Tube wells that have been 
dug in many parts of the village are now running dry. This is my 
next agenda.”
The Panchayat has been involved in other developmental activities 
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under her leadership, like the Kasturba Gandhi Mahila Vidyalaya, a 
primary school only for the girls. She believed that “Education for 
women is a primary requisite if we want them to come forward 
and participate in the developmental process”. So, she 
approached money lenders to donate land on which two primary 
schools and a middle school upto class eight were set up within 
about 5000 sq kms (5 bighas) of land. Earlier, the presence of only 
one school with limited capacity and poor infrastructure could not 
accommodate children from every nook and corner of 
Chhutmalpur. However, through setting up of three new schools 
during her tenure as Pradhan, Manju was able to create an 
incentive for all children to 
attend school.  

At every stage of her career, she 
had immense support from her 
husband, who always wanted 
her to take up challenges on her 
own and resolve them. Despite 
initial resistance and alienation 
from local people regarding 
taxes levied on various public 
u t i l i t i e s ,  t h e  r e s u l t a n t  
development for the area has 
left everyone surprised and they 
all respect her from the core. 

Through the years, she has 
made a definite transformation 
in the lives of people through 
her activities and negotiation with villagers and other members of 
the Panchayat, as well as officials like the District Magistrate (DM) 
or Sub Divisional Magistrate (SDM). She is now serving her third 
term as Panchayat Pradhan in Chhutmalpur, winning elections 
from reserved seats in 1995 and 2000 and again in 2005 when the 
seat was 'open'. This is the result of the good work that she has 
done for the local people without any hesitation or pretensions. 
During her tenure as Pradhan a lot of development work was 
taken up and health centre was one of them. She has received an 
award from the President of India for her work and has been 

felicitated by several other organisations and institutions. She 
definitely feels that she is stronger and more confident today in 
handling issues and negotiating with higher officials even if they 
are men. However, she says pensively, “The other women 
Panchayat members in the neighbouring villages are only in name. 
They are always overshadowed by their husbands, who feel that 
home should be their first priority”. She feels this is why women's 
views are not taken into consideration for any policies related to 
the development of an area. Women need to be empowered at the 
household level along with the powers given to them by the 
Government to represent the masses. These two should go hand 

in hand for the success of any 
system. 

Her husband has been by her 
side through thick and thin and 
h a s  a l w a y s  s h a r e d  
responsibilities at home and 
work, since she did not have 
other social networks or 
support in the vicinity. She 
would often go for meetings 
with higher officials while her 
husband looked after the 
children who were very young. 
She feels very contented, 
saying, “My children have been 
very understanding”. But being 
a mother, it was difficult for her 
to balance family and career. 

When her daughter was only two years old, Manju and her 
husband often had to leave her at home with their two sons. They 
would lock them in for security reasons, and they often remained 
hungry till she reached back home. “I thank them for bearing with 
me and understanding me. I did not have any other support 
during those days and have handled it all by myself”.

At the workplace, she has five other woman Panchayat members 
who have been with her through the years and have assisted her at 
every step in all her endeavours. They have got due respect at their 

workplace under her supervision and all work related facilities like 
maternity leave, holidays, grievance redressals etc. have been duly 
granted. She has never been expected or has expected any of her 
women colleagues to dress or behave in a particular way. However, 
on several occasions, when for personal reasons, women members 
of her Panchayat did not come for meetings, she made concerted 
efforts to convince their husbands to allow them to participate in 
meetings and appreciate the work that they do, instead of keeping 
them within the four walls of the house, only to cook, clean and 
care. She has been able to achieve a cordial work atmosphere and 
senior officials have always appreciated her attitude to work, her 
coming forward and speaking on behalf of the villagers. This was 
evident when she mentioned how she had approached the SDM 
regarding problems related to the fund raising policy of the 
panchayat. Despite repeated requests, when he refused to address 
the issue, she directly approached the DM who immediately 
instructed the SDM to resolve the matter at the earliest. At a recent 
meeting she persuaded the SDM to resolve the issue on the spot, 
no matter how long it takes. She spoke her mind, argued with 
logic. 
When asked whether she acts or thinks like a man, she says “I don't 

think people think about me this way, because whatever I say or 
do is for their welfare. But if at all they do, it does not bother me 
much, because ultimately I do make a difference to their lives. I am 
answerable to them and have to be responsible for my work 
because they have complete faith and trust in me. I cannot ignore 
this fact”. She laughs as she relates “If you ask the school children 
here, who is the Prime Minister or President, they would say: 
Manju Sharma”.
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“I want the power to invoke the rain Gods at will” says J Geetha, 
clicking her fingers with a smile even as she knows there is still no 
water in the river Kaveri. Geetha grew up on the banks of the 
revered Kaveri Thaai (Mother Kaveri) in Tiruchirappalli (Trichy) 
town in Tamil Nadu. Now 34, she is the dynamic Executive Director 
of the NGO Gramalaya that strives towards 'a society in which all 
people will have equal rights and access to protected water, 
sanitation, health and improved income status, without gender 
discrimination'.  

Gramalaya works on the principle of 'community ownership' by 
'enlisting people's cooperation and partnership' as it believes that 
change has to come from within. It encourages and facilitates 
small loans through Self-Help Groups (SHGs) for entrepreneurial 
projects. Geetha joined Gramalaya as a community worker going 
from village-to-village tirelessly urging the women to confront 
water and sanitation issues that directly affect them. The women 
ran their households with limited resources. Without sanitation 
facilities or sufficient uncontaminated water, the prevalence of 
diarrhoea, hook worms and other diseases was common; the onus 
of nursing a sick family member was thrust on the women. Geetha 
had herself been a member of an SHG 12 years ago and was able to 

convince the women's SHGs to take loans and build low-cost 
toilets with Gramalaya's technical support. 

The women recall their first impression of Geetha, who is now 
their role model, “She would come at all odd hours, kicking up a 
cloud of dust with her noisy two-wheeler and talk to us about 
saving money, and pain, by investing in better sanitation instead 
of paying medical bills”. Gomati of the Sindhunadipu SHG says her 
life changed after she heard Geetha talk at a panchayat meeting. 
She and her three college-going sisters had resigned themselves to 
the humiliation and fear of defecating in public. Like many other 
girls, Gomati had grown up believing it was a woman's fate to 
fetch water, use it sparingly even to tend to ill family members, and 
to go into the fields to answer nature's calls when it was dark, after 
dusk or before sunrise. Geetha understood that; although she had 
been spared this indignity in her childhood, she had to suffer it as a 
young bride in her marital village. “I was never able to relieve 
myself comfortably. I would get up in the middle of the act, if I 
heard footsteps or a rustle in the grass, not sure if it was a viper or a 
man.” 

Geetha refused to accept the lack of sanitary conditions. She 
refused to be one of the hundreds of millions of Indians who 
defecate in the open. She wanted to build a toilet in her new 
home. But the village practice of using the open fields together 
with women's powerlessness in taking decisions, made this 
difficult. Within a year, however, she found out about Gramalaya, 
which was lending money and technology to build toilets. She 
went to the neighbouring village and watched them construct the 
toilets, taking in every detail and the information that she would 
need to build one in her new home. She did so, single-handedly. 

This was the beginning of her journey. She had come to 
Kongampatti as a 22-year-old bride, frightened and 
unquestioning; unburdening the load on her father who could not 
afford to indulge her dream of getting a Government job after 
graduation, because he had two more daughters to 'marry off'. 
Geetha proudly speaks in his defence today, “He gave all three of 
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us education”, a priviledge she has seen being denied to other 
girls.
 
A quick learner with boundless energy, Geetha's has been a 
meteoric career. In 2005, six years after she joined Gramalaya, she 
became its head, taking over from her mentor and guide, S. 
Damodaran, the Founder Director. Today, she is one of the few 
women professionals in the sector. She peremptorily declares “I 
report to no one”. In a male-dominated social and professional 
arena, this is no mean achievement. Under her leadership, 
Gramalaya has grown to a team of 68, working in 400 villages and 
211 city slums, with 30,000 women belonging to local SHGs and 
2000 volunteers from the slums. The impact goes beyond the 
community benefits: Thandavampatti hamlet of Araichi Village 
Panchayat and Kalmandhai slum in Tiruchirappalli city, were the 
first in India to claim to be 'open defecation free'. 

J Geetha has paved the way for the younger generations to have 
better sanitation and hygiene through early interventions and 

introduced India's first child- friendly low cost toilets. The toilet 
technology centre, at Kolakkudipatti village, has 24 low-cost toilet 
types such as leach pits and the water-saving “eco-sans”. 
Criticised, challenged, and ignored by male colleagues, she has 
had to work 10 -12 hours a day, three to four more hours than her 
male counterparts, and also fend off the social stigma of stepping 
across the domestic boundary. Late evening meetings and village 
visits well into the night were often misconstrued. To restore 
'respectability' to her in-laws and her own reputation she garnered 
her husband, Jegannathan's help to accompany her after his day's 
work at the local bank. What set him apart? He says “I saw her 
change not only the family but the community. So I changed with 
her. Money and food are secondary. Service is important”. He 
knows that Geetha was not simply rebelling but believed that 
women being water-carriers and caretakers needed to engage 
with water management. She is steering Gramalaya towards 
reaching its goal of adequate water and sanitation facilities for 
500,000 families by the end of 2012.

Her passion and hard work were bolstered by a Masters in 
Sociology and she is presently doing a distance education MBA in 
Project Management. She admits her frustration “I need to learn 
more about project management. I can't sleep at nights wondering 
how to build new strategies and make Gramalaya more effective”. 
Seminars and training programmes have helped to some extent. 
But to be recognised as a woman water professional still remains a 
challenge because WWPs are seen as beneficiaries and not 
participants or decision makers. “Changing the gender equation at 
the professional level is more difficult than at the community level. 
SHGs have changed decision-making. The women in the 
community make decisions about water and sanitation, and the 
family complies”. The idiom of the rural women in SHGs has 
changed. They have wrested decision-making power and proudly 
declare 'women are going to contest for Panchayat elections this 
year'. But WWPs are still few and not yet in the fold.  Formerly, girls 
opted out of technical courses and did not venture into the water 
sector. 

Having taken over the position of Executive Director from a male 
water professional, she was expected to 'live-up' to expectations. 

Chided and challenged she would rise to the bait and make 
reactive decisions. Sitting among her old comrades from the SHG 
that she had joined as a young bride, she recalls the time when a 
District Collector questioned the feasibility of constructing toilets 
for countless villagers. She and her team constructed 300 toilets in 
three days in Kollapati and 100 toilets in 100 hours in 
Kanganipatti. 

Despite her hands on experience, her training with WaterAid (the 
UK agency that supports Gramalaya) and her academic 
qualifications, her male counterparts do not engage in discussions 
or solicit ideas during seminars or collaborative partnerships to 
influence policy makers. Geetha forcefully points out that “gender 
mainstreaming calls for incorporating gender awareness into all 

aspects of intra-organisation and institutional processes such as 
planning, policy, budgeting, implementation, evaluation and 
monitoring, and capacity building”. She has been frustrated in her 
attempts to ensure 24 hours' water supply in Tiruchirappalli 
district. She has tried to convince the Tamil Nadu Water Supply 
Board to change the technology, fix gate-valves, build over-head 
tanks and based on her surveys even submitted a report for 
redistributing the pipelines and cleaning the pipes with a more 
accurate chlorination process. 

The water sector typically has a very large number of government 
as well as non-government stakeholders. Geetha understands the 
need to bridge the gap between macro policy and local 
communities. She has tried to garner State support to strengthen 
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meso-entities and lobbied for allocation of maintenance costs in 
Panchyati Raj Institutions (PRIs). There are days when she feels she 
is fighting a losing battle with the male bastions, the State and the 
PRIs. She has had to repulse their threats, rejection, pejoratives 
and jibes about her lack of femininity. But unfazed, she says “I 
bounce back”.  

Far-sighted and optimistic, Geetha is working towards 
transforming socio-political inequalities in the water sector. The 
mantra is 'innovation.' Closing gaps in gender, social and inter-
generational inequity, Gramalaya has implemented innovative 
programmes for slum dwellers, children and the marginalised 
communities in urban and rural areas. Young girls have been 
encouraged to form their own kutty (small) SHG's to influence 
behavioural change in hygiene and sanitation in their schools and 
villages. Games and rhymes on hygiene and making healthy 
choices are a part of their curriculum. They recite Tamil poems 
about low cost toilets, washing hands and keeping the water 
clean. Books and board games with pictorial messages are 
distributed in schools and communities. Gramalaya has also built 
low cost children's toilets to inculcate healthy sanitation habits 
early in their life. In the city slums, volunteers are creating 
awareness and maintaining the community owned toilets. 

 Under Geetha's leadership, Gramalaya is laying the foundation for 
better and more democratic water management and making 

bigger plans. A three year plan is ready.  An extensive survey 
reveals that people are willing to take loans of up to Rs. 7,500 and 
own toilets, sheltered bath areas and even kitchen gardens. 
Geetha explains “Depending

Geetha has to walk the tight rope of being a woman water 
professional and wife, mother and a daughter-in-law – the 
epitome of the Indian womanhood. 

There have been anxious moments when she was 
unable to visit her ill father in the hospital, or when her daughter, 
Reshma, would stay up nights waiting for her. Geetha's parents 
doubled up as parents for little Reshma. Her daughter listens 
proudly as her mother talks of the future when she would start a 

 on space constraint, cost, soil type, 
people's need and expectation, we will support 5000 toilets along 
the Trichy-Kolakkudipatti belt. Most of these toilets would be eco-
sun toilets along the banks of Kaveri, as we have to first save the 
river”. Last year in the scorching summer heat, Geetha led a 
historic 60 Kms padayatra (foot march) of 300 women and 100 
men to save Kaveri Thaai, urging people not to pollute the 
depleted river.  Jegannathan was a proud participant. 

In a milieu where the gender 
divide is sharp, the couple has transcended traditional roles and 
stereotyping.  Geetha has earned support and respect from her 
mother-in-law who laments that her son had to move to the city 
because her daughter-in-law's work has shifted from the village to 
the head-office in Tiruchirappalli.  Geetha is practical, “It is easier 
for my husband to travel everyday to his bank in the village. My 
work is spread in and around Trichy. It made practical sense for us 
to move”. 

national institute for water and sanitation and of her dream of 
interlinking rivers. Geeta's family knows that she has a Herculean 
task ahead because in Tamil Nadu water is a daily struggle, as they 
say, “thaneer varadu” (the water will not come), “thaneer illavee 
illai!” (there is no water at all).
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Perween Rehman is most at ease sitting with a group of people, 
especially if they are from a katchi abadi (low-income settlement) 
and can exchange ideas with her. A qualified architect, she heads 
the well known Orangi Pilot Project- Research and Training 
Institute (OPP-RTI) in Karachi. There are piles of papers waiting for 
her and scores of meetings with Government Officials and their 
partners. But poor people are more important. And herein lies the 
success of the project, for people are “their own best resource”. 
Rehman radiates warmth. She smiles easily and frequently bursts 
into a chortle. You marvel as you listen to her with rapt attention, 
trying to figure out why she is the way she is. “I am an optimist. The 
maximum I can remain depressed for is ten minutes,” she tells you 
later when you interview her in a spacious, well-ventilated meeting 
room in OPP's office, in Orangi. 

  
“Maybe it has to do with what happened to us in East Pakistan,” 
and she begins her story. “I was in Class IX, in 1971, when Pakistan 
lost its eastern half (present Bangladesh). I was spoilt and 
pampered, being the youngest among four siblings and was like 
any teenager, obsessed with music, friends and partying”. Life was 
a never-ending joyride till the day the Mukti Bahini came to Mirpur, 

'One Lane at a Time'- PERWEEN REHMAN 
- Zofeen T. Ebrahim   
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in Dhaka, where Rehman lived with her middle class parents. 
Rehman was transported to the seventies of East Pakistan. “We 
saw people being killed, right in front of us. They separated the 
men from the women. I thought this would be the last I'd see of my 
father”.

Rehman, the Architect
It was in her final year of studying architecture, in 1982, when 
Rehman, a star student of Dawood College of Engineering and 
Technology, Karachi, realised that what she was being taught was 
“not relevant”. “I was really confused. I didn't know why I'd taken 
up architecture. The way the architects were designing was all 
wrong and the way they were treating young architects was 
worse,” was her first impression.  

She had been visiting katchi abadis and had become interested in 
the social networks that existed there. Unwittingly, she was 
chalking out her future. The next two decades saw her totally 
committed to understanding development in the poor 
settlements of Karachi.  

Even before her graduation, she landed in one of Karachi's high-
flying architectural firms. She didn't last there for even a month. 
After graduating, she got another plum job but her heart was just 
never in it. Restless, yet not knowing exactly why, she started 
exploring the city of Karachi by herself. 

One morning she read about a low-cost housing project by some 
United Nations agency in Orangi, and decided to visit the place 
herself. A few hours later, she was in the office of the late Dr. 
Akhtar Hameed Khan, the renowned Pakistani social scientist. “I 
still remember my first encounter vividly. It was quite fascinating. 
It was a tiny room, with barely any natural light. I didn't know what 
to expect,” recalled Rehman. “'Doctor Sahib' looked me up and 
down and asked why I had come. I said I wanted to work,” she 
narrated her first meeting in detail. “He sat next to me and listened 
attentively to all my woes as a disillusioned youngster”. The thing 
that struck her was the respect he gave to her.

Every Saturday after that, she would be in Khan's office in Orangi 
and among the people with whom she felt most at ease. He gave 
her an assignment, a sanitation model that was not working. “He 
wanted me to go into the community, talk to the people and find 
out what was wrong with it”. At that time the OPP was not 
providing technical guidelines. It was providing maps and 
motivating people to work on a self-help basis. “It became evident 
that leaving things to the masons doesn't work. You have to 
provide technical guidance. This resulted in a lot of conflict within 
our office.”

In 1983, Rehman formally joined OPP as a full time architect to 
provide technical guidance. Rehman said that Khan was very clear 
that his work needed social organisation and technical guidance, 
provided by professionals. “He tried getting professionals but they 

were not willing to work at the kind of salary he was offering,” she 
said ruefully.

On the other hand, despite low wages and long hours, Rehman 
just took to the work. “I am lucky to have worked with the best. At 
the OPP you learn as you grow. It teaches you that you can have a 
good life even in simplicity”. She described OPP variously during 
the course of the interview – as “a way of life”; an “attitude”, a 
“catalyst”, “great people's work”, an “urban phenomenon”, a 
“movement”, but not a project.

She has fond memories of the eighteen year relationship with 
Khan. “He taught me a way of life. When I first joined I would fight 
with a lot of the other team members. Fresh out of college, armed 
with a degree, I thought I knew more than them and ordered them 
around. Naturally there were many rifts”. Khan taught her to “first 
acknowledge what you lack, try and see who has those skills and 
then stick to them like a leech and pick their brains!” 

When Rehman joined the OPP, she was the only woman among a 
group of men. Somehow, water and sanitation have long 

Orangi not a Slum

Orangi Town, once a blighted settlement, is often referred to 
as Karachi's biggest slum.

Today, Rehman takes it as a personal affront if anyone calls 
Orangi a slum. She'd prefer the term “poor, unofficial 
settlements”. To her, slum, a derogatory term, means 
“physical and social degradation”. “But here, in Orangi, you 
won't find one dirty lane!” she points out. “Even legally it does 
not come under the purview of a katchi abadi. It has been 
notified by the Government. In fact, 72 percent of Karachi 
settlements, which were once bracketed as slums, have been 
notified.”      

“The Government likes to use the term to get donor funding,” 
she says.



Perween Rehman is most at ease sitting with a group of people, 
especially if they are from a katchi abadi (low-income settlement) 
and can exchange ideas with her. A qualified architect, she heads 
the well known Orangi Pilot Project- Research and Training 
Institute (OPP-RTI) in Karachi. There are piles of papers waiting for 
her and scores of meetings with Government Officials and their 
partners. But poor people are more important. And herein lies the 
success of the project, for people are “their own best resource”. 
Rehman radiates warmth. She smiles easily and frequently bursts 
into a chortle. You marvel as you listen to her with rapt attention, 
trying to figure out why she is the way she is. “I am an optimist. The 
maximum I can remain depressed for is ten minutes,” she tells you 
later when you interview her in a spacious, well-ventilated meeting 
room in OPP's office, in Orangi. 

  
“Maybe it has to do with what happened to us in East Pakistan,” 
and she begins her story. “I was in Class IX, in 1971, when Pakistan 
lost its eastern half (present Bangladesh). I was spoilt and 
pampered, being the youngest among four siblings and was like 
any teenager, obsessed with music, friends and partying”. Life was 
a never-ending joyride till the day the Mukti Bahini came to Mirpur, 

'One Lane at a Time'- PERWEEN REHMAN 
- Zofeen T. Ebrahim   

34 35

in Dhaka, where Rehman lived with her middle class parents. 
Rehman was transported to the seventies of East Pakistan. “We 
saw people being killed, right in front of us. They separated the 
men from the women. I thought this would be the last I'd see of my 
father”.

Rehman, the Architect
It was in her final year of studying architecture, in 1982, when 
Rehman, a star student of Dawood College of Engineering and 
Technology, Karachi, realised that what she was being taught was 
“not relevant”. “I was really confused. I didn't know why I'd taken 
up architecture. The way the architects were designing was all 
wrong and the way they were treating young architects was 
worse,” was her first impression.  

She had been visiting katchi abadis and had become interested in 
the social networks that existed there. Unwittingly, she was 
chalking out her future. The next two decades saw her totally 
committed to understanding development in the poor 
settlements of Karachi.  

Even before her graduation, she landed in one of Karachi's high-
flying architectural firms. She didn't last there for even a month. 
After graduating, she got another plum job but her heart was just 
never in it. Restless, yet not knowing exactly why, she started 
exploring the city of Karachi by herself. 

One morning she read about a low-cost housing project by some 
United Nations agency in Orangi, and decided to visit the place 
herself. A few hours later, she was in the office of the late Dr. 
Akhtar Hameed Khan, the renowned Pakistani social scientist. “I 
still remember my first encounter vividly. It was quite fascinating. 
It was a tiny room, with barely any natural light. I didn't know what 
to expect,” recalled Rehman. “'Doctor Sahib' looked me up and 
down and asked why I had come. I said I wanted to work,” she 
narrated her first meeting in detail. “He sat next to me and listened 
attentively to all my woes as a disillusioned youngster”. The thing 
that struck her was the respect he gave to her.

Every Saturday after that, she would be in Khan's office in Orangi 
and among the people with whom she felt most at ease. He gave 
her an assignment, a sanitation model that was not working. “He 
wanted me to go into the community, talk to the people and find 
out what was wrong with it”. At that time the OPP was not 
providing technical guidelines. It was providing maps and 
motivating people to work on a self-help basis. “It became evident 
that leaving things to the masons doesn't work. You have to 
provide technical guidance. This resulted in a lot of conflict within 
our office.”

In 1983, Rehman formally joined OPP as a full time architect to 
provide technical guidance. Rehman said that Khan was very clear 
that his work needed social organisation and technical guidance, 
provided by professionals. “He tried getting professionals but they 

were not willing to work at the kind of salary he was offering,” she 
said ruefully.

On the other hand, despite low wages and long hours, Rehman 
just took to the work. “I am lucky to have worked with the best. At 
the OPP you learn as you grow. It teaches you that you can have a 
good life even in simplicity”. She described OPP variously during 
the course of the interview – as “a way of life”; an “attitude”, a 
“catalyst”, “great people's work”, an “urban phenomenon”, a 
“movement”, but not a project.

She has fond memories of the eighteen year relationship with 
Khan. “He taught me a way of life. When I first joined I would fight 
with a lot of the other team members. Fresh out of college, armed 
with a degree, I thought I knew more than them and ordered them 
around. Naturally there were many rifts”. Khan taught her to “first 
acknowledge what you lack, try and see who has those skills and 
then stick to them like a leech and pick their brains!” 

When Rehman joined the OPP, she was the only woman among a 
group of men. Somehow, water and sanitation have long 

Orangi not a Slum

Orangi Town, once a blighted settlement, is often referred to 
as Karachi's biggest slum.

Today, Rehman takes it as a personal affront if anyone calls 
Orangi a slum. She'd prefer the term “poor, unofficial 
settlements”. To her, slum, a derogatory term, means 
“physical and social degradation”. “But here, in Orangi, you 
won't find one dirty lane!” she points out. “Even legally it does 
not come under the purview of a katchi abadi. It has been 
notified by the Government. In fact, 72 percent of Karachi 
settlements, which were once bracketed as slums, have been 
notified.”      

“The Government likes to use the term to get donor funding,” 
she says.



Women Managing Water PERWEEN REHMAN

remained a male-dominated sector. But that did not deter her in 
any way. In 1988, the OPP branched out as three independent 
institutions. The OPP-RTI takes care of sanitation, housing, 
education, water-supply and secure housing; the OPP-OCT 
(Orangi Charitable Trust) and the OPP-KHASDA (Karachi Health 
and Social Development Association). Today, there are 24  women 
in all the three programmes, including six working in water and 
sanitation. “I think it's very important to have men and women 
working in a team. Women learn to be assertive and men become 
gentler,” she said. 

However,  she feels 
w o m e n  h a v e  a n  
advantage over men in 
the development field, 
especially vis-à-vis the 
poor. “As a woman 
working in the field it 
was very easy for me to 
enter a household and 
talk to the women. That 
gave me an edge over 
the men in my team and 
let me look at issues in a 
more detailed manner”. 
Wi th  OPP-RT I  now 
actively lobbying with 
the Local Government, 
R e h m a n ,  b e i n g  a  
woman, finds it easier to 
meet the Mayor. “My 
male counterpart may well be made to wait for hours before 
being allowed an audience. Women are treated with more 
respect!”

But to be taken seriously, women in the water sector, have to 
prove that they are technically knowledgeable. “Only then they 
would be accepted,” says Rehman. She experienced that too. “I 
was young and talking about serious issues. For many, who were 
not used to women in this area, it was initially a little difficult to 

digest. But once they started working with me, things were 
different and acceptance was forthcoming”.  

Women as Motivators
After over two decades of working with women in the urban 
areas, Rehman quickly puts to rest the long-held view that women 
have no say in decision-making. “My experience has been 
otherwise. However, women may be using men as their 
mouthpiece and it may seem that men are making that decision. 

Women, by nature, are 
not assertive but gentle 
persuaders. We had to 
take women on board 
first. Men may have laid 
the pipes, but it was the 
women who collected 
the money; they were 
the mobilisers. I'd say 
things are a lot less 
complicated if you 
involve women!”

Rehman gives the 
example of Dadi Ama, 
the octogenarian who 
went door to door, 
convincing the people 
to lay the sewers. 
Single-handedly she 
collected money for the 
work from all 50 houses 

in her lane. It was the first lane in Orangi's Mujahid Colony where 
OPP carried out sanitation work.

The OPP took people into its confidence and started by 
advocating for the development of an underground sewerage 
system, one lane at a time, without a master plan, and convincing 
the Local Government to “build and improve on the existing 
external drainage system of the rest of Karachi, which would cost 
less than starting a new system”.

It costs a household, on an average around PKR 1900 (USD 23) to 
contribute towards the underground sewerage line and a sanitary 
latrine. This development is called 'internal' development by 
Rehman who said similar improvements done by the City 
Government would cost five times more. To date, Orangi residents 
have installed sewerage and water lines in 6,934 lanes, serving 
100, 000 houses. The people's work has been complemented by 
the Government which laid the main trunk lines.

Over the years, OPP- RTI's work has expanded and been replicated 
beyond Orangi Town. “We have grown in different ways”. From 
one neighbourhood, lane by lane, the initiative spread to the 
entire city and from a community project it became a community-
civil society-government partnership.

Emphasising documentation, the OPP-RTI has published survey 
maps, painstakingly marking each and every sewer, water line and 
drain surveyed so far. All the branch drains have been surveyed but 
new ones are being discovered. It has also documented 451 of the 
539 low-income settlements in Karachi, and physical and 
economic proposals for upgrading. This has led to developing 60% 
of all natural drains through which most of Karachi's sewage 
flows. In addition, 102 goths (small villages in the periphery under 
the city's administration) have also been documented.

Their work bore fruit in 2004 when the City Government requested 
OPP-RTI to assist it in developing around 105 natural drainage 
channels all over Karachi. “Our success is that the Government has 
finally accepted OPP-RTI's sewage disposal plan for Karachi”. OPP-
RTI suggested that the natural drains be used for disposal of 
sewage and rainwater and treatment plants be installed where 
these drains enter the Arabian Sea. 

Further, OPP-RTI's philosophy is well entrenched in the 2006 
National Sanitation Policy. This includes component sharing 
model, build on what exists, mapping and documentation using 
local resources, refusing foreign loans and Government working in 
partnership with the people. The OPP-RTI has also influenced 
similar projects in 28 other cities and over a 100 villages in Punjab 
and Sindh, reaching more than two million people. Some elements 
of the programme have been adopted in Nepal, Sri Lanka and 
India.       

“We're neither contractors, nor delivery people, we are teachers, 
ourselves learning from situations,” says Rehman. 
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OPP – one lane at a time

Once swarming with flies and mosquitoes, over-flowing soak-pits, bucket latrines, sludge and sewage, Orangi, with a population 
of 1.4 million spread over 113 settlements was considered an eyesore even by Government Officials. 

Thirty years later, OPP-RTI proudly show-cases its biggest success story to local and foreign urban planners, donor agencies, NGOs, 
community activists working in water supply and sanitation, and even anthropologists.

The transformation of Orangi can undoubtedly be attributed to a vibrant, three-way partnership among community, civil society 
and state, based on the philosophy of the late Akhtar Hameed Khan. He believed that by mobilising and organising the 
community you can enable them to find their own alternatives in accessing municipal services.
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of the programme have been adopted in Nepal, Sri Lanka and 
India.       

“We're neither contractors, nor delivery people, we are teachers, 
ourselves learning from situations,” says Rehman. 
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OPP – one lane at a time

Once swarming with flies and mosquitoes, over-flowing soak-pits, bucket latrines, sludge and sewage, Orangi, with a population 
of 1.4 million spread over 113 settlements was considered an eyesore even by Government Officials. 

Thirty years later, OPP-RTI proudly show-cases its biggest success story to local and foreign urban planners, donor agencies, NGOs, 
community activists working in water supply and sanitation, and even anthropologists.

The transformation of Orangi can undoubtedly be attributed to a vibrant, three-way partnership among community, civil society 
and state, based on the philosophy of the late Akhtar Hameed Khan. He believed that by mobilising and organising the 
community you can enable them to find their own alternatives in accessing municipal services.



Helping Women Help Themselves - ZUBAIDA NOOR 
- Rina Saeed Khan  

The historical village of Jalala is located about 20 km north from 
Mardan. The road to Malakand goes through the village, linking 
the Swat Valley to Mardan and Peshawar. This is a dry area and the 
main source of water is from the rivers – two tributaries of the 
Swat River pass through Jalala and the village has become famous 
in Pushto folklore for the popular song Jalala Gudar, which was 

played frequently on Peshawar Radio Station. The story goes that 
Jalala once faced a shortage of drinking water and the women 
were forced to bring water in clay pots from the nearby river. One 
particular section of the river became known as the Khazo Gudar 
which means 'a special place where women go to fetch water' in 
the Pushto language. Since this is a conservative area, the women 
would only fetch water in the early morning and just before 
sunset. 

“Whenever I hear that song today, it brings a smile to my face” says 
Zubaida Noor, whose family comes from Jalala village. “The river is 
180 meters below the village; there is a slope and the song 
describes the women running out of breath as they climb with 
their clay pots”. Zubaida adds further “I remember in my 
childhood fishing and swimming in that place where the women 
would come to fetch water or just to have an outing”. She says 

that in those days the water in the river was “clean and sweet”. 
Today, however, the river has become quite dry and the water has 
become contaminated with sewage – a situation made worse by 
the hundreds of Afghan refugees camped in the area. 

Then in 2008 came the Pakistan Army's offensive against the 
Taliban who had taken control of the nearby Swat Valley and 
suddenly thousands of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) from 
Swat came into the village. “There is a natural slope near the 
village that is a good place for setting up camps” explains 
Zubaida. The sewage from these camps inevitably found its way 
into the rivers and streams of the area, adding to the 
contamination.

Since Jalala is on the way down from Swat, the IDPs would first 
camp in the village before heading to other areas. “I received an 
SOS call then to help out with the situation – I had already worked 
with refugees from Bajaur in Peshawar so I had some experience” 
recalls Zubaida, who had established an NGO based in Peshawar 
in 2003 called the Noor Educational Trust. “We came to Jalala and 
helped out with emergency relief work. We also set up non 
formal schools for the children. Since many of the people were 
traumatised by what had happened, we also imparted training on 
life coping skills and health and hygiene issues”.

“Water was a big issue, since the river water was contaminated by 
all the people living in the tents. Many of these people did not 
have access to proper sanitation”. Zubaida says that the water 
from the wells is undrinkable in Jalala, besides they have to bore 
as deep as 65 meters into the ground to access any water at all. 
Zubaida believes there are high quantities of lead in the ground 
water, which also tastes bad, and points to the many disabilities in 
the village as proof of the high toxicity levels of this water.

The villagers now depend upon some fresh water sources in the 
periphery of the village. “When my father ran for elections and 
became a Member of the National Assembly from Jalala, he 
helped install two large tanks in the village. These were handed 
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over to the community to maintain but due to successive 
mismanagement, the tank system no longer works”, explains 
Zubaida. 

Her NGO is now mobilising the community to take up water as a 
primary issue. They have already 
managed to secure eight million 
rupees from the Government of 
Pakistan in development funds to 
restore one of the tanks. “We still 
need to test the water and see if 
filtration is required” says Zubaida. 
“But at least the initiative was taken 
and it is a start. Otherwise, Jalala was 
considered a lost cause!”

Zubaida never imagined she would 
come back to her father's village to 
do this kind of work. She was born in 
Multan where her father, who was in 
the army, had been posted. When 
her father retired, the family settled 
in Karachi. However, the city saw an 
outbreak of ethnic violence between 
Pathans, Mohajirs and Sindhis and 
Zubaida's Pathan father decided to 
shift the family back to Peshawar, 
where Zubaida joined Peshawar 
University in 1970. Zubaida 
completed her MA in English 
Literature and then got married in 
1975. She has three sons, who are 
almost grown up. It was after she 
had her third child that Zubaida 
started working. Her marriage had 
proven to be quite difficult with 
irreconcilable differences and she felt the need to become 
independent. “I started working with a school, teaching O levels. 
Then came the Afghan refugee problem and I began working with 
them at the International Red Cross. I helped establish a women's 

project at the IRC. By now I had my own personal turmoil and I 
decided I had to continue to do something on my own”. Those 
were tough times for Zubaida, and she would separate from her 
husband and then go back again. “It was finally in 2004 that I 

made a total break without 
consulting anyone. The kids were 
much older by then” she explains.

Over the years Zubaida says she 
learnt to survive on the bare 
minimum. “I realised I don't need 
too much money. Simple is good”. 
To supplement her income she 
would take on consultancies with 
the many international agencies 
located in Peshawar like IUCN and 
GTZ. She even managed to save 
enough money to build a small 
house in Peshawar's University 
Town. In 2003, she decided to set 
up the Noor Educational Trust with 
t w o  o t h e r  f r i e n d s  w i t h  
deve lopment backgrounds.  
According to its vision statement, 
the Trust would like to 'establish 
and develop support structures for 
the most vulnerable groups. For 
example, women in crisis, victims 
of violence and abuse, homeless 
children or displaced persons and 
youth through programme 
interventions such as crises skill 
training, child protection, youth 
empowerment framework'.

Says Zubaida about her experience 
in running the Trust: “I learnt a lot from my work. I discovered 
myself, my roots as a woman from Pukthunkwa (the new name for 
the province). I started relating to the local villagers in Jalala and it 
was the best learning ground for me. There is a lot of wisdom in 

the local people. My life really changed a lot during this period. I 
think it helped me and my children to become better people”.

She herself is a rather shy individual and says that she is not a public 
person at all, and would rather work through her NGO than come 
to the forefront. “Take the issue of water - we helped to raise 
awareness and now the people have taken up the matter for 
themselves. The community groups are fulfilling their own needs,” 
she explains. 

In Jalala, where the population numbers around ten thousand, the 
people have suffered a lot because of the water problem and they 
are beginning to understand the value of having clean water. 
“There is now a collective sense of responsibility in the village. 
They are trying to solve the problem themselves now. We are just 
providing them with the linkages” says Zubaida.

Over the past seven years, the Noor Educational Trust has grown to 
about fifty employees, the majority of whom are women. Aside 
from their work in Jalala, they also run a shelter for women in 
Peshawar called 'Mera Ghar' where they give support services. They 
also run a Women's Crisis and Advocacy Programme. “There were 
no support structures for women, especially in this region. So we 

ZUBAIDA NOORWomen Managing Water

decided to open up the shelter home. We couldn't just work on 
prevention alone so we got involved in service delivery” explains 
Zubaida. Their main office is located in Peshawar's University Town, 
with a center in Mardan (near Jalala). “We are a small group with 
non-discriminatory policies and I think everyone gets along with 
no problems. There is a family culture in our organisation”.

The Trust also does a lot of advocacy work and gives suggestions 
for new legislations. Currently Zubaida is working on a report for 
the United Nations as part of a civil society watch dog. “We are 
members of a task force that is compiling a shadow report on 
discrimination against women in Pakistan” she says. The 
Government of Pakistan has recently submitted its own official 
report to the UN on the compliance of the UN's Convention on the 
Elimination of all forms of Discriminations against Women 
(CEDAW) which the Government of Pakistan ratified in 1996.

As she looks back at her life, Zubaida says that it is her NGO's 
women's protection programme that remains very close to her 
heart. “We look after women and children who have been victims 
of abuse. This is humanitarian work, whereas before, I had worked 
mostly in the development sector”. Being able to help other 
women, says Zubaida, who knows from personal experience what 
it means to go through such turmoil, gives her the most 
satisfaction in life.
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Enforcing Rainwater Harvesting - TANUJA ARIYANANDA 
 - Meenakshi Shedde 

Dr Tanuja Ariyananda is very down to earth. After all, she is in the 
business of making rainwater everybody's business. Director of the 
NGO, Lanka Rain Water Harvesting Forum (LRWHF), at Nugegoda, 
since 14 years, she says, “Our biggest triumph was getting the 
Government to legalise rainwater harvesting, and adopt the 
National Rainwater Harvesting Policy and Strategy in 2005. Sri 
Lanka is the first country in the world to have a National Rainwater 
Harvesting Policy”. The LRWHF represented the Ministerial 
Steering Committee that formulated the policy. In 2007, the 
Minister for Urban Development and Water Supply (UDWS), 
Dinesh Gunawardena, also gazetted a Bill to amend the Urban 
Development Authority Law to facilitate rainwater harvesting in 
new buildings. For a holistic approach to rainwater harvesting, 
further amendments are being considered to by-laws of the 
National Water Supply and Drainage Board (NWSD), Road 
Development Authority and Apartment Ownership Act. The 
Rainwater Harvesting Policy is being jointly implemented by the 
Government with the LRWHF.

In 2006, at an international workshop organised by the Ministry 
and LRWHF in Kandy, five SAARC ministers signed a declaration to 
promote rainwater harvesting in their countries. At 46, Tanuja can 
take some satisfaction in these significant milestones. LRWHF is 
the first NGO directly working towards the promotion of rain 
water harvesting through demonstration projects, technical 
training for government and partner NGO staff, workshops, 
networking, awareness programmes, and media outreach, 
besides research and development. It has built 4,000 rain water 
tanks in 25 districts and created a pool of skilled masons in 16 
districts, nationwide, from Jaffna to Matara and Ampara to 
Colombo —including many districts that were part of tsunami-
rehabilitation programmes. 

Tanuja has come a long way for “a biology student, who got into 
rainwater harvesting purely by chance,” as she puts it. After 
graduating in applied biology from Cardiff, UK, and doing a 
Master's in Aquatic Resources Management from King's College, 
London, she did her PhD in Environment Science from the 
University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka. Having worked as a biologist 
with the National Rivers Authority, Brampton, UK, she was 
looking to return to Sri Lanka. She got a job as Project Manager, 
Water Management, Sri Lanka, for the Intermediate Technology 
Development Group (ITDG), a British charity specialising in 
sustainable technology transfer, which sparked her interest in 
rainwater harvesting. Currently President of the International 
Rainwater Catchments Systems Association, she is also a member 
of NetWwater (Network for Women Water Professionals), Sri 
Lanka. She has presented papers and publications on rainwater 
harvesting and related issues at fora worldwide, including 
Thiruvananthapuram, Stockholm, Dhaka, Delhi, Mannheim, 
Kyoto, Taiwan, Kandy, Sydney, Taipei, Kathmandu and Kuala 
Lumpur as well as in cities of Brazil, Ethiopia and Morocco.
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Her interest in promoting rainwater harvesting led her to establish 
the LRWHF in 1997. “We have known staff at the UDWS and 
related ministries for some years, participated in their meetings, 
and trained ministry staff and technical officers of the National 
Water Supply and Drainage Board (NWSDB) on rainwater 
harvesting technology in various regions,” says Tanuja. “But now 
we must follow up implementation of the laws”. Explaining why 
she preferred to work independently, Tanuja says, “Studying in the 
UK broadened my outlook. My own NGO allows me to do just that 
– I can try out new things”. The LRWHF receives donations from 
several international agencies and the Canadian Government and 
the European Union. Its board includes senior representatives of 
the NWSDB and the Open University. 

The impact of rainfall (and therefore rainwater harvesting) on Sri 
Lanka's economy must not be underestimated. As 80% of the 

population is rural, and 90% of its income derived from agriculture 
and animal husbandry, sufficient water is crucial for economic 
health. The average annual rainfall is a decent 1800 mm. “Still, 
about 60% of the rainwater in Sri Lanka runs into the sea, 
especially in the wet zone, and 40% of water is wasted in the dry 
zone. At least half this water could be retained for bad times,” 
Tanuja points out. She observes that Sri Lanka is rich in water 
resources, with the lowest rainfall being 700mm, but the public 
access to it is uneven. “The mismanagement of water here leads to 
the ground water getting depleted. Also, the water quality is poor 
in many places because of high mineral content and use of 
artificial fertilisers”. According to 
her, 70% of water use in Sri Lanka 
is for agriculture, 20% for 
industrial use and 10% for 
domestic use. “As 70% of people 
in urban areas have piped water 
supply, our priority is rural 
domestic use”.

Even so, women rarely call the 
shots in water management, 
except at the grassroots. “The 
water sector is dominated by male 
engineers who are only concerned 
about pipes and pumps,” Tanuja 
reflects. “There are a lot of 
problems because people only 
think mechanically, although 
Universities have, for years, 
emphasised the social and 
environmental aspects in water studies. Women balance this with 
more of the social and environmental aspects, and have a better 
perception of domestic water needs. These are all important for 
better impact, so there should be more women in decision making 
positions. But women in the water sector are mostly academics, or 
work with NGOs, including NetWwater, whose activities include 
leadership training for women. While women play a huge role in 
village committees, they are not very visible at the professional 
level. Women are very active in constructing and monitoring 

rainwater harvesting structures. Because these tasks are not 
considered technical, it's mostly the women who come forward. I 
try to insist that the field officers at least are women, but they have 
genuine problems like transport to the villages”.

It is inspiring to see how a simple rainwater harvesting tank can 
dramatically alter the fortunes of a family. Rathnayake 
Dharmasena, 53, a farmer in Pallugola village, district Kurunegalle, 
North West Province, in the dry zone and his son were trained as 
masons by the LRWHF; they worked for three years during its 
rehabilitation work in tsunami-hit areas. With their new-found 

prosperity, they have 
b u i l t  a  r a i n w a t e r  
harvesting tank and a 
pathaha (small garden 
pond) for themselves, 
and two pucca houses of 
brick and tiles, next to 
their old thatch-roof 
h o m e .  S a y s  
Dharmasena, “Earlier, 
we had to walk one km 
to fetch drinking water. 
Or I would carry two 
buckets on my bicycle. 
Now with our tank and 
pond, we have year-
round drinking water 
supply with the collected 
rainwater, except for one 
month in August. Even 

the neighbours use our water, as the well water has high fluoride 
content. Moreover, we grow our own vegetables and fruits”.

The LRWHF's success story with Dharmasena and others has 
sparked a movement in Pallugola. APM Sarath Wijetunge, former 
field officer with the LRWHF, says, “There are 16 rainwater tanks in 
the Pallugola and Meewellawa villages. It cost Rs 25,000 for a 
rainwater tank and Rs 20,000 for a pathaha. We provide the 
material, they provide unskilled labour and it is free for the 

Rainwater Harvesting Systems

There are different kinds of rainwater harvesting systems, including storage tanks and the traditional pathahas or garden ponds. 
Popular storage tanks include the ferrocement, pumpkin-shaped tank, brick dome tank, ferrocement partially underground 
tank, thai jar, plastic or steel tank or underground concrete tank. The tank collects filtered run-off rainwater from the roof via 
gutters, eg a plastic pipe slit lengthwise, that runs upturned along the base of the roof, for drinking and domestic use. But their 
cost-effectiveness varies. For instance, a ferrocement storage tank of 5-8 cubic metres would cost Rs 40,000 (Rs 5,000 per cubic 
metre) and need a skilled mason. However, a plastic tank of 10 cubic metres would be expensive at Rs 1,00,000 (Rs 10,000 per 
cubic metre), but be easily available in the market, and easy to install.

The National Rainwater Harvesting Policy of Sri Lanka promotes rainwater as a water supply scheme in water scarce areas and in 
urban areas where water is expensive. With an aim to conserve water, amendments have been made to several Acts and by-laws 
in the last few years. Since 2009, rainwater harvesting is compulsory for all new urban buildings and all existing ones should have 
the same system in place by 2012. Harvesting rainwater as a source of domestic water has been given an equal status to that of 
other traditional sources of water.

There should also be provision for drainage during construction of roads. Currently, drainage is paved up. So there is no 
groundwater recharge and storm-water drains carry rainwater runoff to the sea. New by-laws require allowance for soft 
paving with grass or porous clay as lining for drains to absorb groundwater and increase groundwater infiltration. 

TANUJA ARIYANANDAWomen Managing Water
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According to the Rainwater Harvesting: Practitioners' Guide for 
Sri Lanka by LRWHF and Sri Lanka Resource Initiative for Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene (SRIWASH), 'available research findings 
on quality of rainwater collected in different places of the country 
show that pH, colour, turbidity, conductivity and faecal coliform 
counts comply with WHO drinking water standards'.

Tanuja points out that in urban areas, water charges are higher for 
greater consumption slabs; so the initial cost of a rainwater 
harvesting system – which could be between Rs 50,000 and Rs 
1,00,000 for a urban household –  is offset by the savings via 
reduced piped water consumption and bills. This saving is more 
clearly illustrated in Practitioners' Guide, 'water that falls on a roof 
of 1,000 sqm in Colombo (average rainfall 2,000mm) during a 

beneficiary. Since the tanks were built, there has been a campaign endorsed by 110 village households, demanding water tanks too. So 
the Ministry of Public Administration has sanctioned 17 more tanks in Pallugola, and the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
has built 25 more tanks here as well”. Indeed, institutionalised rainwater harvesting got a boost in Sri Lanka in 1995 with the World Bank-
funded Community Water Supply and Sanitation Project. Since then, many organisations have adopted rainwater harvesting.

period of one year would be around 2,000 cubic metres (i.e. 2 
million litres). The actual cost of this amount of water would be 
around Rs 90,000'.

The number crunching works, but perhaps laws work better. 
Meanwhile, funding continues to be the biggest challenge for 
Tanuja. “A lot of NGOs, including us, received funding for tsunami 
rehabilitation work, but now it is tough again,” she says. “After a 
few NGOs doing rehabilitation work came to be associated with 
the LTTE, people see all NGOs as tarnished and unfortunately, 
there is an NGO allergy”. But you can't keep a good woman down. 
“I do things better than a man,” she says. “I do things in a more 
humane way. I look for big new ideas and follow through”.

TANUJA ARIYANANDAWomen Managing Water

Dharmasena: The ideal farmer

In 2004, LRWHF assisted Dharmasena with a UNDP-funded  project to diversify his crops on his two-acre plot. So, in addition to 
paddy, he grew vegetables (like brinjals and beans), fruit trees (coconut, mango, papaya, guava, and orange) and cash crops, 
cashew and teak. The family is quite self-sufficient now. He has actively sought assistance from other sources including the 
Government and  NGOs to deepen his pond; get more plants and a pedal pump for the water. He has also started a chicken 
business with 1,000 chicks and recently got his second son married.
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Bringing water to Bisowela and Beyond – LALITHA NANAMEARACHCHI 
 - Kumudini Hettiarachchi

Up a steep hill, away from the beaten tracks of a township 71 kms 
from Colombo, a knot of people are inspecting huge blue tanks 
while the sound of water splashing down a fountain soothes the 
weary nerves. Talking vigorously amidst the men is Lalitha 
Nanamearachchi, 53, the sole woman, Kandyan sari raised slightly 
above the ankle to prevent it dragging along the muddy soil. She is 
discussing the most recent water issue that has troubled the 
people of Bisowela, close to Kegalle.

“There was a strange odour, like that of papaya milk (latex), 
emanating from the water. We quickly got the National Water 
Supply and Drainage Board (NWSDB) laboratory and an 
independent lab in Colombo to check the water,” says Lalitha, 
explaining that the problem has now been resolved with increased 
chlorination to control the bacteria.
  
For Lalitha, the next task is to allay the fears and doubts of the 
community, with personal visits to each and every home, to assure 
them that the water is drinkable; that she and her family too are 
using the same water. Such visits and repeated assurances are not 
new to Lalitha. It was in 2000 that she saw a notice stuck on a 
lamp-post about a “water project” and rushed back to her 
Ballapana Udabage village to mobilise her neighbours, for they 
were in dire need of this elixir of life. 

Lalitha, herself had been a ”victim” for many years, having to carry 
seven large pots of water, half a km each trip, each day, for 
drinking, cooking,  ablutions and flushing the pit toilet that she, 
her husband and son used. “We didn't have water even to wash 
our faces. So it was three pots in the morning and four in the 
evening. The well was down a hill,” explains Lalitha.  Although 
there were wells in her area, a two-week dry spell would compel 
people to go in search of water. During a more severe drought, 
only two or three deep wells some distance away had any water. 
Disease immediately followed water scarcity. Every two or three 
days, she and her neighbours would trudge, with their children in 
tow, to a stream some distance away, to wash their dirty clothes. 
That was a long 5 hours' ordeal. 

That notice changed Lalitha's life, making her one of the most 
successful woman water professionals in Sri Lanka, bringing in 
award after award for her organisation, the Shramashakthi 
Prajamula Sanwidanaya (SPS) and it changed the lives of nearly 
800 families.  “We were desperate at that time and on the verge 
of leaving our homes,” says Lalitha. Indeed, even to build houses, 

they had to pay large sums for water to be brought up the hill to 
mix the concrete.

She had married her childhood sweetheart after passing the 
Advanced Level examination in the Arts stream at the Ranwala 
Maha Naga School in the next town and completing a Diploma in 
Management, which helped her to secure a job at the local rural 
development Sanasa Bank. Life was complete but hectic and 
tiring, looking after her husband and son, doing the household 
chores and working at the bank, in addition to which there was 
the arduous task of carrying water for their basic needs. Her 
village is in a hilly area; though there are a few springs, they dry up 
during the drought. 
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In 2000, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), in cooperation with 
the NWSDB chose six badly-affected districts to implement the 
Third Secondary Towns and Community-based Water Supply and 
Sanitation Project. One of these districts was Kegalle and the 
Bisowela area. The ADB project was not a hand out. The notice that 
Lalitha had seen, sought the active participation of the 
community, because the people needed to view it as “their own 
project” for long-term sustainability. A community-based society 
was to be formed in Bisowela with the people taking the lead. The 
societies were to be 
managed by a President, 
Secretary, Treasurer and 
a  1 2 - m e m b e r  
committee, elected from 
among the people.

Lalitha spread the good 
news in her village, 
Ballapana Udabage and 
coaxed 56 of the 300 
families living there to 
join the society with her. 
“All the families were 
interested, but they 
simply couldn't leave 
their work to attend 
meetings,” says Lalitha, 
pointing out that most 
are eking out a hand-to-
mouth existence by 
wrapping beedis. “If they 
don't work, they don't 
earn and then the whole family starves”.

The initial phase of the project included surveying the area to 
determine the need for both, water and toilets, numerous 
meetings with the SPS (Lalitha was just a member then), and site 
visits by ADB officials and NWSDB engineers and technical staff. 
“They identified five ulpath (springs) but one had a problem,” says 
Lalitha, having returned to her office after the visit to the Akkara 

Panaha area to check out the bacteria-in-water issue, pulling out 
files from neatly stacked groups. The project site is only about ¾ 
kms from the office, but Lalitha has to go through paddy-fields 
and up a steep hill to get there. After the site visit she rushes back 
to office due to her heavy workload.   

The total cost of the SPS project was Sri Lankan Rs. 14 million with 
the ABD contributing 80% and the beneficiaries the balance 20%, 
half in cash and the other half as labour. The project was many-

pronged – the major 
cost being incurred 
for the digging of 
two deep tube wells, 
pumping the water 
from them through 
an aerator to massive 
storage tanks and 
out to 600 families 
spread across a wide 
area. Other works 
included using the 
h i l l y  t e r r a i n  t o  
maximum benefit on 
the pr inciple of 
gravitation to fill up 
t h r e e  m a s s i v e  
storage tanks to 
benefit 116 families, 
d i g g i n g  s e v e n  
common wells to 
serve 35 families, 
digging 12 individual 

wells where water was hardest to come by for the benefit of 17 
families, setting up nine rainwater-harvesting tanks for nine 
families and building 79 toilets. Though the project was initially 
meant for Bisowela, it ultimately encompassed six more areas – 
Kobbewela, Ballapana Udabage, Ballapana Pathabage, Mayfield 
and Asideniya. 

There were, however, several challenges to be overcome before 

the project saw the light of day, for the ADB condition that it would 
provide 80% of the cost and the community should chip in with 
the balance 20% (half in cash and half through labour) had to be 
met.

The costliest was the sub-project which involved the tube wells 
and the pumping mechanism, says Lalitha.  Each beneficiary, who 

would later become the consumer had to scrape up Rs. 2,000, as 
the SPS needed a bank balance of Rs. 800,000 for the project to be 
approved. Those who would benefit from the other sub-projects 
needed smaller amounts of money ranging from Rs. 281 to Rs. 
780. As the deadline loomed, Lalitha, who was by now the 
Secretary of SPS and sole woman in the society, ran hither and 
thither to get bank loans organised. The other women were just 
not empowered or so impoverished that they could not devote 
time for community work, even though getting water to their 
doorstep was a necessity. “Most of the people had no water; 
neither did they have the money. They needed the water badly, for 
their children were falling ill and they couldn't do the day-to-day 
things that people often take for granted such as washing the 
face,” says Lalitha.

Once the money was found, the next step was getting the 10%  
labour input from the community; the tube well and pumping unit 
required 17,000 metres of pipes to be laid, two massive storage 
tanks each with a capacity of 40,000 litres built and two filtering 
systems and an aerator set up. The SPS devised a plan in keeping 
with the needs of the people. The labour requirement of 10% 
amounted to 12 days of work from each beneficiary family. 
“Calculating the labour input needed to cut the drains and lay the 
pipes in rupees and cents, we suggested that those who couldn't 
spare the time as most were daily wage-earners could pay the 
labour cost per day for 12 days (amounting to Rs. 3,000 at that 
time) in lieu of their presence so that we could hire workmen,” 
says Lalitha. 

However, there was no substitute for Lalitha at the SPS and no 
food or rest until the drains were cut and the pipes laid. She left 
home very early, trying her best not to neglect her family but 
cooking only basic meals, and came back late at night. The current 
Secretary of SPS, L. Nayanananda, says with admiration, as the 
other men nod in agreement, that no terrain was too remote for 
Lalitha. She would walk through the jungle, up hills, through 
thorny shrubs, all in a sari. “Yes, they do say Lalitha is like a man,” 
he adds, which she acknowledges as a compliment, with a hearty 
laugh.

The water flowed with the project being completed on February 
10, 2005. Having been the Secretary from October 2002 to 
December 2008, doing volunteer work in those most difficult 
years, to being a clerk of the office, managing the water project, 
on an allowance being paid to her, Lalitha has now moved on. “I 
did both for a while, but the workload is very heavy as bills have to 
be sent out, then the carbon copies checked against the invoices 
returned, and the filing has to be done,” she says. Three men  
'read' the meters, issue the bills and also carry out maintenance 
work, while Lalitha handles the paperwork and the accounting 
with her experience at the bank coming in handy in maintaining 
the books. 650 bills have to be handwritten and sent out by the 

th10  of each month. 

Now that the water project is up and running, there are other 
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with her experience at the bank coming in handy in maintaining 
the books. 650 bills have to be handwritten and sent out by the 
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issues that Lalitha faces. Whenever a pipe bursts or is damaged 
she has to ensure that the water is restored very fast, for among 

her consumers are not only households but also state 
organisations including the post office, the library and the office 
of the Medical Officer of Health, hotels, three schools, a 
vocational training centre, four Buddhist temples and even the 
public toilet maintained by the local government authority. “The 
water bills have my phone number and there isn't anything called 
office hours,” says Lalitha, adding that she works on Sundays, and 
even when the others go on leave. “My husband also comes in to 
help if I am alone”. But she is also not alone – the people and state 
institutions such as the police, the Electricity Board and the Road 
Development Authority are very supportive. “When a container 
with flour turned turtle, 33-metres of the pipeline was damaged, 
the police did not allow the driver to leave until they had paid the 
estimated repair costs”. 

Lalitha is also appreciative of the tremendous cooperation she 
gets from SPS and the three men working under her. When a pipe 
near the bridge was damaged, 550 houses would have been left 
without water if not for her dedicated staff. They thought up a 
temporary solution, closed just one valve and worked night and 

day to restore the service. 

With rapid development expected in the future, Lalitha is 
concerned. “Development must be carried out while 
safeguarding the environment,” she urges, pointing out the 
repercussions of establishing an industrial zone with a deep tube 
well close to the water project which had led to the water being 
contaminated and a tube well going dry. The NWSDB, however, 
has been very supportive and has promised to close the tube well 
in the industrial zone, she says.  
    
Such forward thinking and action have resulted in SPS winning 
the ADB award for the best managed community-based water 
project in Sri Lanka on World Water Day, March 22, 2007. It was 
then that Lalitha got the opportunity to visit India on a seven-day 
tour, opening small water schemes and sharing her experiences 
across the Palk Straits. SPS has won the merit award in the 
following three years too. But for Lalitha, the most poignant 
moment was on February 10, 2005, when the water flowed for 
the first time. The men, women and children shed tears of joy, 
giving blessings to those who had been involved in the project. 
For Lalitha, that brought immense satisfaction and fulfilment of a 
job well done.
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Integrated Water Management Initiatives – BHUJ WOMEN
 - Meenakshi Shedde

Part I: TOWARDS SELF-SUFFICIENCY

In Bhuj, the administrative centre of Kutch district, Gujarat, the 40 
degrees loo (desert wind) slaps you hard in the face. This is a land 
of stunning women in bright, embroidered dresses and men in 
jaunty turbans; the colour of their clothes, a defiant celebration of 
life in the scorching Great Rann of Kutch. The occasional vanchdo 
(dust spiral), spins in the distance, as the horizon dissolves into a 
mrigjal, a mirage of shimmering heat waves. In the desert dotted 
with scrub bushes and no roads or tracks is Karamta village 
(Abdasa taluka), where former sarpanch Hansbai Buddha heads a 
pani samiti – (water committee). Hansbai Buddha, 55, of the 
Maldhari cattle-herding community, holds herself erect, dressed in 
a traditional backless kanchri-ghagra and odhni, with enormous 
kanphatti (earrings) that elongate her earlobes. This illiterate (“but 
I can sign”) woman has turned a drought-prone village that got 
water once a week, into one that gets year-round water twice daily, 
and is independent of Government water supply.

There was a time when people did not want to give their daughters 
in marriage into this village because of its water scarcity. Hansbai 
says, “The women had to walk many kilometers to fetch water, and 

during droughts, the village herdsmen had to migrate further and 
further with the cattle in search of water and fodder. So we dug a 
well, built a tank, repaired the recharge dam, built a cattle trough, 
and finally installed a solar powered pump that is operated with a 
switch button. I have brought push button water to the village and 
given piped water connections to every household”. 

The Gujarat government's Water and Sanitation Management 
Organisation (WASMO) invested Rs 1,400,000 and Hansbai raised 
Rs 120,000 from the poor villagers' contributions. The villagers, 
who had never before paid for water, have contributed towards 
the costs of their independent regular water supply, including Rs 
500 per water connection for maintenance and repair. “Those who 
had settled elsewhere because of the water shortage are now 
returning to build houses in the village. And Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh sent two vans of people to meet me,” says 
Hansbai, smiling proudly. A celebrity, she has lectured at 
workshops in 80 villages in Abdasa. Water availability has 
improved so significantly, that they have revived dryland farming 
and dairies. 

The drought-prone Kutch region has traditionally faced acute 
water scarcity, with an average annual rainfall of 35 cm or less. 
Moreover, because of its geological history and location, its 
aquifers are inherently saline and affected by sea-water inflows. 
The population could not survive without water to support their 
traditional occupations of livestock rearing and farming. To help 
them survive the droughts, the Gujarat State Handicrafts 
Development Corporation stepped in to help women market their 
embroidery and handicrafts (which many communities gave in 
dowry), but the women lost much of their remuneration to 
middlemen. Sushma Iyengar, who has Master's degrees in 
Literature (Baroda University) and in Development 
Communications (Cornell, US), had returned to Gujarat to work 
with Jan Vikas, an NGO, started the Kutch Mahila Vikas 
Sanghatana (KMVS) in 1989 to organise the women. Jan Vikas and 
the Kutch District administration gave KMVS initial support.

The success of Hansbai and Karamta village rides on the 
painstaking work of many organisations working in Kutch over 
decades, but primarily on the KMVS and Sahjeevan, an 
organisation that promotes ecological restoration, and crucially 
water, through women's empowerment. KMVS with Sushma 
Iyengar as founder-mentor, along with Meera Goradia and Alka 
Jani, Lata Sachde and others, and Sahjeevan, with Krupa Dholakia, 
have facilitated the women's collectives [elaborated in Part II]. 
Primarily concerned with 
women's empowerment, 
KMVS acknowledges that 
no development is possible 
without assured sources of 
water. Over 20 years, KMVS 
has organised women's 
co l lect ives  of  15,000 
members in 175 villages of 
Kutch, some of which are 
registered as independent 
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d  
organisations. The two 
N G O s  f r e q u e n t l y  
c o l l a b o r a t e  a n d  
complement each other's 
work, and both have also 
grown in to  umbre l la  
organisations involved in a 
wide range of issues, 
inc lud ing water  se l f-
sufficiency, hydrogeological 
expertise, women's reproductive health, self-help groups, 
empowerment of women sarpanches, embroidery and 
handicrafts, organic farming, dairy production and countering 
domestic violence.

In 1998, following pilot workshops, 30 village collectives wrote to 
the Distirct Collector of Abdasa saying they did not want drought 
relief. They created independent water assets with women in 
leadership roles. In 2006, when the Government of Gujarat 
mandated WASMO, Sahjeevan, Arid Communities and Technology 

(ACT), and other organisations to develop the water resources of 
Abdasa taluk, KMVS and Sahjeevan convinced the Government to 
change its focus from pipeline water to reviving local, traditional 
sources. Pani Thiye Panjo (Water is Ours) is a decentralised drinking 
water project based on detailed geo-hydrological surveys of each 
village; it aims to make all 165 Abdasa villages develop sustainable 
local water sources, shifting the dependence from centralised, 
external sources to the local sources managed by the village 

panchayat. Abdasa is 
among Kutch's largest 
taluks and the last to 
receive water from the 
Narmada dam. If a water 
scarce region like Abdasa 
could be a model for 
water self-sufficiency, it 
would be possible to 
replicate this elsewhere,  
a n d  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  
Government 's  water 
management policy. 

Sahjeevan adopted a dual 
strategy in Abdasa. 
F i r s t ly,  i t  act ivated 
Panchayats and pani 
s a m i t i s  t o  t a k e  
responsibility for local 
water self-governance. It 
h a s  t r a i n e d  a n d  

empowered the Panchayats and women in pani samitis to tackle a 
host of water-related issues - development and management of 
water resources, water legislation and pricing, protecting and 
controlling water quality, as well as the needs of current and future 
water users. Secondly, it has trained local youth in each village and 
women in hydrogeological and engineering issues, so they could 
provide technical leadership to the pani samitis and Panchayats, as 
well as give women a professional edge. The role of the 
Government is limited to supporting the capital costs of the project 
and providing back up water supply in case of emergencies. The 

54 55



Integrated Water Management Initiatives – BHUJ WOMEN
 - Meenakshi Shedde

Part I: TOWARDS SELF-SUFFICIENCY

In Bhuj, the administrative centre of Kutch district, Gujarat, the 40 
degrees loo (desert wind) slaps you hard in the face. This is a land 
of stunning women in bright, embroidered dresses and men in 
jaunty turbans; the colour of their clothes, a defiant celebration of 
life in the scorching Great Rann of Kutch. The occasional vanchdo 
(dust spiral), spins in the distance, as the horizon dissolves into a 
mrigjal, a mirage of shimmering heat waves. In the desert dotted 
with scrub bushes and no roads or tracks is Karamta village 
(Abdasa taluka), where former sarpanch Hansbai Buddha heads a 
pani samiti – (water committee). Hansbai Buddha, 55, of the 
Maldhari cattle-herding community, holds herself erect, dressed in 
a traditional backless kanchri-ghagra and odhni, with enormous 
kanphatti (earrings) that elongate her earlobes. This illiterate (“but 
I can sign”) woman has turned a drought-prone village that got 
water once a week, into one that gets year-round water twice daily, 
and is independent of Government water supply.

There was a time when people did not want to give their daughters 
in marriage into this village because of its water scarcity. Hansbai 
says, “The women had to walk many kilometers to fetch water, and 

during droughts, the village herdsmen had to migrate further and 
further with the cattle in search of water and fodder. So we dug a 
well, built a tank, repaired the recharge dam, built a cattle trough, 
and finally installed a solar powered pump that is operated with a 
switch button. I have brought push button water to the village and 
given piped water connections to every household”. 

The Gujarat government's Water and Sanitation Management 
Organisation (WASMO) invested Rs 1,400,000 and Hansbai raised 
Rs 120,000 from the poor villagers' contributions. The villagers, 
who had never before paid for water, have contributed towards 
the costs of their independent regular water supply, including Rs 
500 per water connection for maintenance and repair. “Those who 
had settled elsewhere because of the water shortage are now 
returning to build houses in the village. And Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh sent two vans of people to meet me,” says 
Hansbai, smiling proudly. A celebrity, she has lectured at 
workshops in 80 villages in Abdasa. Water availability has 
improved so significantly, that they have revived dryland farming 
and dairies. 

The drought-prone Kutch region has traditionally faced acute 
water scarcity, with an average annual rainfall of 35 cm or less. 
Moreover, because of its geological history and location, its 
aquifers are inherently saline and affected by sea-water inflows. 
The population could not survive without water to support their 
traditional occupations of livestock rearing and farming. To help 
them survive the droughts, the Gujarat State Handicrafts 
Development Corporation stepped in to help women market their 
embroidery and handicrafts (which many communities gave in 
dowry), but the women lost much of their remuneration to 
middlemen. Sushma Iyengar, who has Master's degrees in 
Literature (Baroda University) and in Development 
Communications (Cornell, US), had returned to Gujarat to work 
with Jan Vikas, an NGO, started the Kutch Mahila Vikas 
Sanghatana (KMVS) in 1989 to organise the women. Jan Vikas and 
the Kutch District administration gave KMVS initial support.

The success of Hansbai and Karamta village rides on the 
painstaking work of many organisations working in Kutch over 
decades, but primarily on the KMVS and Sahjeevan, an 
organisation that promotes ecological restoration, and crucially 
water, through women's empowerment. KMVS with Sushma 
Iyengar as founder-mentor, along with Meera Goradia and Alka 
Jani, Lata Sachde and others, and Sahjeevan, with Krupa Dholakia, 
have facilitated the women's collectives [elaborated in Part II]. 
Primarily concerned with 
women's empowerment, 
KMVS acknowledges that 
no development is possible 
without assured sources of 
water. Over 20 years, KMVS 
has organised women's 
co l lect ives  of  15,000 
members in 175 villages of 
Kutch, some of which are 
registered as independent 
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d  
organisations. The two 
N G O s  f r e q u e n t l y  
c o l l a b o r a t e  a n d  
complement each other's 
work, and both have also 
grown in to  umbre l la  
organisations involved in a 
wide range of issues, 
inc lud ing water  se l f-
sufficiency, hydrogeological 
expertise, women's reproductive health, self-help groups, 
empowerment of women sarpanches, embroidery and 
handicrafts, organic farming, dairy production and countering 
domestic violence.

In 1998, following pilot workshops, 30 village collectives wrote to 
the Distirct Collector of Abdasa saying they did not want drought 
relief. They created independent water assets with women in 
leadership roles. In 2006, when the Government of Gujarat 
mandated WASMO, Sahjeevan, Arid Communities and Technology 

(ACT), and other organisations to develop the water resources of 
Abdasa taluk, KMVS and Sahjeevan convinced the Government to 
change its focus from pipeline water to reviving local, traditional 
sources. Pani Thiye Panjo (Water is Ours) is a decentralised drinking 
water project based on detailed geo-hydrological surveys of each 
village; it aims to make all 165 Abdasa villages develop sustainable 
local water sources, shifting the dependence from centralised, 
external sources to the local sources managed by the village 

panchayat. Abdasa is 
among Kutch's largest 
taluks and the last to 
receive water from the 
Narmada dam. If a water 
scarce region like Abdasa 
could be a model for 
water self-sufficiency, it 
would be possible to 
replicate this elsewhere,  
a n d  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  
Government 's  water 
management policy. 

Sahjeevan adopted a dual 
strategy in Abdasa. 
F i r s t ly,  i t  act ivated 
Panchayats and pani 
s a m i t i s  t o  t a k e  
responsibility for local 
water self-governance. It 
h a s  t r a i n e d  a n d  

empowered the Panchayats and women in pani samitis to tackle a 
host of water-related issues - development and management of 
water resources, water legislation and pricing, protecting and 
controlling water quality, as well as the needs of current and future 
water users. Secondly, it has trained local youth in each village and 
women in hydrogeological and engineering issues, so they could 
provide technical leadership to the pani samitis and Panchayats, as 
well as give women a professional edge. The role of the 
Government is limited to supporting the capital costs of the project 
and providing back up water supply in case of emergencies. The 

54 55



Women Managing Water

idea was also to transform drought relief programmes into long-
term drought proofing work.

That is how Karamta became a showpiece of Pani Thiye Panjo. The 
project is implemented by Sahjeevan in collaboration with ACT 
(which provided hydrogeological expertise), WASMO (which has 
so far contributed Rs 11.1 million to the project), Arghyam, the 
Bangalore-based charitable foundation that supports water 
initiatives (Rs 14.2 million), Suzlon Foundation of the wind energy 
corporate (Rs 4.6 million) and the local communities themselves 
(Rs 1.2 million). KMVS also produced a monthly newsletter Ujjas 
Patrika and 24 radio programmes on Pani Thiye Panjo in the local 
Kutchi language to spread awareness. Overall, Pani Thiye Panjo 
has certainly increased the number of women participating in 
water management as motivators and decision makers, as well as 
nurtured some women leaders in water management.

Dador Model
In the largely muslim Dador village (Nakhatrana taluka), a model 
women's collective, with men's full support leads the local drinking 
water management. Ibrahim Gafoor says, “In 1968 the then Prime 
Minister Indira Gandhi visited Dador during the drought and gave 
away food and clothes. We realised then that we may need politics 
to progress and women in politics. I am very proud of my wife's 
leadership in organising water for our village”. Saraben Ibrahim 
Theba adds, “When KMVS first came here, the men were scared 
and told them, 'don't make our women too modern, baad mein 
phas jayenge' (we'll be trapped later)”. KMVS started a crèche 
where women could meet together, then tackled women's 
education, health and water management. 

The women did the resource mapping of the village and were 
technically sound about what to do where and why. The pani 
samiti includes women representatives from various communities. 
The inter-community dialogue is very strong; hindus and muslims 
feast together twice a year. The women studied the geology, built a 
pond and well, a dam for recharging the well. Now they get year-
round drinking water through a solar pump, and water for 
irrigation, without Government water supply. They collectively pay 
for its maintenance. They now have collectives for animal 
husbandry and even organic farming. 

Hakima of Dador, who trained as a grassroots geologist and water 
management professional, and Hansbai of Karamtha, confidently 
lead village water committees and have become symbols of the 
izzat (respect) that women have gained across different 
communities and the hope they have brought to formerly water-
starved villages of Kutch.

PART II: IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Sushma Iyengar, has withdrawn from KMVS's active leadership, 
which has been taken over by Alka Jani, Lata Sachde and others. 

Iyengar, who has worked on post-earthquake and tsunami 
rehabilitation, including Kutch after the 2001 earthquake, is 
currently advising the Bihar government on the Kosi flood 
rehabilitation policy.

BHUJ WOMEN

SUSHMA IYENGAR:
Primarily, we wanted to form women's collectives for self-
reflection and self-realisation, with the objective of social 
transformation. Women's empowerment is not just about power 
to women, but the power to transform their own lives and the lives 
of others, to make women more responsible and responsive 
citizens. Every five years or less, there would be a drought in Kutch, 
and we realised all issues were eventually connected with the lack 
of water and women's position in society. So our strategies had to 
achieve ecological restoration while enhancing women's position 
and giving them leadership roles and decision-making capacity. 
Water is such a problem that land ownership has become a 
liability, whereas elsewhere it is an asset. People were also 
addicted to sarkari (government) aid. 

Besides, Kutch has been mesmerised with the promise that the 
water of the Narmada dam pipes will eventually reach it—however 
irregular its water supply so far. Kutch was the justification for the 
Narmada dam. So they would not bother taking their own 
initiatives for water. KMVS realised a separate body was required 
for ecological regeneration, so that it could retain its own focus on 
women's empowerment. Jan Vikas formed an ecology cell, which 
later became Sahjeevan in 1991.

Men and Women
Men and women have very different attitudes to water. During 
droughts, as men migrated with the cattle, women, children, and 
the aged, were left to survive on their own. Women have deep 
traditional knowledge about land and water, but it is invisible. 
They also have more conviction in water conservation and 
commitment. But it was hard for women to take public leadership 
in communities where women never left the courtyard, nor could 
be seen in public sitting with a man.

Akal achcha hai (drought is good), men would say, preferring the 
drought relief they would get when the Government paid them 
daily wages for some project like digging a pond. But women said 
we don't want drought relief, we would rather generate our own 
water through ancestral ponds. Men also fiercely resisted women 
playing public roles. In one case where the women revived an old 

 

canal, the man on whose land it ran, threatened to sue the women 
in court. The idea was to spread panic that women were 

transgressing traditional boundaries, and were best kept confined 
to the home. 'Aaj court-kacheri, kal police tak leke jayenge,' (today 
they will take you to court, tomorrow to the police) was the signal. 
So the women worked overnight to finish clearing the canal, even 
before the stay order was passed!
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PART II: IN THEIR OWN WORDS
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Women on Top
It sounds romantic to say women are at the top, but watershed 
management is very complex, and we had to address social and 
gender relations, complex geology and strategise how women 
could take leadership in water management, restoration, 
harvesting and revival. If women dealt with drinking water, it was 
seen as a woman's issue, but if they dealt with agricultural water, 
men felt threatened. When men realised the end result was that 
they were all getting water, they let the women have their way.

Sahjeevan formed women's sangathans (collectives) and trained 
them to study the land, its geology, their entitlements and rights. 
Secondly, each women's collective had a member on the KMVS 
governing board, which also included the District Development 
Officer and senior government officials, consciously creating 
spaces for a dialogue. Women, who were sitting at home, were 
now suddenly sharing space with the State as equal 
partners—they had access to state power that men didn't have. So 
the men often got jealous and restricted them.

Rather than have only more women's participation, we wanted 
more women professionals. So, as part of the women's collective, 
we trained women, like the widowed Hakima of Dador village in 
geology and water management. She has transformed lives 
around water more than I have. We participate in her programmes. 
It is important to have women at the policy making level, but 
women could also have patriarchal attitudes, and men at the top 
could be gender-sensitive. But there is value in symbolism. For 
instance, Mr VS Gadhvi, former Water Resources Secretary, was 
very proactive and committed; it was a joy to work with him.

ALKA JANI, KMVS:
I'm from Bhuj. I did my Master's in Commerce and didn't know 
anything about development. But I happened to meet Sushma 
Iyengar, who started KMVS and joined her. Six months later Lata 
Sachde joined us. We had no expertise in anything, we were all 
trying to be social workers. But experience overtakes 
qualifications. 

 

Kutch is an extremely diverse region, with hindus, marwadas 
(dalits), and muslims, raisiputra, and mutwas, each living in their 
own worlds. The women had no reason to meet, and never went 
out without a man. Women's empowerment can be superficial. 
There are village-, political-, caste-, community- and religious- 

vested interests to oppose this. I'm a trainer; I work with visual aids 
to strengthen leadership qualities. Our technique was to have 
women's groups start with smaller issues that men see as 
“women's issues” and do not oppose—like sulabh shauchalayas 
(toilets), smokeless chulhas (stoves), and kitchen gardens. Then, as 
the women's understanding of ecology grows, we move to larger 
issues like water sources and watershed development. Often, men 
are not even sure from where their women get water - it simply 
arrives! 

Typically, men will prefer a borewell even if they are not sure they 
will strike water below, but women prefer to revive a disused local 
talao (local pond) nearby, that might be more reliable. Sahjeevan, 
KMVS and the District Development Officer collaborated in Khari 
village to transform drought relief (like road works) into drought 
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proofing. Led by women, 45 women built a well by themselves - 
with a pulley, and permanent wall so cattle don't fall in. We found 
that women are less corrupt and hard working. We also eliminated 
the middlemen contractors.

KRUPA DHOLAKIA, SAHJEEVAN:
I'm 42, the eldest in the family. My brother is a lawyer and I have a 
schizophrenic sister. My mother is bedridden. I graduated with 
Mathematics, and got a Bachelor's degree in Education, then a 
diploma in ecology and environment. I wanted to become a 
doctor, but it was too expensive, so I got a “desk job” with the Life 
Insurance Corporation. Then I heard an ecology cell was looking 
for science graduates. I was asked my age, if I was married and if I 
could do a field job. I said yes and was immediately offered the job. 
I enjoyed it so much, I just stayed on for 20 years. I'm single and 
very independent. My parents never forced me to marry. 

Lately, we have been studying the economics of water supply and 
management—the financial resources, labour, maintenance, 
corruption, etc. Our research showed that in 1993-94, milk was 
actually cheaper than water in Kutch! We explained to the people 
that if they waited for water from the Narmada dam, the pipelines 
would have to cover so much ground that it would be very 
expensive. Also we were concerned about how dependable they 
would be. People have a sarkari maibaap (government as parent) 
mentality, that it is the responsibility of the State to provide water. 
They were caught between disused traditional water sources, and 
modern pipelines that were empty. We convinced them that 
becoming self-reliant in water was a more long-term, sustainable 
solution. 

Women's Viewpoint
For this, we started the 'matla to batla' (mud water pot to bottle) 
campaign and created Nabu Nani, a woman representing the 
Narmada river, to explain water economics to the public through a 
woman's viewpoint. We emphasised the fundamental connection 
between women and nature. Nabu Nani explains the qualities of 
women water leaders - you must benefit the maximum number, be 
transparent, take others with you, and distribution must be 
equitable. Men tend to work by themselves, women take the 

community along. Men go in for big tanks, women go for small 
plans with a good eye for detail. Women would think of a pulley 
system to make it easier to draw well water. Men wouldn't know 
how the waist hurts without a pulley, because they have rarely 
drawn water.

In India, it is no use only having women in natural resource 
management. You have to strategise for community and caste 
dynamics. In Khari village, when dalit women took the initiative for 
water management, the ahir (relatively upper caste) women 
promptly stepped back! It took long for them to realise that water 
affects all castes, and only then ahirs and dalits worked together. 
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Also, men didn't like women getting ahead. The case where the 
women worked overnight to complete a canal, before it could be 
prevented by a stay order is now part of the matla-to-batla 
campaign, inspiring women in other villages. Our women's 
sangathanas share water experiences and knowledge, and even 
went on “water tours” to Maharashtra (Aurangabad, Ralegaon 
Siddhi) and Rajasthan (Dungarpur, Udaipur). They were ekdum 
enthusiastic and excited to travel and learn new things. 

Meanwhile, Sahjeevan also formed a separate NGO, Arid 
Communities and Technologies (ACT) with geologists, hydrologists 
and others, who trained teams of local youth and women all over 
Kutch in a project called Parab (meaning wayside water pot), to be 
para-engineers and guide the Panchayat in local water 
management. It was important not to have only an engineering 
model, but a hydrogeological model that combined modern 
science with traditional environmental knowledge. They gave 
women a professional edge by training them in basic engineering, 
local hydrogeology, and how best to harness water. They studied 
strategic catchment areas, run off and how to build a percolation 
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tank for recharging a well. Each village had one strategic 
hydrogeological expert who knew the water balance, current 
water status, and could give expert inputs on planning and future 
strategies.  

The pani samitis functioned as advisory teams, parallel to the 
Panchayats. But the Panchayats were suspicious that they might 
have vested interests. From the legal and long term accountability 
point of view, the Panchayat must be responsible for the creation 
of water assets, control, management, ownership of assets, 
maintenance of records, legislation, tariffs and control of current 
and future users. The existing pani samitis need to have a more 
formal relationship with the Panchayat, but this is not yet firmly 
established. 

A lot of issues have come up with decentralisation of water 
governance, and Arghyam, a public charitable foundation, has 
greatly supported our Pani Thiye Panjo programme with funds 
and expertise on water governance, water pricing and 
groundwater legislation. Who owns the water assets you build? 
We need to register assets to ensure the women own them. We 
are experimenting with a water governance model with seventeen 
Panchayats, and water legislation with five Panchayats to see 
what works best. 

Villagers may conserve water for years, but new industries may 
use up the saved water in two years. We need to develop technical 
grounds, panchayat and community views to influence water 
policy. We are studying water costs and tariff pricing systems in 40 
villages with various parameters. The Government model is 
heavily subsidised at only Rs 2 per kilolitre. People have long had 
the habit of getting water free or almost free, and are reluctant to 
start paying for it. In some of the successful WASMO-subsidised 
independent village water systems, the Panchayat charges Rs 45 
per household per month. But the local water price has to be 
competitive with water from external sources. So State subsidies 
to help the villages become water independent are being 
discussed. These are new challenges with new usage patterns and 
industrialisation.
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Mobilising the Community - URMILA SUBEDI 
- Prerana Marasini

Like many other village women of Nepal, Urmila Subedi, now a 
popular name in Ilam district, was ignorant of the causes of 
diarrhoea, until she saw a baby dying before her eyes. "The baby 
had diarrhoea but I did not know it was caused by impure drinking 
water," she says, recalling the incident that took place over a 
decade ago. The baby's death moved her so much that she wanted 
to do 'something' that could save people's lives.  

That desire to do something landed her as a volunteer worker for 
the Mahila Jagaran Sangh of the Maipokhari Village Development 
Committee (VDC), where she started mobilising the community to 
promote safe drinking water. "The level of awareness among the 
people was very low. They would draw up and drink water from 
underground, without knowing that it could be contaminated 
with sewage". People of the bazaar and the nearby villages did not 
have the habit of using toilets. 

Urmila's work required her to travel from one place to another. 
After working in Maipokhari village, she went to Soyak VDC where 

she found the story much the same. She conducted a survey to 
keep a record of the people using toilets. "Out of 460 households, 
we found only 36 were using toilets”. She and her colleagues 
would try to make the people understand the need to use toilets, 
but they would turn a deaf ear. "One person asked me to kill him 
instead of urging him to use the toilet," she recalls adding, "This 
was the community I had to work with!" 

But she was not discouraged and was determined to change 
people's habits and maintain hygiene. She had noticed that the 
people of her community used to listen to FM and other radio 
stations. She started a radio programme called 'khanepani ra 
sarsafaika kura' (talks on drinking water and sanitation) on Nepal 
Vani FM. She began interviewing stakeholders like the local 
development officer, chief of the water department of Ilam 
district, hoteliers and tourists. The talks revolved around the need 
to drink safe and clean water, the management of sewage and 
highlighting the possible health hazards of drinking impure 
water. She would get a lot of phone calls from her audience. 

Her continuous efforts brought change. After ten months of the 
first survey, she had good results —a new survey showed all the 
households of Soyak VDC had toilets. "I was so happy with the 
result. I was able to convince them to use toilets in just ten 
months' time," Urmila says with a smile. However, her job was not 
yet over. Research carried out by Megh Bahadur Parajuli 
Community Hospital in Singfring, Ilam, showed the presence of 
coliform bacteria in the water available in Ilam. 

With first-aid training, Urmila knew how dangerous the water 
containing coliform could be. Besides she had seen a baby die of 
diarrhoea by drinking such water. When she was working for the 
Jilla Khanepani Tatha Sarsafai Upabhokta Mahasangh 
(consumers' federation for drinking water and sanitation), she 
held a public hearing where people got to interact with doctors to 
know about the hazards of coliform-infected water. She worked 
with the federation for six years — first as secretary and then as 
acting chairperson. She had the authority to introduce 
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programmes not just in her community but in the entire Ilam 
district. In doing so, she launched a hand-washing campaign. The 
Megh Bahadur Parajuli Community Hospital's record had already 
shown high rates of diarrhoea, jaundice, cholera and eye infection 
caused by consumption and use of unhealthy water. Apart from 
telling people, in person and through the radio, of the need to 
drink boiled water, she raised her voice against the distribution of 
water pipe lines. 

"The Government would report that water supply had been 
increased in the region by distributing as many water pipes as 
demanded but would not mention how safe the drinking water it 
supplied was". Water pipes just piled up on the roadsides. She was 
firm about changing the system, and now the District 
Development Committee of Ilam has stricter rules to supply the 
pipes. Urmila is happy that her voice for a good cause is being 
heard. 

Born to a Hindu Brahmin family in the beautiful Ilam district, 
famous for its tea gardens, 29-year-old Urmila had not really 
thought of a career in the water sector, but had observed problems 
of women in her community who had to fetch water from far off 
places. "Water planning in Ilam was done thirty years ago, 
considering the population of that time; now the population has 
doubled," she reasons why there is shortage of water in the area. 

There used to be several sources of water earlier but these sources 
are drying up and some are not managed. "In Bhadikhola, about a 
litre of water is wasted per second! If only that could be controlled, 
we could save some water," she says. People of Ilam primarily 
depend on Maai and Puwa rivers for water. Hydro electricity is also 
generated from these rivers but as the population is growing, it is 
hard to fulfil the needs of people, and so they have turned to 
ground water. "There must be a proper planning to recharge the 
ground water,” she emphasises, disturbed at the uncontrolled 
drawing up of ground water. Although government provisions 
require a license in order to use ground water, there is no method 
to control it. 

"Fog water collection and rain water harvesting could be 

alternative ways to save water," she says. As Ilam's hills are mostly 
covered with fog, she believes fog-water collection could be 
beneficial. Nepal Water for Health (NEWAH) has been conducting 
a fog-water collecting programme in a few eastern villages of 
Nepal. 

Work Atmosphere
For the last four years, Urmila has been with the Nepal Red Cross 
Society as a supervisor for its Drinking Water and Sanitation 
Programme. Her job requires her to go and meet the village 
people, and inform them about water-related issues. Half of the 
month she spends in field visits. The project builds taps and toilets 
for the community. She qualified for this job, because she had 
completed high-school and had work experience with the Mahila 
Jagaran Sangh, Nepal Vani FM, and Jilla Khanepani Sangh. 

Although her job gives her decision-making power, which she 
enjoys, it keeps her quite busy. "At times I feel the pressure—as I 
need to go to villages, work with the community, come back and 
prepare reports. There have been times when I was not able to 
attend to unwell family members". But her parents and family are 
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Like many other village women of Nepal, Urmila Subedi, now a 
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with sewage". People of the bazaar and the nearby villages did not 
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After working in Maipokhari village, she went to Soyak VDC where 

she found the story much the same. She conducted a survey to 
keep a record of the people using toilets. "Out of 460 households, 
we found only 36 were using toilets”. She and her colleagues 
would try to make the people understand the need to use toilets, 
but they would turn a deaf ear. "One person asked me to kill him 
instead of urging him to use the toilet," she recalls adding, "This 
was the community I had to work with!" 

But she was not discouraged and was determined to change 
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to drink safe and clean water, the management of sewage and 
highlighting the possible health hazards of drinking impure 
water. She would get a lot of phone calls from her audience. 
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With first-aid training, Urmila knew how dangerous the water 
containing coliform could be. Besides she had seen a baby die of 
diarrhoea by drinking such water. When she was working for the 
Jilla Khanepani Tatha Sarsafai Upabhokta Mahasangh 
(consumers' federation for drinking water and sanitation), she 
held a public hearing where people got to interact with doctors to 
know about the hazards of coliform-infected water. She worked 
with the federation for six years — first as secretary and then as 
acting chairperson. She had the authority to introduce 
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programmes not just in her community but in the entire Ilam 
district. In doing so, she launched a hand-washing campaign. The 
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heard. 
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to control it. 
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alternative ways to save water," she says. As Ilam's hills are mostly 
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supportive enough and let her do her job without any stress. 

The good thing about her job is that it also gives her freedom to 
get trainings that she needs, whenever she can manage the time. 
She is a certified regional trainer on First Aid, and a community 
trainer on the A1H1 virus. She has also received training on 
disaster management. In March 2010, when some houses in Ilam 
caught fire, Urmila was there to provide first-aid. She also helped 
collect relief for the victims.  

What does she get from the community? "Immense satisfaction," 
she says, sharing an incident when the community came for her 
support: "During the Maoist insurgency, some Maoists came and 
demanded from me the two million Nepal rupees-fund that our 
project had received to carry out sanitation programmes. It was 
not possible to give them the money, so I refused. They held me in 
confinement for around eight hours. When my community 
members found out about it, they came in large numbers and 
demanded my release. I was so surprised and happy to see that 
support from the people. The Maoists had no choice but to free 
me".

Gender Issues
"I have been lucky as I have never felt any sort of gender 
discrimination," Urmila says, adding that the people in Ilam, unlike 
in other villages, don't differentiate much between men and 
women. But she feels sad that there are only a few women 
working in the water sector. "It is mainly because women have little 
interest in this field. Secondly, they don't want to go on field visits 
and are rather happy to be teaching at some school". She also 
highlights the other responsibilities of women and girls, such as 
looking after their families which keeps them occupied. She 
strongly feels that women should be encouraged in the water 
sector "as they are the ones who face the problems" and claims 
women are better at dealing with these issues than men. 

She admits that her office has not really done much regarding a 
gender-friendly workplace. "For example, the one-month 
maternity leave is not enough," she says. However, she feels 
women need to be outspoken too and say if they have any 

problems. "They do not even tell us of their pregnancy—one of 
our staff had a miscarriage—if only she had told us earlier, we 
could have perhaps averted the mishap". She says if the women 
tell about their pregnancy or menstruation cycle, they would not 
be sent to field visits during those times.  

As far as her personal life is concerned, she has not really thought 
of marriage yet and when she finally gets wed, she would still 
continue her job. "I am actually not focused in making money, but 
rather, contributing to the community, to bring about a positive 
change". So what does she want to do more? "I want to get more 
training so that I can bring more women in this field. I also want to 
gain technical knowledge—like fitting of the water pipes so that I 
don't need to depend on anyone else," a confident Urmila says. 
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Changing Attitudes towards Hygiene - LILA KUMARI POUDEL
- Indu Nepal

The tall 29-year-old social activist Lila Kumari Poudel, is 
unassuming, humble and occasionally even shy. At her age, she 
has done what many girls in Nepal cannot even imagine doing. She 
is an anomaly in her village, someone who broke glass ceilings for 
many young girls in ways both subtle and vivid. On her way to run 
an errand in Butwal, in South-Western Nepal, a young girl 
recognises her and asks where she is headed. The respect and 
admiration with which Lila is held makes her companions feel 
proud to be associated with her.

She recounts her story, making it feel like it is a not big deal. As if 
such occurrences are common in her rural village. Youngest of six 
children, she rejected her parents' proposal to get married at 16. All 
her five siblings had done as her parents commanded and there 
was a huge shock in the family. “I had just finished school. I had no 
financial source. Somehow, I told my father that I was going to get 
married to whoever I want, whenever I want . And that I did not 
need his support,” she recalls. She pushed herself hard at studies, 
mainly because she didn't want to have to ask her father for 
money. She took some classes at a local school part time to fund 
her living and studies.

That is when her volunteerism started. “I am a rebel. It makes me 
mad when women are mistreated,” she says. “Sometimes I 
challenge such people even physically. But mostly I just want to 
help women because I like it when they move forward in society”. 
She volunteered as a coordinator to run income-generating 
activities with local NGOs. Until now, she has been involved in 
almost all sectors, from tailoring to metal wielding, from doll 
making to selling pickles. As a member of a local youth club, she 
has run awareness programmes on HIV/AIDS and the benefits of 
sending girls to school. 

Even before she had joined University, she was the principal of the 
local primary school. Impressed by the volunteer activities, a 
member of the local Reyukai, a networking organisation, 
nominated her for a leadership-training programme. The training 
led her to the most important social work she has done so far. A 

local NGO, Community Development Resource Centre, spotted 
her and asked her to run a training on “Safe Drinking Water and 
Hygiene Programme”.

“I was looking for a substantive piece of work to help 
communities,” she says. “When I found this, it felt like I had found 
God while looking for a stone”. The programme was important 
because it provided training on the methods to make drinking 
water safe and fight diseases through good hygiene practices. 

Over 15,000 children under five die of diarrhoea every year in 
Nepal. In fact, in 2008, an epidemic in Western Nepal killed 
hundreds of people in just a few weeks. The WHO says these 
deaths could have been easily avoided through good hygiene 
practices and safe drinking water.

The training programme chose nine villages outside the city of 
Butwal as their target. The Government had little outreach there 
and hardly provided any public services. Most people were 
illiterate and earned way below the poverty rate. Lila visited these 
villages armed with posters, charts and demonstration kits. 

Members of each household were invited to the training and were 
taught how to purify water. 

Those were all simple methods. They could boil water, filter it, use 
sodium tablets, or just tilt water bottles at an angle in the sun for 
12 hours to let the sunlight kill the germs in it. Very few villagers 
knew about the dangers of drinking impure water. In fact 
residents of a village near a river fetched water from the river and 
consumed it directly, while people were defecating and dumping 
rubbish on its banks just a few hundred metres upstream. 

It was not just the water. 
Most families did not have 
access to sanitation facilities 
and defecated in the open. 
Children did not wash their 
hands after defecating or 
before eating meals. A survey 
done by a national NGO 
stated that 14 million people, 
almost half the population in 
Nepal, do not have access to 
proper latrine facilities. The 
G o v e r n m e n t  p r o v i d e s  
subsidies of up to Rs 2,000 to 
build toilets, but even 
government officials argue 
that they are of little use 
without a change in attitudes 
towards health and hygiene. Most people don't know how to use 
the toilets properly even if they have access to one. The toilets are 
not kept clean, or in many instances, simple hygienic practices like 
washing their hands with soap after using the toilets are not 
practised properly.

That is why Lila's initiative was so important. During the three-day-
long training, Lila and her colleagues set out to change people's 
attitude towards health and hygiene. “A lot of them said they 
thought they could drink water if it looked clean. They had no idea 
the water they were drinking could be dirty and needed to be 
purified”.

A lot of school children, housewives and health assistants 
participated in the training. Lila says they made special efforts to 
encourage men to attend as well and to have equal male and 
female participation. "Both men and women use water. So, they 
need to know the safest way of doing so. We don't want the men to 
be spreading diseases while women try hard to purify water and 
clean up after themselves," she said.

The Community Development Resource Centre wanted to monitor 
the effects of their training programme to check if people had 
changed their behaviour as a result of the training. Due to funding 

reasons, the organisation was 
unable to do so. Therefore, in 
her spare time, Lila took it 
upon herself to visit villages 
and ask them how they were 
doing. “I could see people 
putting their bottles out in the 
sun,” she says. “It made me 
proud to learn that people 
had learned from me, and I 
could change their lives for 
the better”.

Lila went to visit people 
during the afternoon, and 
studied part-time in the 
evening to pursue her 
Master's degree in health. She 

had finished her undergraduate degree in the same way: working 
during the day and taking classes in the evening. 

While her educational qualifications and work experience will fuel 
her career forward, her efforts and her success have made people in 
her village change their attitudes about girls and education. “No 
girl from my village had ventured out to the city and lived on her 
own before,” she says. “Now the villagers say, 'Oh! Lila is there and 
she is doing well' and let their daughters go to colleges in the city. I 
have personally talked to four families to let their daughters 
relocate for education”.
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“They think it's too costly for girls to get married. They have to offer 
dowry to the groom when they marry their daughter,” Lila says. “I 
have to remind them that if the girls study, they can work, earn a 

Women Managing Water LILA KUMARI POUDEL

living and they can get married even if they can't afford a 
dowry”. Many people are receptive to her suggestions as is 
evident by the number of girls from her village who attend 
higher education institutions. But, she says, “A lot of them 
probably don't take me very seriously”.

Getting people to listen to her is a problem she also faces at 
work. While NGO managers and officials in the city are 
receptive to her ideas and vie for her involvement in their 
organisations, in the village she has faced a lot of frustration. 

“There was this one time when I was visiting a school near my 
village to collect data about school attendance and teachers' 
performance,” she recounts. “I had to walk an entire 
afternoon to get there. It was hot. I was tired, but I got there 
anyway. When I reached the school, they just refused to give 
me anything despite me showing my credentials and 
explaining my work.”

Next day, she asked a male colleague to accompany her and 
the school gave her what she wanted. “If educational 
institutions are like that, you can imagine how those who have 
never been to school, or have any education think about girls 
and their roles in the society,” she says. 

Lila thinks people can change their attitudes—whether it is 
regarding their own personal health or about women's role in 
the society. Her background and her story attest to that fact. 
“My family was outraged when I refused to get married at 
sixteen. Even my siblings were shocked,” she says. “Now my 
parents say I can get married whenever I want to. I might not 
get married at all if I don't find the right person and my parents 
are ok with that.”

Such changes may not happen overnight. Lila says she is 
aware of it. Such changes can only happen through education 
and awareness. The changes may be incremental and may 
take years to effect. “You have to take little steps. You have to 
be strong. Very strong,” she says. Seeing her work and 
watching her speak, there is no doubt, that Lila Poudel has 
indeed been strong. 
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Recognising Rural Women's Rights - SAMEENA NAZIR
- Rina Saeed Khan

Located about half way between Lahore and Islamabad, the 
Potohar Plateau rises 1000 meters above sea level. There are no 
major rivers on the plateau, unlike the Punjab plains below – this is 
an arid, parched rain-fed landscape. The hardy people living in 
small villages and hamlets are mostly subsistence farmers and 
wheat is the staple crop. It is here, in a small village of Chakwal 
District, that Sameena Nazir started an NGO called the Potohar 
Organisation for Development Advocacy (PODA).

Sameena's parents hail from this village and Sameena decided to 
start work here by supporting a group of women farmers in the 
village in 2003. Most of the agriculture in this area is done by 
women; yet says Sameena “they are the most marginalised and the 
most discriminated against”. In 2010, due to the lack of rainfall, 
production in crops like wheat and lentils is expected to decrease 
drastically, up to 80% perhaps. The farmers, especially women 
farmers, are extremely worried and are already using the word 
kehet (the local word for famine) to describe what is happening to 
them. “Women will be the most affected”, points out Sameena, 

who is working on livelihood projects with the local community. 
“Access to water is a basic human right, but the Government is not 
providing the area with any water”. The local people depend on 
wells, but even these are drying up as the groundwater level falls 
to below 45 meters. 

PODA is essentially a women's rights organisation working for the 
promotion and protection of human rights in rural Pakistan. 
Sameena recalls: “Even when I was a child I would ask myself, 'how 
come we have water at home and others in my school in Sargodha 
don't?' I knew something was wrong even though I could not quite 
understand. I think that was the beginning of the issues of 
equity/justice for me. This stayed with me – I would always 
question why some people were being treated differently”.

Sameena had not always envisioned returning to her village one 
day to start an NGO. Her father had wanted her to be a teacher or 
join the Civil Service. After completing her BA she did indeed try 
teaching for a year at a middle school for boys. “I realised soon 
enough that teaching was not for me” she recalls and she joined 
an MA class in English literature. “At that time there was only a 
boy's college in Sargodha, where my father was posted, and we 

convinced them to start classes for girls, so I was among the first 
batch of girls to graduate with an MA degree”. 

After graduation, Sameena worked with an NGO called Behbud for 
a year and then joined a newspaper in Islamabad. She chose to 
write about women's issues and her first big story was on the 
famous Asia Ayub case. Asia had been raped in police custody in 
Rawalpindi by a policeman. Sameena's consistent reporting on this 
case for her newspaper, The Muslim, with the support of an editor 
sympathetic to the cause, resulted in her articles being prominently 
featured. “Many women's rights organisations and the media 
started a campaign and as a result, the policeman responsible got 
convicted” she remembers. 

Sameena went on to become a groundbreaking journalist, 
reporting on development and human rights issues. Although 
Sameena's career in journalism showed great promise, she decided 
to move to the US when she was 28 years old. “Professionally and 
personally, I had reached a saturation point. My paper was shutting 
down for economic reasons and I felt it was time to move on” she 
explains. 

In the US she worked for GreenPeace for a few months and later 
joined an NGO called Women Law and Development International 
in Washington DC. A year later she moved to France to work with a 
women's rights group called Women Living Under Muslim Laws, 
which was based in a small village in the south of France. Here, for 
the first time in her life, she says she experienced racism. “I really 
started appreciating American society after that. I would compare 
America with France and found the former to be far more friendly 
and democratic”. 

Sameena eventually moved back to the US and joined a human 
rights NGO called the International Human Rights Law Group 
where she worked for the next eight years. For this job Sameena 
travelled extensively to Afghanistan, Pakistan, Morocco, Yemen 
and other Muslim countries to work with women's groups, 
especially lawyers. 

It was during this period, that she learnt about the issues of rural 

women and found that water and livelihoods was a major concern 
of rural women in most countries. Between 2003 and 2006, she 
served as a senior research coordinator at Freedom House in New 
York City to direct a comparative study on 'Women's Rights in the 
Middle East and North Africa', published in 2005. 

“I think my experiences and learning from all these countries 
shaped what I do now, which is to basically work for the rights of 
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rural women as they are often the most marginalised segments of 
the society and yet they are also the ones who do the majority of 
the backbreaking agricultural work that feeds this world”, she 
explains. “It was while working on the book that I visited my 
parents' village in Chakwal and I realised that the human rights 
knowledge of the women there was, in some cases, even worse 
than those of Afghan refugee women”. Sameena decided to do 

something about this dire situation and mobilised a group of 
women living in the village to establish a small community group 
that later became the NGO called PODA.

She supported the initial growth of the NGO by building its 
capacity as a board member. As her interest grew in the issues of 
rural women she also felt the need to learn more about the 

subject. After her job at Freedom House she studied international 
agriculture and rural development from Cornell University in the 
USA and learnt more about how to design programmes that can 
serve the needs of rural women.

Sameena had always had a strong interest in finding ways to 
support rural women and her NGO provided her with the 

opportunity to apply all the lessons she had learnt along the way. 
In 2007, Sameena moved back to Pakistan and became the 
Director of PODA. One of her major projects in recent years was a 
campaign for the recognition of rural women in Pakistan. It was 
important for her to find ways to bring visibility to the lives and 

thneeds of rural women. As 15  October is the UN International Day 
of Rural Women, Sameena along with many other women's rights 

Women Managing Water

groups successfully lobbied the Government of Pakistan to 
recognise this day as the 'National Day of Rural Women in 
Pakistan' as well. 

PODA organised national conferences in Islamabad in 2008 and 
th2009 to highlight the issues of rural women on 15  October by 

bringing together women from all parts of Pakistan. During the 
2009 conference, over 700 participants demanded that women 
farmers be recognised as farmers and women's land rights 
respected. The rural women also demanded agricultural 
education in schools for girls and better health and education 
services. The women opposed the existing practices of leasing 
agricultural land to foreign companies and foreign governments 
and demanded that such land be given to landless women in 
Pakistan. PODA continues to work to highlight the voices of rural 
women in the media.

Sameena had witnessed for herself how water issues had cropped 
up in every country she had visited, from Egypt to Yemen. These 
issues had centred on access to water and its equitable use. In 
Potohar there is an emerging food crisis due to water scarcity 
caused by climate change but Sameena says that “no one is 
listening”. She is planning to involve the local media in 
highlighting this issue in the national press. PODA would like the 
Government to declare the affected areas as 'calamity hit areas' 
and to ensure food security in regions that did not get enough 
rain in 2009. Sameena explains that women are most affected 
when there is a shortage of food because they give up their share 
for children and other family members. Women also spend more 
hours than men fetching fresh water for the family. 

For some years now PODA has helped develop a network of local 
women farmers who meet regularly to share their problems and 
work out strategies. “Women spend most of their time fetching 
water, talking about water, so it is a major issue in the village”, 
says Sameena. “It was hard work in the beginning to win over the 
trust of the communities, but now the communities work with us 
in preparing village development plans and identify their own 
priorities and needs that require advocacy efforts”. The network 
of rural women farmers in Chakwal, supported by PODA is now a 

registered group. It has completed a project of establishing a Seed 
Bank for women farmers and has also arranged educational 
training for local women on organic farming, compost making 
and water conservation. Some of the future projects include 
tomato farming and marketing skills for rural women, especially 
to support women headed households in the villages.

PODA today is working in more than 200 villages and the staff of 
51 includes forty women and eleven men. “Ninety percent of our 
staff is hired locally. We believe that real and sustainable change 
comes from within the communities. The local people can 
facilitate that change” she points out. There is a five member 
management committee that meets twice monthly and all 
decisions about the NGO are made collectively. 

They have five offices, one each in Buner, Rawalpindi, Islamabad 
and two in Chakwal. Sameena says the PODA offices have their 
own unique culture: “We do not tolerate any man who is 
disrespectful of women. I think the women feel very comfortable 
working here”. PODA is also part of an alliance which is 
campaigning against sexual harassment at the work place. Her 
NGO, which is now seven years old, is clearly expanding into a 
medium level organisation. She says proudly, “Even if I leave 
today, this organisation will survive. Institutions have to be strong 
enough to carry on. No one is indispensable”. In 2009, Sameena 
was given a prestigious Humanitarian Award by the US-based 
Inter Action Forum in recognition of the humanitarian services 
that she and her organisation have provided in recent years in 
Pakistan. 

PODA's focus remains on field work and this is where Sameena 
thinks the greatest change can be brought about – in the lives of 
rural women. Despite all the difficult times the country is going 
through at the moment, she remains optimistic: “This is the time 
to be here and to work here. What I'm doing now has great 
potential. I think our country needs us… a battle of ideology is 
being fought here and as educated, progressive people of 
Pakistan, we have to be here and be counted!”

SAMEENA NAZIR
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“The Water Lady” – SIMI KAMAL
- Zofeen T. Ebrahim

She gives the impression that she is a woman in a hurry. She's not 
only articulate, but talks fast and furiously, as if she has to part with 
a lot of information in a limited time. Some know Simi Sadaf 
Kamal, 52, simply as the Water Lady. Others who work with this 
Cambridge-educated geographer, see her as a driven person with 
endless energy. Many find her a bit too much! However, no one 
denies that what she says makes a lot of sense. She is out-spoken 
and challenges experts who speak on issues “without first doing 
their homework”. She writes poetry and is fascinated by the 
universe and “our relationship with it”. The way human beings are 
abusing the earth it will not “sit back and let this happen” but 
“spew us out” she warns.       

And so Kamal trudges on, undeterred. On the way she has found 
many skeptics, but also scores who have joined her. “Many of them 
have understood,” she says with satisfaction. She is the founder of 
a consulting company and a market research company, and has 
also envisaged and founded civil society initiatives, including the 
Hisaar Foundation, a non-governmental organisation working for 
water, food and livelihood security. The foundation was born out 
of many friends “joining hands and bringing about a conscious 
change in their lifestyle,” explains Kamal.

Kamal has almost three decades of experience in women's 
empowerment, gender mainstreaming, social development, social 
mentoring, water, environment, sanitation and health, irrigation, 
drainage, food security and climate change. She also sits on 
international think-tanks, committees and advisory boards, on the 
cusp of academia and practice, distilling intellectual endeavour 
into solid action on the ground.

What she tells you is no rocket science but really quite simple: from 
harvesting water from the atmosphere (through the cooling action 
of air conditioners that collect water from the machines, that is 
usually drop by drop wasted on the outside due to condensation in 
humid cities like Karachi) and recycling it, to doing away with 
lawns in favour of potted plants, growing less water-intense 

vegetation, trying out drip-irrigation, cleaning the car with a wet 
rag, using a watering can to water the garden, storing running 
water from the shower while waiting for it to turn warm in a 
bucket… She can go on. If she had her way, she'd banish the use of 
fresh water in faucets, water pipes, flush tanks and showers. She'd 
make everyone bathe with a pail and a mug. “When people ask 
me to give three solutions to overcome water shortage, I say 
conservation, conservation and conservation!” That's her mantra.

“This is a non-political issue, this is what everyone can do. We 
need to build from small to big. We don't need to wait for some 
highly expensive technical solution,” she points out. But nobody is 
interested in “easy solutions” since “complicated difficult 
solutions sound more impressive” and the “kickbacks are there 
too!”

A highly political person, she refuses to join a political party 
because none is democratic enough. To her, feminism means 
fighting for equal rights of women.  She is secular and believes 
that religion and politics should be kept separate. She thinks that 
water is a human rights issue, as well as a matter of efficient 
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management. She points out that water distribution is not 
equitable at all; the poor pay “nearly twelve times more than the 
affluent”.  

Warning Signs! 
She warns of the consequences of a water-scarce world. Few listen 
and fewer want to adopt the lifestyle that she is advocating. She 
sees “signs all around” and wonders why others can't see them, 
especially those in the “corridors of power”; those “who should 
know better”; who must be “feeling the changes” and still pretend 
everything is fine. Kamal points out that in 2009, in the southern 
port city of Karachi, two very interesting events happened. “We 
had heavy monsoonal rains one day and the very next day there 
was depressional rain coming from the west. Normally this doesn't 
happen within two days. This is an exacerbation due to climate 
change”. And it is these variations in weather patterns, says Kamal, 
which have to be recognised. “It frustrates me when we act as if it's 
something normal. It's not normal!” 

Live with Less Water
The sub-continent, including Pakistan is a climate hotspot, and is 
going to be the worst affected, she said. “We know about the 
climate change footprint in this area. We know about the 

retreating glaciers, glacial melts, floods and droughts which will 
be there cyclically in our rivers. These things are already known. So 
what are we waiting for? Why aren't we planning for the 
change?” she questions. 

She warns of millions of environmental refugees. “When systems 
fail in the rural areas they will move to urban areas. The latter will 
not be able to cope with the burgeoning number of people. How 
are they going to manage? Where will they go? Why are we not 
planning for them?” There is urgency in her tone. To her, the only 
way to adapt to climate change is to learn to live with less water. 
“This means we make our country more water secure by learning 
to use less water. It means a change in the way we think and act; it 
means behavioural change,” but “it's not going to be easy”. And it 
is this battle for mankind's survival she is fighting everyday.

Those that come in her way are the rich. “The most difficult people 
I find to convince are the rich and the powerful, the intellectual 
and the so-called educated!” She says it's much easier to talk to 
those living in low-income settlements, the children and the 
people in the rural areas. “They understand the need for water 
conservation much better”. She doesn't have patience for 
academics who are not speaking up; it's the children whom she 
calls the “architects of the future” who are on her radar. “They 
understand me and it is easy to convert them”.

But more than anyone, it is women, according to Kamal, who 
need to be engaged with. They understand the symbiotic 
relationship of earth and human life. “Women understand these 
issues instinctively, but maybe they cannot express it as well. They 
understand that living things have to be kept alive because they 
are mothers themselves”. Also, it's much easier to talk to a woman 
about conservation. “She knows that if the source of water is kept 
clean and alive, she can feed her kids, take care of the elderly, do 
her domestic chores etc”.  Kamal believes it pays dividends if 
women take on decision-making roles. “They will look at the 
problem in a more holistic way, shed a different light and help 
come up with different but more viable solutions. Therefore 
women's voice in water is very important”.

Kamal developed the Women and Water Networks (WWNs) 
concept in South Asia and founded the Pakistan WWN. Currently, 
several networks are hosted by the Hisaar Foundation in Karachi 
district and in Jamshoro, Omerkot and Layyah towns. New ones 
are planned for the remaining 12 Karachi towns and the Hub 
district in Balochistan.  
 
What Ails the Water Sector?
When asked to put her finger on one problem that is ailing the 
water sector, Kamal's answer is not surprising. “It's not that the 
quantum of water 
is shrinking. It's the 
per capita water 
t h a t  i s  g o i n g  
down. I always say 
p a r t  o f  t h e  
solution to water 
p r o b l e m  i s  
p o p u l a t i o n  
control”. But even 
if there is less 
water, Kamal says, 
it is can be used 
over and over. “To 
meet the problem 
o f  s c a r c i t y ,  
without physically 
increas ing the 
amount of water, 
you can increase 
the use of water 
many times over” 
she says, adding 
that most of the cities around the world typically use the same 
water many times before it is disposed. “We can do that too!”

People's Indifference
But there is no “critical thinking” on water management and 
conservation. The Government operates in an ad-hoc manner too. 
In Karachi, for example, Kamal says, there are three treatment 

plants to treat the sewerage to an extent that it is safe to dispose 
off into the sea. Unfortunately one is not working, the other 
reasonably cleans the sewerage but puts it back into the highly 
polluted Lyari river, where it is contaminated again before it goes 
into the sea. The third one, near the sea, has its own set of 
problems. “One-third is working, one-third is not and one-third 
doing the wrong things”. Nonetheless, with these three plants, 
Kamal says, the city could have handled a large part of the 
sewerage if the people would cooperate. “These treatment plants 

are designed to take 
water, not plastic bags. If 
you keep shoving plastic 
bags into the water, it 
clogs the plant. That is 
w h y  t h e y  a r e  n o t  
working to capacity”. 

But change will come, 
says Kamal. “It's going to 
take some years but 
we're going to get there. 
And that is why I say I'm 
very patient. What we 
are asking requires a 
major mindset change. 
This change in people's 
attitude and behaviour 
will only come with 
education and action 
together,” she says and 
media, specially the 
electronic media, can 
play an important role in 

educating the citizens because people are “dreadfully influenced” 
by what comes on the television.

Contributing to the Critical Mass 
And is she willing to wait for as long as it takes? “It's not about 
willingness to wait. That is passive. We're acting now, we're doing, 
regardless of whether others are or not…that's the difference”. 
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management. She points out that water distribution is not 
equitable at all; the poor pay “nearly twelve times more than the 
affluent”.  

Warning Signs! 
She warns of the consequences of a water-scarce world. Few listen 
and fewer want to adopt the lifestyle that she is advocating. She 
sees “signs all around” and wonders why others can't see them, 
especially those in the “corridors of power”; those “who should 
know better”; who must be “feeling the changes” and still pretend 
everything is fine. Kamal points out that in 2009, in the southern 
port city of Karachi, two very interesting events happened. “We 
had heavy monsoonal rains one day and the very next day there 
was depressional rain coming from the west. Normally this doesn't 
happen within two days. This is an exacerbation due to climate 
change”. And it is these variations in weather patterns, says Kamal, 
which have to be recognised. “It frustrates me when we act as if it's 
something normal. It's not normal!” 

Live with Less Water
The sub-continent, including Pakistan is a climate hotspot, and is 
going to be the worst affected, she said. “We know about the 
climate change footprint in this area. We know about the 

retreating glaciers, glacial melts, floods and droughts which will 
be there cyclically in our rivers. These things are already known. So 
what are we waiting for? Why aren't we planning for the 
change?” she questions. 

She warns of millions of environmental refugees. “When systems 
fail in the rural areas they will move to urban areas. The latter will 
not be able to cope with the burgeoning number of people. How 
are they going to manage? Where will they go? Why are we not 
planning for them?” There is urgency in her tone. To her, the only 
way to adapt to climate change is to learn to live with less water. 
“This means we make our country more water secure by learning 
to use less water. It means a change in the way we think and act; it 
means behavioural change,” but “it's not going to be easy”. And it 
is this battle for mankind's survival she is fighting everyday.

Those that come in her way are the rich. “The most difficult people 
I find to convince are the rich and the powerful, the intellectual 
and the so-called educated!” She says it's much easier to talk to 
those living in low-income settlements, the children and the 
people in the rural areas. “They understand the need for water 
conservation much better”. She doesn't have patience for 
academics who are not speaking up; it's the children whom she 
calls the “architects of the future” who are on her radar. “They 
understand me and it is easy to convert them”.

But more than anyone, it is women, according to Kamal, who 
need to be engaged with. They understand the symbiotic 
relationship of earth and human life. “Women understand these 
issues instinctively, but maybe they cannot express it as well. They 
understand that living things have to be kept alive because they 
are mothers themselves”. Also, it's much easier to talk to a woman 
about conservation. “She knows that if the source of water is kept 
clean and alive, she can feed her kids, take care of the elderly, do 
her domestic chores etc”.  Kamal believes it pays dividends if 
women take on decision-making roles. “They will look at the 
problem in a more holistic way, shed a different light and help 
come up with different but more viable solutions. Therefore 
women's voice in water is very important”.

Kamal developed the Women and Water Networks (WWNs) 
concept in South Asia and founded the Pakistan WWN. Currently, 
several networks are hosted by the Hisaar Foundation in Karachi 
district and in Jamshoro, Omerkot and Layyah towns. New ones 
are planned for the remaining 12 Karachi towns and the Hub 
district in Balochistan.  
 
What Ails the Water Sector?
When asked to put her finger on one problem that is ailing the 
water sector, Kamal's answer is not surprising. “It's not that the 
quantum of water 
is shrinking. It's the 
per capita water 
t h a t  i s  g o i n g  
down. I always say 
p a r t  o f  t h e  
solution to water 
p r o b l e m  i s  
p o p u l a t i o n  
control”. But even 
if there is less 
water, Kamal says, 
it is can be used 
over and over. “To 
meet the problem 
o f  s c a r c i t y ,  
without physically 
increas ing the 
amount of water, 
you can increase 
the use of water 
many times over” 
she says, adding 
that most of the cities around the world typically use the same 
water many times before it is disposed. “We can do that too!”

People's Indifference
But there is no “critical thinking” on water management and 
conservation. The Government operates in an ad-hoc manner too. 
In Karachi, for example, Kamal says, there are three treatment 

plants to treat the sewerage to an extent that it is safe to dispose 
off into the sea. Unfortunately one is not working, the other 
reasonably cleans the sewerage but puts it back into the highly 
polluted Lyari river, where it is contaminated again before it goes 
into the sea. The third one, near the sea, has its own set of 
problems. “One-third is working, one-third is not and one-third 
doing the wrong things”. Nonetheless, with these three plants, 
Kamal says, the city could have handled a large part of the 
sewerage if the people would cooperate. “These treatment plants 

are designed to take 
water, not plastic bags. If 
you keep shoving plastic 
bags into the water, it 
clogs the plant. That is 
w h y  t h e y  a r e  n o t  
working to capacity”. 

But change will come, 
says Kamal. “It's going to 
take some years but 
we're going to get there. 
And that is why I say I'm 
very patient. What we 
are asking requires a 
major mindset change. 
This change in people's 
attitude and behaviour 
will only come with 
education and action 
together,” she says and 
media, specially the 
electronic media, can 
play an important role in 

educating the citizens because people are “dreadfully influenced” 
by what comes on the television.

Contributing to the Critical Mass 
And is she willing to wait for as long as it takes? “It's not about 
willingness to wait. That is passive. We're acting now, we're doing, 
regardless of whether others are or not…that's the difference”. 

Women Managing Water SIMI KAMAL

76 77



Being a student of history, she says she is well aware that “When a 
small group of people struggle, it comes to a point where there is a 
critical mass. It may happen in my time, it may not. But I know that 
I'm contributing to the critical mass and that is enough for me 
now.” And that is why even changes in small pockets make her 
happy. “I'm not going to say 'Oh! but that's just a drop in the 
ocean'” she says.

For over a year now, Kamal has been involved in fostering and 
developing cross-sectoral urban partnerships to act as a bridge 
between the various stakeholders, including the Government, civil 
society and industries. One such platform is the Karachi Water 
Partnership (KWP) and there are already Town Area Water 
Partnerships in four of the eighteen administrative units (that 
cover one-third of Karachi). “When we start, the entire town 
structure is involved, from the nazim [administrator], the naib 
nazim [deputy], various Government departments including the 
water and sewerage, the health and education departments and 
the elected representatives. Just about anyone who has the 
passion can join these water partnerships,” explains Kamal.

It was very well received in the Gulshan town with the nazim as its 
most enthusiastic proponent. “They have gone ten steps ahead of 
what we'd envisaged. They printed our water saving guidelines 
made for homes, offices, industries and schools and added their 
own guidelines for mosques and sent to each and every premise 
with water bills three times in a year – reaching over a million 
people”. The foundation also trained the cadre of inspectors 
instituted by the town administration on how to interact with and 
educate the citizens. Wherever they see water being wasted, these 
inspectors stop, guide and sometimes even penalise the people. 
“Our work with Gulshan town administration was much easier 
than we'd imagined because the people were very proactive”. 

And this says Kamal, is the “essence of partnership”. “For the 
success of such a partnership, it is important that every partner 
recognises his or her collective responsibility and takes care of 
that”. Their next partnership was in Lyari, followed by Gulberg and 
Landhi towns. All have picked up quite well. But Bin Qasim Town 
poses a challenge. “It's full of industries which is a new area for 

us”. Currently they are developing water saving guidelines for 
industries by engaging with the industrialists.

Hisaar Foundation is working outside Karachi too. Asked if it is not 
spreading itself too thin when so much work is still to be done in 
Karachi, Kamal says, “We develop models; we are not a service 
delivery organisation. We want to show the way and want others 
to learn and do it themselves. Our job is to kindle them, shake 
them up and give them solutions”. 

An avid reader with an insatiable curiosity, Kamal is the author of 
over 450 reports, book chapters, articles, papers, modules and 
handbooks, over two-thirds of them related to water, 
environment, gender and building collaborative networks. At the 
moment she is in the vanguard of a very important movement 
that is going to change the course of the nation. As she points out 
with all humility: “I did not choose water, water chose me!” 
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Patricia Mukhim is a well-known name today in Meghalaya, in 
north eastern India and beyond. She is a reputed writer and 
journalist and an eminent social activist. Since 1987 she has been 
writing columns for The Shillong Times, the oldest daily in 
Meghalaya. In March 2008, she took over as the Editor of the same 
paper. She is also the Director of the Indigenous Women's 
Resource Centre, which she and some like-minded professionals 
from the north eastern states began in 2000. She writes regularly 
in local and national newspapers and is a columnist for The 
Telegraph, The Statesman and The Assam Tribune.  She works 
actively in the area of natural resources management and 
livelihood security of indigenous peoples of the north eastern 
India. 

From the beginning of her career as writer, journalist and activist, 
Patricia Mukhim has been campaigning against corruption, 
militancy in the state and numerous other social issues. She has 
been at the forefront of almost all peaceful agitations in Shillong 
since the 1990s. In 1995, she was selected for the Chameli Devi 
Jain Award for outstanding women media persons, presented by 
the Media Foundation, New Delhi. In the year 2000, aged 47, she 
was conferred the Padmashree by the Government of India for her 
commendable services to the cause of social justice and women's 
rights.  

For over two decades, Patricia has been writing about natural 
resource issues, including land, forests and water. She attributes 
this to attending numerous trainings and other programmes of 
international organisations like the United Nations Development 
Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD), which made her “see” issues 
related to gender and natural resources. She says that prior to this 
exposure, she did not understand gender so well and used to 
defend the Khasi matrilineal society to which she belongs. With 
her new understanding she was able to see the plight of women: 
even in a matrilineal society women did not know their rights, 
hence, could not claim them. She says, “Women go on from day-

Fighting for Rights and Justice - PATRICIA MUKHIM 
- Chanda Gurung Goodrich

to-day believing that everything is alright with the world; that 
we're a very privileged matrilineal society”. But she explains 
“Actually, our maternal mortality rates and infant mortality rates 
are very high – much higher than the rest of India. So there's 
nothing to be proud of and a lot to worry about!” This motivated 
her to write about natural resources and women's rights and roles 
in resource management. 

Furthermore, she began to critique the notion of poverty. 
Referring to the various 'poverty alleviation schemes' started by 
the Government and various organisations she says this word, 
“poverty” can have a very debilitating effect on women's minds 
because then they tend to think they do not have anything. She 
wanted to counter that, because women do have the resources 
but lack the expertise on how to use these resources, the skill and 
training for marketing; nobody has given women the backward or 
forward linkages to use resources for raising their economic 
status. She says, “The organisations come and sometimes tell us to 
grow certain crops or show how to use a certain resource, for 

instance bamboo. But once that is done, there is no market for the 
crop or the bamboo product. It's not that we're poor. We're skill-
poor, we're market-poor but we're not resource-poor”. 

Today, through her writings Patricia is fighting against the 
business of selling water. She remarks that Khasi people believe 
that water is a community resource. However, increasingly when 
people buy land they are looking for watersheds or water sources 
– they buy land for that purpose, for water. Suddenly, one finds 
that community land has gone to an individual. She strongly 
criticises the role played by traditional institutions in this process, 
their “dirty hand” in converting community land into individual 
land. She emphatically says that this needs to be examined and 
exposed. “How can something the community was using so freely 
suddenly belong to one man and others have to buy the water?” 
She has asked this question in her writings. Patricia calls this “an 
evil in tribal society today“ – the ability to take away community 
land without any question, making it private, and for all the 
resources in that land to go to one individual. She plans to revive 
the campaign against the privatisation of community land. “This is 
awful because there will come a time when people can't buy any 
more. What all will they buy? Will they buy food, water and other 
items? If one can't buy water what happens to cleanliness, hygiene 
and health? This is not just a matter of water – it is a matter of the 
most important thing for human life, the lack of which has 
numerous chain impacts”. In Patricia's view, such things happen 
because people do not think enough: “This is what I am trying to 
encourage and bring about among our people – to think! There's 
so much of scarcity in thinking!” 

Patricia is not and does not see herself as a water professional but 
rather as an activist who fights for justice and rights, including 
water rights, through her writings. According to her, it is very 
difficult for an activist to demarcate an area of work, especially in a 
state like Meghalaya. As she puts it, “Something comes up, you 
just jump into it that, you take that up”. 

Before she became a successful and well-known person, Patricia's 
life was one big struggle. She came from a middle-class family in 
Shillong, the only child of her parents. Her father left her mother 

and her when she was very young and she grew up with a step-
father. Her mother was not educated. She recalls that it was a big 
struggle even to get education but her mother struggled to keep 
her in an English medium school; she reasons that because she did 
not have other siblings she was able to get education. “Thank God 
for that!” she says. She graduated in history and went on to do a 
B.Ed. after which she took up a teaching job in 1977. Her own 
marriage did not last and she divorced at a young age with four 
children to raise and without any maintenance support. But 
somehow she struggled and managed to give all her children a 
good education. Today, they are all professionals. Tragically, her 
second child died in 2008. 

Recalling her entry into writing, she says that she “stumbled” into 
journalism as she always had a liking for writing, for expressing 
herself in words. She had no formal training in writing. She started 
by writing letters to the Editor in 1981-82; then she was asked to 
write regular articles, which led her to reporting. “This is how I 
grew in writing” she explains. Soon she started to write about 
social causes, and was pulled into the world of activism. In 2000 
she gave up her teaching job to take up writing and activism full 
time.  

Talking about water issues, Patricia says that there is not much 
awareness amongst people. “We have so much fresh water but 
we're taking everything for granted. If we have shortage we think 
that the Government should provide us - we don't take it upon 
ourselves to see the reasons. The way we cut down trees now, very 
soon we're not going to have water”. She points out that the 
Government is no better as there is no long term plans or vision – 
the Government just repairs the pipes. “Every resource is finite; it's 
not going to last forever – even water”. To create this awareness 
amongst people and reach the villages too, she is now also writing 
in the local language for a local Khasi paper.  

Patricia points to the lack of mining policy in the state as the main 
issue of concern in the water sector. The mining of minerals, 
particularly coal and limestone, in the state is unregulated and all 
done by the private sector. There is no ploughing back; there is no 
reclamation of the abandoned mines. The sludge and all other 
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garbage from the coal mines just run into the rivers, polluting 
them. Indeed, two major rivers in the Jaintia Hills, which is the 
main coal mining belt of Meghalaya are already poisoned; there is 
no aquatic life there any more. Consequently, the women who 
used to get drinking water from sources closer to home now have 
to travel 2-3 kms or have to buy water. She comments that the 
worst part is that the Government does not seem to understand 
the gravity of the situation. 

The other major concern Patricia highlights is the lack of regulation 
of land - in most of the tribal areas in the region, land use is not 
regulated because land belongs to the community and the 
Government has no control. As a result, people dig wells for water 
wherever they want – there is no scientific study or expertise. 
Patricia says that the Public Health Engineering Department 
(PHED), the Government agency responsible for water supply, 
“just identifies the water source, then installs the pipes and draws 
water from the source till it dries up. Then they find another source 
and the same thing is repeated. They make no attempt to urge the 
communities to conserve the forests and watersheds around. Also 
there is no scientific holistic study of anything”. The result is that, 
today, in most towns, and villages in Meghalaya, including 
Shillong, the capital city, there is a great shortage of drinking 
water. Especially between November and May - the dry season 
–almost everyone has to buy water. “There really is no policy on 
water” she says. 

Patricia has very strong views about women's knowledge and 
perceptions of water. She believes that since women are the ones 
who use water, they understand that one should not and cannot 
waste water. But they need to have access to planning how water 
should be used. She refers to a study in which she was involved 
that shows that men and women think differently about water: 
the women wanted to lay the pipes in one location and the men in 
another. She asks, “Does anyone ever ask women how much water 
they need per day?” and adds, “I don't know who decides that we 
need so much water per day, or even if it's scientific and all that. 
Nobody asks us how we do with lesser water, how do we conserve, 
what do we do to conserve. Nobody ever asks and yet we do it. 
When we know we are short of water, we keep recycling water for 

different purposes and yet nobody cares about that”. She believes 
in training women, especially in the villages, “because it is in the 
villages that we have our watersheds and still have sacred 
groves”; with women as mangers and custodians of these 
resources, things would surely improve. She thinks it would be 
good to have women engineers and officers in the PHED. She says 
“If we had a woman heading the PHED, that might give a whole 
new perspective”. At the same time she also concedes that there is 
a huge lack of awareness among a lot of women and that has also 
made them great wasters of water. 

Talking about how far she has been successful in creating the 
awareness in water and other natural resources, she says “As long 
as you're alive you can't say you're successful. It is work in progress 
– you continue to do it – you don't get time to measure your 
success but you believe that somewhere, somehow things are 
changing”. Looking back to the year 2000 when she started this 
campaign she finds that there has been some change: “In those 
days when I talked to women about participation in traditional 
institutions, they used to say 'No, that is men's domain. Since we're 
matrilineal we're at least getting the lineage from the mother's 
clan so why not allow men to do the politics?' But now the same 
women have started changing - the vocabulary has changed, the 
language has changed. So I think it's worked!” 
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Tackling Coastal Zone Management – NILUFA  ISLAM
- Munima Sultana

Bangladesh has made good progress in managing its water 
resources efficiently, at the policy and planning levels. It has the 
National Water Resource Policy, the Water Resource Management 
Plan and the Coastal Zone Policy, besides strategies, databases and 
guidelines for all concerned ministries and organisations to 
implement integrated development programmes. The National 
Adaptation Plan of Action also has a special focus on water to meet 
the country's obligation to the United Nations on the impact of 
climate change on the sea level. Much of this is due to great efforts 
of Dr Nilufa Islam during her 28-year-long career in the 
Government. 

She joined the River Research Institute, one of the organisations of 
the then Irrigation, Water Development and Flood Control 
Ministry, in 1982 and graduated to the post of Director of Water 
Resources Planning Organisation (WARPO), another macro level 
planning organisation of the Ministry which is now called the
Ministry of Water Resource. Due to her involvement with different 
committees to prepare these water-related plans, policies, 
strategies etc., the nation is now prepared for better water 
management. In this process, she has earned a reputation as a 
woman water professional and is considered a national asset.

 

Nilufa now ranks second in WARPO, and is involved in ensuring 
consistency of the plans and programmes, as water is not yet 
considered a priority area in the Government's different ministries 
and organisations. "Despite our many rivers, lakes, canals, ponds 
and even adequate monsoon rains, people's water needs for 
drinking, household works and other socio-economic purposes 
could not be met. We are yet to manage our water for irrigation, 
fisheries and many economic activities," affirming the need for 
continuation of the planning on water related works. "Water is not 
exclusively for agriculture. Water is essential for food, fishery, 
forestry, industry, irrigation, tourism and many other socio 
economic purposes. So it is necessary to carry out water works in 
keeping with other needs," she said. Nilufa is now working on 
drafting an exclusive act on water to bring all the related agencies 
under one umbrella so that violators of any law, under any 
Ministry, could be traced and brought to book to stop all kinds of 
mismanagement, illegal activities, pollution, encroachment etc., 
while implementing the plans and policies.

She said the WARPO emerged as a semi-government organisation 
through the Water Resource Planning Act in 1992, dissolving the 
Master Plan Organisation which had been run under a project 
since 1982. It was necessary to cover the knowledge gap in 
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planning for water for agricultural needs or flood control. Nilufa 
said the National Water Policy for the first time recognised the 
diverse water needs and identified thirteen Ministries and 35 
organisations to work in coordination for efficient management. 
The Coastal Zone Policy, plans and strategies have also been made 
to efficiently manage development activities in nineteen coastal 
districts. After the National Water Policy was chalked out, in 2001, 
the National Water Management Plan was drafted, to be 
implemented over 25 years and with a provision for revision every 
five years. It took three more years to get the Government's 
approval and it came into force in 2004. Besides, guidelines for 
participatory water management were prepared to ensure 
community involvement in water based development works.

However, review and implementation of these plans are still a far 

cry. As water is not yet regarded as a priority area of work by both 
public and private organisations, implementation of these policies 
and plans remains a big challenge for the Government. Nilufa said 
what the policy and plan highlighted years back has now received 
priority by all concerned, "but we are already in trouble". She 
particularly mentioned the prevailing severe water crisis in the 
capital Dhaka. Despite the 2004 Plan for checking river water 
pollution and taking action to bring water from the Padma and 
Meghna rivers to meet the people's growing domestic demands, 
nothing was done during all these years. 

"We are responsible for creating such a situation as we are yet to 
learn the culture, attitude and mentality, necessary for concerted 
efforts, to implement plans or policies made by others, involving 
all stakeholders" she said. She has observed that the culture of non-

cooperation at the national level exists in a continuation of non-
cooperation among people at the local level. This is because 
people at the national level are themselves from the local level and 
their local experiences are reflected at the national level. She 
believes that when the local level non-cooperation would be 
removed, the problem would automatically not exist at the 
national level. 

For this, she suggested drastic changes in the country's education 
system. "I often get frustrated thinking about why our primary 
education did not teach me how to take care of our local resources, 
and what to do to keep those safe. In the absence of such learning, 
we now think that it is the duty of the Government to water the 
saplings even if these are planted in front of our homes. But we 
never think that our little effort could save much money for the 
Government, which has to manage our limited resources". From 
her experiences of living abroad during her PhD study at Griffith 
University, Australia, and official visits to different countries, she 
saw how passers by showed concern about resources, such as the 
roadside trees.

Nilufa, a conscious citizen, believes that non-cooperation is rooted 
in the country's different educational systems. She said the 
country's bilingual education system having the status of national 
curriculum gives all kinds of access to its students. But students of 
English medium are not allowed to contribute to the development 
of the nation, as they are kept out of mainstream higher 
education. They have talent but are forced to go abroad and 
become “global builders”. Likewise, the religion based education 
creates a huge gap among the pupils. Her only son, Nahian Hossain 
who schooled in Scotland, where they were at that time, was 
among those affected. But she chose not to send him abroad. 
Nahian finally completed his graduation from the Islamic 
University of Technology, and is now teaching electrical 
engineering at a private University in Dhaka and intends to carry 
out research within the country.

Nilufa observes that "Water is a resource, not a problem. But we 
commonly see it as problem," adding that changing such an 
outlook could play a big role in the country's economic growth. 

Citing an example, she said that poor people are sent to live in the 
coastal zones because planners believe that this needs little 
investment, but they are wrong. Poor people's makeshift houses, 
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on which minimum is spent, are easily blown away or inundated 
by storms and tidal surges. But if the rich people spend money in 
the coastal areas, they will automatically try to protect the 
investment. Such investment also helps the coastal area to 
develop. She said many countries are now setting up airports, river 
cruises or resorts in coastal areas to earn from tourism.

Nilufa, who is among four women in her workplace, finds it hard 
to establish her opinion and thoughts in any official documents as 
women's opinions are often different from others. ”I have been 
fighting since joining in 1982, as water is considered an area for 
engineers. Likewise, the male dominated sector hardly accepts 
women's opinions and views in policies and planning," she said of 
her struggle to be the director of WARPO and place gender views 
in these plans, policies and strategies and finally in the guidelines. 
"Due to lack of multidisciplinary culture, it is hard for us to make 
them realise other sides of development," she said.

She has been able to bring a gender focus in many cases but many 
of her ideas did not receive funding. She has made great efforts to 
help others understand the needs of women in cyclone shelters, 
coastal areas and to ensure their participation in development 
activities including irrigation, dam and embankment construction 
related works. The sufferings of women in remote locations are 
more than that of men as they have to take the trouble of walking 
miles to bring drinkable and potable water. Nilufa's contribution is 
evident in the integrated coastal zone plan, policy and strategy 
that have brought 19 coastal facing districts under one umbrella.
 
"Women usually speak very logically and they have good 
management capacity, particularly when the budget is a problem 
in their family. But it is not always true for men. The majority of 
men are dependent on women at home, cannot even organise 
their daily chores without the help of mothers, wives or daughters. 

So women's capacity to manage the family with limited resources 
and budget helps them to manage resources at the national level 
efficiently," Nilufa said women have extraordinary in-born 
managerial skills, which can help bring lots of changes in society 
if they are allowed access to any sector. She also cited more 
examples of success including, in readymade garments and 
specialised small and medium enterprise banking where the 
majority workforce are women.

Nilufa, eldest of four sisters, believes that the family is the right 
place for learning and it helps in grooming and taking on 
leadership. She married her classmate Shahid Akhter Hossain, 
now the professor of Soil, Water and Environment Department of 
the Dhaka University, in 1982. Her father, AK Nurul Islam who was 
in government service and her housewife mother Hasina Islam, 
had given her full freedom to play sports in the field and grow up 
with her own opinions. She was interested in cricket, kites, 
marbles, the local game danguli, etc, other than the toys and 
dolls that girls usually played with. She was a good manager of 
her family budget which started from only Tk 2200 with the 
earning of her husband and her own after their marriage. "For this 
contribution, I feel our home is equally shared. The feeling usually 
women have of living in husband's home is not there in my case.” 
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Gaining Recognition for Dam Safety – BADRA KAMALADASA
- Meenakshi Shedde

Badra Kamaladasa, in a sari with a puff-sleeved blouse, and 
matching sari brooch, gold rings and bangles, looks like she could 
be your friend's affable mother, famous for her fish curry. In fact, 
she is a senior irrigation engineer in Sri Lanka — Deputy Director 
(Dam Safety), Department of Irrigation, Government of Sri Lanka.  
She stands barely 5 feet tall, atop the 33-metre high Kekiri Obada 
dam, the second highest in Sri Lanka. It is a powerful and inspiring 
image. She spends the day on a field trip, even though she is to 
leave the next day for Vietnam: the visas and tickets have to be 
tackled, and she has not yet packed. But she quietly sorts out 
everything by mobile phone while travelling, soothing the men 
panicking back in the office with a seasoned calm. On the way 

back, she even pauses to buy vegetables and mangoes for dinner; 
household responsibilities rarely seems to leave the most 
distinguished women alone. 

At work, she sits in a large, typically government office, all wood 
paneling and glass, with a Sri Lanka map flagged with post-its 
indicating high dam locations, a ceiling fan wheeling impotently 
against the wall of humidity. When we had requested an 
appointment, she had modestly dissuaded us, saying she is only a 
Government servant whose duty is to serve the community, and 
she has not yet accomplished all that she would like. She has 
benefited from the Sri Lankan policy of free education and says 

90 91

her job “is an opportunity to serve the people”. Furthermore, “if I 
don't take the right steps to deal with dam safety, I am letting my 
education down,” she says simply. “Sri Lanka has a population of 

20 million, and less than ten people in our department are 
responsible for the safety of all dams; with this huge 
infrastructure, if I take my job lightly, an entire generation and 
even beyond may suffer”.

At 54, Badra Kamaladasa has had an impressive career. She has 
used her technical expertise in the irrigation department, as well as 
in other water-related departments. In the Irrigation Department, 
she set up programmes for training engineers and established 
environmental guidelines for hydroelectric projects. As Chief 
Irrigation Engineer (Operations), she had directed seasonal 
operations for cultivation under irrigation schemes nationwide; as 
Chief Irrigation Engineer (Rehabilitation), she monitored and 
evaluated three international donor-funded rehabilitation projects 
to ensure compliance with the implementation schedule and 
specifications. She has also been policy research team leader on the 
environmental impact of dams in Sri Lanka for the Ministry of 
Irrigation and Water Management. Apart from this, she 
represented the Irrigation Department in collaborative activities 

with the Disaster Management Centre, Atomic Energy authority, 
Mahaweli Authority and Ceylon Electricity Board. She has guided 
the Ministry of Environment on adapting to climate change, and 
was Coordinator of a rehabilitation project following the tsunami 
of 2004.

Presently, she is an office-bearer (joint secretary) of the Women 
Engineers Forum of the Institution of Engineers, and a visiting 

lecturer at the Sri Lanka Institute for Development Administration 
(SLIDA), which trains civil servants. She has several published 
papers on the irrigation ordinance, river training, and the 
sustainability, safety and environmental aspects of Sri Lankan 
dams. She has presented papers in Colombo, Nairobi, Barcelona, 
Montreal as well as in Brazil and Australia. She is also the editor of 
the Irrigation Department quarterly, and was scriptwriter and 
technical director of films on training for the irrigation 
department. 

She has tried to reach out to different sections of the public 
through her writings such as a popular book, Irrigation 
Development in Sri Lanka, on the history of irrigation development 
over the last two centuries, from the Dutch and British periods. She 
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has authored a book in Sinhala Water is Life on how the water 
crisis can be tackled, and co-authored a teacher's guide and 
children's guide on disaster preparedness for floods.

Interestingly, it is her association with a women's organisation that 
has provided a tremendous fillip to her work and career. Along 
with Kusum Athukorala and others, she is a Founder Member of 
the Network of Women Water Professionals in Sri Lanka 
(NetWwater), which is intended to build the capacities of 
professional women 
working in the water 
sector and influence 
policy through greater 
e x p o s u r e  a n d  
p r o g r a m m e s .  
“NetWwater opened a 
new window to life for 
me. It has given me as 
much as my official job,” 
says Badra. “At office, I 
meet the same people 
and deal with the same 
subject. Many who work 
in governments only put 
in eight hours. But I make 
more time, and I'm happy 
to do more. NetWwater 
arranged for me to travel 
on dam and water fora to 
China, Japan, Turkey and 
Mexico. I presented 
papers or was a panel member, and got materials for my book. I 
got much wider exposure, met other women professionals, which 
has changed me a lot and made a big difference to my outlook. In 
addition to organising programmes for NetWwater, I also 
encourage water dialogues between our young field engineers 
and women at the grassroots to jointly solve problems”.

She has personally observed how women's participation 
influences the impact of an intervention, and takes note of the 

feminisation of farming in Sri Lanka. “After the prolonged war, as 
husbands and sons have died or moved elsewhere, more and 
more women have become farmers,” Kamaladasa points out. 
“Also, men often illegally divert field water at night and women 
cannot cope. So merely having women at the policy making level 
is not the solution, unless they are sensitised to think for the poor 
women in the field. On the other hand, male technocrats have the 
same mindset they have had from University, which are not 
gendered. For instance, they will construct a common bathing 

place for a village 
without thinking that 
women need privacy. 
S o  w e  n e e d  
g o v e r n m e n t  
regulations to ensure  
w o m e n ' s  
representation in farm 
organisations at the 
grassroots level, as well 
as water policy levels. 
Women have a way of 
tackling issues in a 
diplomatic way, while 
o f f e r i n g  s o u n d  
j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  
p r o p o s a l s .  A l s o ,  
women can multi-task. I 
do my office work, care 
for my children, sustain 
relat ions with the 
n e i g h b o u r s  a n d  

relatives. Men can process only one thing at a time. And men don't 
have the courage of women. So if someone were to tell me I think 
and act like a man, I would be insulted.”

Kamaladasa's personal journey in engineering began simply 
because she got the best marks in mathematics at school, and she 
followed some of her brothers into engineering. “We are twelve 
brothers and sisters. My parents were neutral about me pursuing 
engineering. When I did BSc in Civil Engineering, there were ten 
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women in my class of 150 students”. After that, she obtained an 
MSc in Development Technologies, with specialisation in Irrigation 
Engineering from the University of Melbourne, Australia. “I grew 
up in a big family, where everyone took their own decisions, and 
the family had confidence in me. After school, I had spent seven 
years in a boarding school in Colombo and became very self-
sufficient. My husband too has no issues regarding me traveling 
independently. It was tough when our children were small. My in-
laws looked after them and without their commitment, I could not 
have done my best”.

Reflecting on her career, she says, “The biggest challenge was 
setting up the department for dam safety in 1997. It was a new 
subject-area for the irrigation department and the nation. Training 
field staff on dam safety was the toughest, as earlier, dam safety 
came under the department of maintenance, and could be 
camouflaged so that no one would get blamed for failures. I had 
no precedents; I had to invent a lot of things. I developed the 
training material for engineers and technicians myself, developed 
guidelines on dam safety, and did field training. I rise at 5am. My 
way of working is to be in the field, whereas others prefer to be at 
their tables. I have visited 75% of the country's irrigation projects 
and know most of the ground staff. I select good people and give 
them specific instructions on what to do. The dam safety 
department is now recognised in the water sector, which is a real 
achievement”. 

It was in keeping with her style that a field visit to the Kekiri Obada 
Reservoir across the Kekiri river (or Kekri oya in Sinhala) in the 
southern Hambantota district, 220kms from Colombo, was 
arranged for. About 285 people who were displaced by the 
reservoir had to be resettled. She talks to Priyani Jayadeera, the 
Chief Irrigation Engineer, a woman overseeing twelve 
dams/reservoirs in the entire district. Kekiri Obada, inaugurated 
recently in 2010, was built so that farmers could cultivate an 
additional annual crop, known as the yala (between April and 
September), instead of only one maha (or main) crop (during 
October-March). Jayadeera says, “With Madam's training, our 
communication with the farmers is very good, and we have built 
up a nice reputation as irrigation engineers”. The field visit also 
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included the Muruthawela dam, 5 kms away. Madam's sharp eye 
watches out for destructive growth (vegetation) on the sides of the 
dam, and she is concerned that there could be some leakage; she 
must also deal legally with encroachment by villagers in the dam 
area. 

 There have been other, more demanding professional challenges 
in her career. G Saravanabavan, Deputy Director, Dam Safety 
Construction, recalls, “There was one case which Mrs Kamaladasa 
tackled with courage. The Kanthala Dam Bund was an old earth 
bund, and its safety was endangered as heavy lorries of cement 
corporations used it regularly. When she suggested that the 
heavier lorries use a different route, powerful commercial interests 
resisted, leading to friction between the Ministry of Highways and 
Ministry of Irrigation. Yet, she succeeded in getting an order 
passed, preventing heavy lorries from using the bund”.

Another challenge came from within her office. Deepika 
Thrimahavithana, Deputy Director (Irrigation Management), says, 
“The other senior staff are basically technocrats, they don't have 
the breadth of her vision. Now, the Sri Lankan government is 
unfortunately allergic to NGOs in general, because a few of them 
were found to be helping the terrorists during the war. Mrs 
Kamaladasa was working with some NGOs on water issues. So 
jealous people spread false rumours, saying she supported the 
privatisation and sale of water at higher prices – although she had 
only discussed the need for an integrated water management 
policy, and not suggested privatisation”. 

Badra Kamaladasa dealt with the rumour, which hinted that she 
had benefited financially, with firmness, not wasting time on it, 
confident that she had the support of her seniors. “It is Buddhist 
philosophy not to react. Buddha teaches you to do your job - and 
the rest will be OK”. 
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Steering Water Programmes - FARZANA SALEEM
- Rina Saeed Khan

On the rural outskirts of Islamabad past the Rawal Dam area, lie 
567 hectares of government owned agricultural land which is 
home to the sprawling Pakistan Agricultural Research Council 
(PARC). The Chair of the Council recently informed the press: 
“Pakistan is going to face water shortfalls and to overcome the 
issue PARC has taken new initiatives for improving agriculture 
productivity to increase food security”. One of the more important 
departments of PARC is the Water Resources Research Institute 
(WRRI) which was established in 1991. This is where Farzana 
Saleem has her office as the Principal Scientific Officer and has 
been working on the new 
i n i t i a t i v e s  t o  i m p r o v e  
agriculture.

Farzana has been a civil servant 
now for over thirty years and 
says her interest in water issues 
really started when she was 
posted to Sindh in the mid-
1990s as head of the Women's 
Development Programme. “I 
travelled everywhere in Sindh 
and it was a visit to Manchar 
Lake that was the turning point 
in my life. The poverty and 
suffering I witnessed there was 
overwhelming. Technically I was 
not a water person, but when I 
saw the state of the people 
living there in the polluted 
waters of the lake, I stayed awake the whole night. I could not 
sleep”. The Mohannas or indigenous boat people were literally 
dying from the toxic water in Manchar Lake, which is supposed to 
be Sindh's largest fresh water lake, but is now full of pesticides 
from agricultural run-off and industrial effluents from factories up 
north. “Water is life and I realised then, that it is important to look 
at how water is being managed. The local community in Manchar 
had no say in the matter”. 

She was so moved by the plight of the Mohannas that she wrote a 
thpaper on the issue and sent it to the 9  International Lake 

Conference in Kyoto, Japan. The paper was selected and that is 
how she came into the water sector formally. “It was in my 
personal capacity that I came into the circuit. I gave a 
presentation in Kyoto on how the Mohannas were dying”, she 
recalls. The World Bank followed up with a report and some work 
was done on the lake, but until today, the pollution in Manchar 
Lake persists. “There really has not been much improvement”, 
agrees Farzana. Later she was invited to India to another 

conference and soon joined the 
Global Water Partnership based 
in Sweden, which has regional 
water partnerships. This led to her 
involvement with its technical 
wing called the South Asian 
Technical Network (SUSTEC). Her 
focus is now firmly on water, 
although she had started her 
career first as a scientist and then 
as a bureaucrat focusing on 
women's rights. 

Farzana was born in Rawalpindi 
and  ha i l s  f rom an  a rmy  
background. She completed her 
MPhil in organic chemistry from 
Quaid-e-Azam University in 
Islamabad and went on to teach 
chemistry as an assistant 

professor. She accepted the government posting in Sindh 
because her husband, who was in the army, was then posted in 
Karachi. She has only recently shifted to Islamabad from Karachi 
and says most of her belongings are still packed in boxes. She is 
now divorced. All her three sons work in the electronic media. 

At the time when she had joined the Government in Karachi, 
“there was only a federal Ministry of Women Development and 
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nothing at the provincial level. So ,the Sindh Government decided 
to set up a women's development department and I went there as 
the Deputy Secretary in 1995”. The department was established as 

tha follow-up to the 4  World Conference for Women, held in Beijing 
in 1995. Benazir Bhutto had attended the conference at the time 
and led the delegation from Pakistan. The Beijing Conference set 
out actions for governments to promote the empowerment of 
women. 

“While establishing the directorate, we decided to work in four 
sectors: legal, social, economic and capacity building of women”, 
recalls Farzana. It was a challenging time for her, but she says she 
was very interested in the work and felt strongly about women's 
empowerment. She was given a free hand to define the scope of 

the department. Her focus soon shifted to water and gender 
issues, given her involvement in various water conferences and 
networks. 

“When I went to another conference on lakes in Hyderabad, India, 
I again talked about the Mohannas. Dr Chitlay, the Chair of 
SUSTEC, told me that I had presented a new dimension to water 
issues as most researchers usually talked about the technical side 

and not about the people involved. They were starting a new 
programme on culture and water and he offered me the Chair of 
the South Asian region”. For three years, Dr Farzana coordinated 
the programme, learning how to involve communities and how to 
sensitise people. “I learnt that water is everyone's business!” 

The South Asian group took the lead in the sector and organised 
two regional conferences in which water partnerships were 
established. They also set up proactive 'women and water 
networks' at the grassroots level. Activities included planting 
kitchen gardens and imparting water management skills. Farzana 
also helped set up women and water networks in Karachi city, 
where water is constantly scarce and people have to depend on 
privately owned water tankers to bring extra water to their homes. 
These networks now conduct monthly meetings with the city 
government and come up with ideas to control the leakage and 
wastage of water. “The idea is to bring everyone to one table so 
something can be done” she explains.

Water gradually became a passion for Farzana and she has devoted 
twelve years of her career to the issue. “I would often go on earned 
leave to attend these conferences on my own initiative” she 
recalls. “I would have to get a 'No Objection Certificate' and some 
of my colleagues would ask 'why is she going?'”. She says she was 
lucky in getting the support of some high level ministers in the 
Sindh Government who appreciated the fact that she would be 
representing Pakistan at these conferences. 

Farzana also played a role in drafting the National Water Policy. 
This was done eight years ago and she says that while the draft is 
ready, it has not yet been adopted by the Government. “There 
were some differences over the amendments and as a result, it has 
not been passed by the National Assembly. The policy needs to be 
re-visited and an action plan should also be developed”. This is 
now worrying, because in Pakistan, water scarcity is going to be a 
huge problem. “From 5000 cubic meters per capita in 1947, we are 
now down to 600-700 per capita. Ethiopia is 500 per capita. We 
have become a water scarce country due to mismanagement” 
explains Farzana.

“We knew ten years ago this was going to become a big problem. 
Our population is also increasing at a very high rate. And we have 
wasted so much time and money over big dams, when even small, 
simple solutions could have made a big difference. There has been 
so much wastage”, she points out. “And we still haven't changed 
our outdated agricultural practices”.

Her current posting at WRRI in Islamabad has put her in charge of 
coming up with new technologies that can conserve water and 
improve agriculture. Farzana is enjoying her work, attempting to 
bridge the gap between research and replication. “We have come 
up with good technologies here at PARC, like drip irrigation and the 
bio remediation of water (which is done by cleaning dirty water by 
growing certain kinds of plants in it). Now it is time that these are 
given to the people so they can use them”, she explains. Currently, 
this knowledge is confined to PARC and it is not going to the 
people. “The government outreach is poor and both civil society 
and the government need to work together to improve the 
situation. The research is lying in closets and needs to be given to 
the local people”. 

She is taking it upon herself to do this by starting demo stations 
where technologies can be demonstrated to small farmers. “A lot 
of big landlords come here and learn from us, but we need to give 
this technology to small farmers as well”. She will be travelling to 
Batal, a mountainous area that was devastated by the earthquake 
which struck Pakistan's north in 2005, to give a demonstration 
herself. The women there are struggling to sustain themselves and 
Farzana will help train clusters of villages on how to improve their 
kitchen gardens by planting various kinds of vegetables and corn. 
“Pakistan is blessed with lots of natural resources but there is poor 
management of these resources” says Farzana. She would like to 
see rural communities become self sufficient in food production at 
the very least. The Chair of PARC, Dr Zafar Altaf, is very supportive 
of her work and is encouraging the staff to scale up their efforts.

“It's very sad that we can't become self sufficient in food as a 
nation, despite all our natural resources. People should become 
aware of this”. The media, she says, can play an important role in 
raising awareness. They need to exert pressure in order to ensure 
that the water policy is passed and that the Government comes up 
with a plan of action. “The water policy has to be equitable and not 
biased. We all have to pay attention to water now. I have realised in 
all my years of government service that water is the fundamental 
issue. We must give our urgent attention to water resource 
management”. 
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“While establishing the directorate, we decided to work in four 
sectors: legal, social, economic and capacity building of women”, 
recalls Farzana. It was a challenging time for her, but she says she 
was very interested in the work and felt strongly about women's 
empowerment. She was given a free hand to define the scope of 

the department. Her focus soon shifted to water and gender 
issues, given her involvement in various water conferences and 
networks. 

“When I went to another conference on lakes in Hyderabad, India, 
I again talked about the Mohannas. Dr Chitlay, the Chair of 
SUSTEC, told me that I had presented a new dimension to water 
issues as most researchers usually talked about the technical side 

and not about the people involved. They were starting a new 
programme on culture and water and he offered me the Chair of 
the South Asian region”. For three years, Dr Farzana coordinated 
the programme, learning how to involve communities and how to 
sensitise people. “I learnt that water is everyone's business!” 

The South Asian group took the lead in the sector and organised 
two regional conferences in which water partnerships were 
established. They also set up proactive 'women and water 
networks' at the grassroots level. Activities included planting 
kitchen gardens and imparting water management skills. Farzana 
also helped set up women and water networks in Karachi city, 
where water is constantly scarce and people have to depend on 
privately owned water tankers to bring extra water to their homes. 
These networks now conduct monthly meetings with the city 
government and come up with ideas to control the leakage and 
wastage of water. “The idea is to bring everyone to one table so 
something can be done” she explains.

Water gradually became a passion for Farzana and she has devoted 
twelve years of her career to the issue. “I would often go on earned 
leave to attend these conferences on my own initiative” she 
recalls. “I would have to get a 'No Objection Certificate' and some 
of my colleagues would ask 'why is she going?'”. She says she was 
lucky in getting the support of some high level ministers in the 
Sindh Government who appreciated the fact that she would be 
representing Pakistan at these conferences. 

Farzana also played a role in drafting the National Water Policy. 
This was done eight years ago and she says that while the draft is 
ready, it has not yet been adopted by the Government. “There 
were some differences over the amendments and as a result, it has 
not been passed by the National Assembly. The policy needs to be 
re-visited and an action plan should also be developed”. This is 
now worrying, because in Pakistan, water scarcity is going to be a 
huge problem. “From 5000 cubic meters per capita in 1947, we are 
now down to 600-700 per capita. Ethiopia is 500 per capita. We 
have become a water scarce country due to mismanagement” 
explains Farzana.

“We knew ten years ago this was going to become a big problem. 
Our population is also increasing at a very high rate. And we have 
wasted so much time and money over big dams, when even small, 
simple solutions could have made a big difference. There has been 
so much wastage”, she points out. “And we still haven't changed 
our outdated agricultural practices”.

Her current posting at WRRI in Islamabad has put her in charge of 
coming up with new technologies that can conserve water and 
improve agriculture. Farzana is enjoying her work, attempting to 
bridge the gap between research and replication. “We have come 
up with good technologies here at PARC, like drip irrigation and the 
bio remediation of water (which is done by cleaning dirty water by 
growing certain kinds of plants in it). Now it is time that these are 
given to the people so they can use them”, she explains. Currently, 
this knowledge is confined to PARC and it is not going to the 
people. “The government outreach is poor and both civil society 
and the government need to work together to improve the 
situation. The research is lying in closets and needs to be given to 
the local people”. 

She is taking it upon herself to do this by starting demo stations 
where technologies can be demonstrated to small farmers. “A lot 
of big landlords come here and learn from us, but we need to give 
this technology to small farmers as well”. She will be travelling to 
Batal, a mountainous area that was devastated by the earthquake 
which struck Pakistan's north in 2005, to give a demonstration 
herself. The women there are struggling to sustain themselves and 
Farzana will help train clusters of villages on how to improve their 
kitchen gardens by planting various kinds of vegetables and corn. 
“Pakistan is blessed with lots of natural resources but there is poor 
management of these resources” says Farzana. She would like to 
see rural communities become self sufficient in food production at 
the very least. The Chair of PARC, Dr Zafar Altaf, is very supportive 
of her work and is encouraging the staff to scale up their efforts.

“It's very sad that we can't become self sufficient in food as a 
nation, despite all our natural resources. People should become 
aware of this”. The media, she says, can play an important role in 
raising awareness. They need to exert pressure in order to ensure 
that the water policy is passed and that the Government comes up 
with a plan of action. “The water policy has to be equitable and not 
biased. We all have to pay attention to water now. I have realised in 
all my years of government service that water is the fundamental 
issue. We must give our urgent attention to water resource 
management”. 
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A Pioneering Infrastructure Engineer - PRAMILA BAJRACHARYA 
- Indu Nepal

It is hard to miss the grandeur of the princely mansion that houses 
the Department of Roads in the heart of Kathmandu. Located right 
next to Nepal's main seat of power, Singh Darbar, its Corinthian 
columns rise proudly amidst the shabby cement structures that 
surround it like wobbly cardboard boxes. On the third floor of this 
building is where you find the who's who of the architects of 
Nepal's major infrastructure, and the office of the only woman 
engineer in the department -- Pramila Bajracharya, Senior 
Divisional Engineer, Ministry of Planning and Physical Works. 

Pramila is used to being one of the few women engineers in this 
sector. When she joined the Department of Water Supply thirteen 
years ago, there were only two other women on the team. 
However, following the trend that was engulfing all of Nepal at the 
time, one joined the private sector shortly afterwards while the 
other engineer moved abroad. 

“People have asked me to join the private sector. I don't know why 
but I have always wanted to work in the public sector,” says 
Pramila. Very well for the public sector, because in her role she has 
been involved in the most important water project in Nepal - to 
provide safe drinking water to every household. 

The Community-based Water Supply and Sanitation Project, was 
important in two ways. Firstly, it worked to provide safe drinking 
water to the people of one of the poorest countries in the world, 
where only about 77% have access to relatively safe drinking 
water. Secondly, it involved participation of women and other 
marginalised groups in the projects. 
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Community-based Water Supply and Sanitation Project

The Community-based Water Supply and Sanitation Project, developed under the framework of Government of Nepal's poverty 
alleviation focus in its National Development Plan, concentrated on providing rural water supply and sanitation facilities to 
improve the community health and provide opportunities for income generation. The project, launched in 2004, aimed to 
improve water supply and sanitation services to about 1,200 rural communities in 21 districts throughout Nepal, addressing the 
needs of about 850,000 people in districts and communities, selected according to criteria related to poverty, diarrhoeal disease 
incidence, willingness to cost-share, and historically underserved gender, caste and disadvantaged groups. 

The project included a combination of water supply, including construction of new systems and rehabilitation of old ones, 
sanitation, and health and hygiene education components. It also increased transparency and stakeholder involvement in the 
initial design process, increased participation at all levels of project implementation. The participation of women was a special 
focus due to the realisation that the burden associated with inadequate water supply and sanitation, especially in rural areas, are 
borne disproportionately by women. 

The overall goal of the project was to reduce poverty, improve living conditions and quality of life in poor, remote rural 
communities where, water is often difficult to obtain and of poor quality, typically resulting in a high incidence of water-borne 
diarrhoeal diseases. The objectives were achieved by strengthening participating communities' capacity and capability to plan, 
co-finance, implement, operate and maintain improved water supply and sanitation facilities. By involving stakeholders in initial 
design, the project aimed to rectify historical inequities in access to water supply, sanitation and health services by gender, caste 
and disadvantaged ethnic groups. Through targeted programmes for health promotion, sanitation and hygiene behavioural 
changes, it improved community, family and individual health. Furthermore, it also promoted the evolving peace process by 
prioritising delivery of rural water supply, sanitation and health services in previously conflict-affected areas. 

Adapted from From Asian Development Bank's project summary on Community-Based Water Supply and Sanitation Sector. 
Available at: http://apfed-db.iges.or.jp/dtlbpp.php?no=29

Fetching water is mainly the responsibility of women and girls in 
1Nepal. A report  by the Asian Development Bank, that funded the 

project, says that in the hills, the time taken to fetch water, 
including waiting time at the source, is about 4.5 hours per 
household per day. A shorter time to collect water would increase 
consumption of water, which will result in improved hygiene, as 
people are likely to bathe and wash clothes more regularly. It could 
also reduce mental stress, as the hassle of fetching water from 

faraway sources is reduced and improve household economy as 
the time saved could be used in income-generating activities. 
Meeting these goals would significantly increase the chances of 
fulfilling the government's commitment to the Millennium 
Development Goals. To that end, “the aim of our project was to 
take safe drinking water to the yard of every house, if not inside,” 
says Pramila. 

The project pushed for a strong community partnership to foster 
their ownership in the works implemented. Involvement of 
women was not only encouraged but mandated. A project 
management committee would be formed in each of the Village 
Development Committees, and each management committee had 
to have at least 50% women's participation or the project could not 
be implemented at all. 

It was a prudent way of getting women to have a say in a project 
that would have a profound impact on their lives. Such crafty 
policies were largely successful in the four districts of Nepal where 
the pilot project was launched. But, participation of women 
seemed to be just the first hurdle that was overcome since there 
were others that followed. “We got the women to join the 
committee, and participate in the training. When it came to 
voicing their opinions, however, they would all go silent,” says 
Pramila. “They would point to the men and say 'they'll speak'”.

The women were trained in maintenance of the taps and pipes and 
other bits and pieces of the drinking water project. During follow-
ups, it was found that women were reluctant to use their skills to 
fix things and waited for the men to do so.  “Getting women to 
believe that they can make a difference, that their voice matters, or 
that they can fix a tap without a man's help needs a lot of pushing,” 
Pramila says. 

When she says this, she may well be talking about family and social 
support that she has received over the years to get to where she is. 
When she was young, her family pushed her to work hard at 
school. Then, a kind teacher saw her through the transition at 
secondary school making sure she was achieving the high grades 
she was capable of. When she chose engineering at college, it 
came as no surprise to anyone that she had chosen a field 
dominated by men, a field viewed as technical and tough. 

Family was important to her though. She got married after she 
finished her degree and had a child soon after. Having taken two 
years off to see her first-born grow, she was encouraged by her 
family to pursue her career and she took the competitive 
government service examinations. She got in, and there has been 
no looking back since. The noticeable dearth of women in the 
sector has only pushed her forward. “My male friends were 
encouraging while I was at the engineering college, and my 
colleagues in the field are extremely supportive,” she says of her 
work environment. 

It was pointed out that most government drinking water projects 
seemed to be aimed at addressing men. Taps and faucets are too 
high for women. Water sources are by the side of the road where 
women have to wake up before dawn if they want to take a 
shower. “It could be because of lack of women in policy-making,” 
she says. The type designs, policies and bureaucratic practices are 
as inflexible as if these were engraved on stones, she says. The only 
way to change this could be through women taking a role in the 
high-level policy-making. This is where Pramila comes in. 

Pramila took a transfer to the Department of Roads after a 
promotion. While she monitors road projects at the moment, this is 
within the Ministry of Physical Works and Planning. She has her 
eyes set on something bigger. She wants to be the Secretary in the 
Department of Water, the highest position for non-elected policy-
makers. With thirteen years of work behind her, Pramila could 
easily accomplish that. When she does, it will not just be a triumph 
for her, but also for the 15 million women of Nepal. 

1 From Asian Development Bank's project summary on Community-Based Water Supply and Sanitation Sector. Available at: 
http://pid.adb.org/pid/LoanView.htm?projNo=32249&seqNo=01&typeCd=3
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Forging Ahead in the Bureaucracy – MANISHA PALANDE
- Arpita De

 “She acts like a man only!” – Her colleague remarks to describe her 
professional attributes. She chooses to laugh it away, as she 
neither regards the question applicable to her, nor considers it 
worth reacting to her male co-worker's response. Meet Manisha 
Palande, Executive Engineer (EE) with additional charge of 
Superintending Engineer (SE), Thane Circle, Maharashtra Jeevan 
Pradhikaran (MJP), a nodal governmental agency for water supply 
in the state. Defying the male-dominated technical arena in the 
water sector, she has made the Thane MJP her own bastion. 

The department was formed to construct, implement and 
maintain the water supply system. That was a supply-driven policy 
the MJP was initially responsible for. At present, the personnel's 
responsibilities are more about standardising and supervising the 
techniques and methods that the local government bodies like the 
Gram (village) Panchayats and the Zilla (district) Parishads, should 
execute in order that regulation of water supply is better facilitated 
and maintained. Headquartered in the state capital of Mumbai 
(erstwhile Bombay), MJP has offices in all the districts and blocks of 
Maharashtra. 

Manisha, with her additional responsibilities as an SE, has more of 
a managerial role. She directly supervises the activities of the 
Executive Engineers working under her as well as the 
departmental finances. But more than the technical aspects, it is 
the administrative work that takes up most of her working hours. 
Not surprising, since she has to monitor whether the schemes are 
being properly implemented, the quality of work maintained and 
the finances judiciously utilised for the whole of Thane district. 
The number of employees she manages and supervises totals an 
impressive 867; of these 91 are women. 

Manisha, 35, had always aspired for the government services. Her 
father, a retired officer working with the Central Government, was 
her inspiration. So, after completing her Bachelor's in Civil 
Engineering from the Government College of Engineering, Pune, 
instead of opting for plush jobs in the private sector, she 
meticulously prepared for the Maharashtra Public Service 
Commission (MPSC) examinations. She took the exams in 1999 
and was recruited in 2002 for her first placement in Solapur as PA 
to Executive Engineer. However, she admits that taking admission 
into the civil engineering branch was more by chance than choice. 
But after the first two years in college, she started liking its diverse 
aspects and continued with the field-oriented studies.

Having an understanding family helped. Her parents' 
encouragement boosted her spirits and further convinced her of 
her career-choice. Despite her training in one of Maharashtra's 
renowned engineering college, she acquired most of her skills 
through hands-on experience. She honed her technical skills by 
hard-core field works and thoroughly perusing the manuals 
available. Her mother inspired her soft skills. “My mother was into 
social work and politics. Many people used to come to our home 
and I used to watch how she interacted and communicated with 
them. That skill is certainly helping me in my work at present”. 

Rising Career-Graph
When she was recruited in 2002, she received six months' training 
that helped her perceive the nuances of practical field issues. But 
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within 18 months, she was transferred to Pune and given charge of 
the subdivision office there. “That was a very field-based exposure 
that I got very early in my career. Most women engineers don't get 
that kind of field site assignment. I was lucky to have been given 
that opportunity and that really helped me understand the nitty-
gritties of the field”. It was her keenness and competence that 
proved her credibility for high profile divisions. She used to 
frequently visit the field sites and very ably handle the issues. 
Hence, she was given charge of sites, quite early on, and was even 
preferred over her male contemporaries.

Promoted to Executive Engineer in 2006, her rapid rise was 
possible as she always insisted on field-based jobs rather than 
desk-bound ones mostly preferred by women. She was fortunate 
enough to have been given a very good division in Solapur with 
heavy workload and almost as huge, execution- and coverage-
wise, as her present division, Thane. This experience further helped 
her hone her skills and build her confidence level. In 2009, she was 
given the additional charge of Superintending Engineer of Thane.  

Quite contrary to the common Indian perception about 
lackadaisical government employees, Manisha is prompt with her 
duties and demands the same from her juniors. Her colleagues at 
Thane MJP don't disappoint either – after a long time, they are 

working with a boss who insists on rapid execution of matters at 
hand. It pleases them to witness that “things are moving fast” for a 
change. They claim this gives the beneficiaries the confidence that 
the Thane MJP delivers. No doubt, this positive attitude helps in 
developing an amicable work atmosphere.

Her colleagues in the Pune sub-division, including her seniors, had 
been very appreciative of her diligence. At Solapur, she had co-
operative juniors after the initial apprehension of reporting to a 
lady officer ebbed away within two months. “Frankly speaking, my 
colleagues were unable to digest the fact they had to report to 
some lady officer. They took time understanding me, my way of 
working, my morals, my ethics. But after a while, they accepted 
me, and didn't behave differently with me just because I was a 
woman. However, with seniors, I have always had problems. I don't 

know why! Maybe my straight-forwardness and honesty is not 
always appreciated in the higher circles”. Maybe it has also to do 
with their egos. That is the reason why for any work-related 
discussions and support, she prefers conferring with her 
contemporaries and juniors without hesitation rather than her 
bosses.

That said, she does wish there were more women at the higher 
levels, more women officers in higher positions of decision-
making and policy-implementation. Maybe, if there indeed were 
more women, her ideas and judgement would have been more 
accepted. But she is hopeful. The present Principal Secretary in the 
department is a woman – Mrs Malini Shankar – and Manisha 
thinks that would make a positive difference in attitudes towards 
women. She feels having females as seniors would make 
interaction more comfortable.

Unfortunately, as of now 
she doesn't have women 
colleagues with the “right 
kind of expertise, capability 
and skills” with whom she 
can discuss professional 
problems. She discusses 
field-related problems and 
other issues with her four 
Executive Engineers, all 
men, and interacts with 
colleagues simply as an 
officer, not a lady boss. 
“Gender doesn't really 
matter as long as one is 
efficient and empathetic. 
Maybe that's where being a 
woman is an advantage. 
Women by nature are more 
caring and concerned 
about others' convenience”. She says, they are more sensitive and 
try to get into the details of problems for better understanding. 
She is a compassionate and considerate boss. She feels she is more 
accepted and gets more co-operation from her male counterparts. 
Maybe there is some jealousy from her female co-workers. Yet, all 
her subordinates treat her with respect. Her main concern is to get 
the work done from her staff – be it male or female. 

Issues/ Problems Perceived and Remedies
Manisha is concerned that water being a finite resource, if not 

conserved properly, would leave millions high and dry in water-
stressed areas. Accessibility to safe water, especially for the poor, 
should be prioritised. She feels that water sector privatisation, a 
phenomenon gradually creeping in, might be a dangerous process 
as it affects the water pricing. This might ultimately be detrimental 
for the poor. Instead, the state public health departments should 
be strengthened. Perhaps infrastructural changes can be brought 
in to upgrade the government institutions to the levels of private 
firms. She is also not quite content with the organisational 

arrangement of the 
var ious government 
d e p a r t m e n t s .  I n  
Maharasht ra ,  many  
departments look after 
different aspects of water 
supply. “Everybody's 
responsibility becomes 
nobody's responsibility”. 
If all these delegated 
re spons ib i l i t i e s  a re  
combined and brought 
under one sector, then 
management would be 
better. 

She also feels that 
engaging women in 
maintaining the schemes 
implemented, at least at 
the Gram Panchayat 

levels, would be beneficial. Schemes are viable when proper 
revenues are collected. Being a government agency, MJP cannot 
deploy staff for revenue collection. If women's self help groups are 
organised to collect revenues, sustainability of the schemes would 
increase. Presently the collection efficiency is only 30-40% as it is 
the people who directly deposit the revenues at the Gram 
Panchayat. If women's groups can be mobilised for such financial 
collection, she is sure that collection would increase to more than 
80%. 
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She would also like to see more women drawn in for decision-
making, maintenance and fund-management at the grassroots. 
Their collective opinion would matter if there were larger numbers 
of women. “Women manage the domestic water at the household 
level, but at the decision-making and policy levels, women's 
participation is missing. Women are intricately involved in water-
related problems, but unfortunately their involvement is not taken 
into account while making decisions”. Even at the organisational 
and bureaucratic levels, there are very few women in decision-
making positions. But that scenario, hopefully is changing for the 
better.  

Dreams and Aspirations 
The organisation is going through a lot of metamorphosis and 
roles and responsibilities are changing. She has 22-23 more years 
of service left; so professionally there is still time to fulfil 
expectations. But what satisfies her is the opportunity to serve 
people. She dreams of being able to implement policies beneficial 
for the organisation as well as the water sector. Personally, in the 
context of the organisation, she aspires to be a Secretary in the 
future. She does, however, rue the lack of opportunities for 
management training or even up-to-date technical trainings. So 
she engages in a lot of introspection. Over the last eight years that 

she has been in service, she feels that her communication skills 
have improved. For management skills, she does self-analysis and 
strives for improvement. She feels that government departments 
should train their employees at regular intervals. That would make 
them more capable of dealing with work-related stress.

And tensions abound at work – there is pressure from political 
bodies to plan and implement (designing) projects within the 
stipulated time, and there are staff who refuse to take into account 
the importance of timely deliverance. Administrative problems are 
a daily stress. Punitive actions might lead to retaliations and 
allegations in courts. Thus, she treads a fine line to enforce 
discipline in order to complete urgent matters within time without 
retrograde reactions from juniors. All this culminates in long 
working hours. Having a very supportive husband helps. He 
understands her responsibilities and the efforts she has put in to 
reach her present position. Whenever he can, in whatever ways 
possible, he pitches in to help out. 

Because of her rank and position, the department has provided 
peons to help her with domestic chores. But at her workplace, 
there are no special facilities as such for women staff, except 
maternity leaves. Sanitation facilities are far more neglected – even 
basic toilet facilities are absent in field sites. Because of her 
position, she can now demand good toilet facilities for her own 
office. Changing and/or sanitising the existing toilet is the first 
thing she oversees before she joins any new office. However, she is 
yet to succeed in facilitating a separate common room for the 
women staff.

She is satisfied with the way life has treated her. She does hope to 
complete her post-graduate studies and pursue a management 
course. She adheres to the accepted Indian culture of dressing 
traditionally at work. Propriety and grace is what matters. So she 
can sacrifice a bit on comfort and convenience. But she wants to be 
identified with her natal name and refuses to accept the tradition 
of taking on her husband's name as “I am what I am because of my 
parents”. That is the way she is – accepting norms and values as 
long as these match comfortably with her own. For the rest, she 
would rather be a trend-setter.
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Efficient, Tough-Talking Administrato  -  SANTHA SHEELA NAIR
- Sumi Krishna & Arpita De with inputs from Sreoshi Singh

Senior civil servant Santha Sheela Nair has been widely acclaimed 
as an efficient 'tough-talking bureaucrat' who transformed 
people's attitudes to water management in water-starved Chennai 
(formerly Madras), in the 1990s. She has also helped to bring about 
far-reaching changes in rural water supply and sanitation in Tamil 
Nadu and elsewhere in India. Recently retired, her last posting was 
as the Secretary of the Union Ministry of Mines in Delhi. 

Santha Nair has had a distinguished career in the prestigious Indian 
Administrative Service, which she joined in 1973 as a 23-year old 
with a post-graduate degree in history and economics. Originally 
from Kerala, she served in the Tamil Nadu cadre in various 
positions. In the early 1980s, she was the Commissioner of the 
Madras (Chennai) Municipal Corporation.  As a Director and Joint 
Secretary of the Tamil Nadu Department of Agriculture and 
Cooperation, she was involved in improving irrigation and 
minimising the use of water, through precision techniques and 
new management practices. She visited Israel and other countries 
to understand how their technologies could be replicated for 
better water management in the agricultural sector in India.

Her commitment to bring about improvements in the water and 
sanitation policy and programmes for rural and urban areas is 
reflected in the various positions that she has held. As Chairperson 
and Managing Director of the Madras Metropolitan Water Supply 
and Sewerage Board, from 1994 to 1997, and later as Secretary, 
Tamil Nadu, Municipal Administration and Water Supply (MAWS)  
from 2001 to 2003. This was a phase when Tamil Nadu and 
Chennai in particular were suffering dire water shortages because 
of the over-exploitation of ground water. Santha was instrumental 
in getting the State government to pass the Madras Metropolitan 
Area Groundwater (Regulation) Act, 1987. An independent water 
authority for Chennai was set up after an extensive mass 

awareness programme to make people realise the importance of 
water-harvesting. This was an immense challenge, given the 
limited time within which the law had to be implemented. Later, in 
the 2002 Amendment Act, rainwater harvesting was made 
mandatory for all new buildings. Tamil Nadu's vanguard law 
subsequently influenced other states; neighbouring Karnataka 
passed a similar law only in 2009, that is yet to be implemented 
earnestly.

Santha had a holistic approach to water management, including 
rainwater harvesting in schemes for flood mitigation and storm 
water drain construction.  She also initiated revival of the oorani 
(drinking water ponds) in rural Tamil Nadu, along with 
identification of other sources of water for the villages, 
developing and managing catchments and arresting pollution of 
water bodies.

In 2007, Santha was appointed to the Union Government as a 
Secretary in the Ministry of Rural Department, in charge of the 
Department of Drinking Water Supply. This has been the most 
important phase of her career, when she tried to replicate the 
successful Tamil Nadu initiatives in the rest of India. The thrust was 
both, for new drinking water schemes, and restoring and 

managing existing sources, through local management practices. 
Santha realised that “Complete dependence on one single source 
of water results in a crisis. Therefore, the attempt should be to 
identify new sources of water to avoid over utilisation of one 
particular source, as well as to avoid transporting water from 
longer distances, which involves huge expenditure”. 

Innovative Ideas for Sustainable Sanitation Schemes
Santha Sheela Nair's most significant achievements have been in 
the sanitation sector, which she feels should be given priority 
because good sanitation leads to water being saved. She tried to 
promote eco-friendly sanitation which reduces the use of water. 
She says “this practice would be ideal for water logged or water 
starved regions and the water saved therein could actually be 

utilised in other important 
sectors, which have been 
d e n i e d  b a s i c  w a t e r  
requirements”. She tried to 
revive traditional sanitation 
systems that existed in some 
areas like Leh in Jammu and 
Kashmir and in Himachal 
Pradesh but had been 
discarded. In 2009, Sikkim 
was awarded for achieving 
100 per cent sanitation 
coverage in the State.  As 
sanitation has to be tackled 
from the level of the State 
g o v e r n m e n t  t o  t h e  
community and Panchayat, 
a  s im i l a r  award  was  
introduced by the Ministry 
for individual Panchayats, 
for successfully sustaining 
the sanitation system in the 
v i l l a g e s  w i t h i n  t h e i r  
jurisdiction for a long period 
of time. 
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‘That's the way she is!'
A village in South India has set an example for small towns by building 'Ecosan' toilets that use ash in flushing to turn faeces into 
manure. These toilets have helped in maintaining ecological sanitation and prevented a nearby river from polluting.

Mangalathammal remembers the day the village gathered in front of her house. The then secretary of rural development in Tamil 
Nadu, Santha Sheela Nair, was also there. The year was 2005 and the subject of curiosity, a special toilet the sixty something had 
installed in her house the previous year. Its collection chamber had filled up.

When the officer opened the chamber's lid people flinched away, fearing it would stink and insects would come out crawling. 
“But madam opened the chamber and scooped out dehydrated excreta with her hand,” said M. Mangalathammal. “My 
neighbours couldn't believe this and started moving towards the toilet to have a better look”.

That was a turning point for Mangalathammal's village Kaliyapalayan, 40 kms from Tiruchirapalli. Most people in this village of 
over forty households used to defecate in the open. Today, eighteen houses have built toilets like hers, and more are interested.
(From “Loo and Behold” by RK Srinivasan, published in Down to Earth, May 31, 2009 
http://www.cse.org.in/full6.asp?foldername=20090531&filename=news&sec_id=50&sid=43)
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During her tenure, Santha realised the utmost importance of 
sanitation and menstrual hygiene for women's reproductive 
health. Awareness camps and workshops were held at the village 
level to inform women about the significance of menstrual health 
practices.  In certain areas, the men also 
showed interest as they began to 
understand the seriousness of menstrual 
health issues. At a special gender session in 
the World Water Forum 5, Istanbul, 2009, 
Santha spoke of the need to discard taboos 
surrounding menstruation. She said “We 
should build toilets for young girls which 
do not smell, are not very far away from the 
school building and where young girls do 
not face the risk of being raped”. Indeed, 
she argued, “build girls' toilets next to the 
headmasters' room! We should tell our 
men, if you love your wife and daughter, 
don't give them sweets or new clothes, give 
them a toilet”.
 

Apart from introducing sustainable water management practices 
and a systematic sanitation drive, under Santha's leadership, the 
government also tried to improve the quality of water through 
simple techniques. Water bodies polluted with iron or salt were 

diluted with fresh water, while for 
those areas of West Bengal facing 
arsenic pollution, strategies were 
developed to ensure that the 
arsenic in the water table were 
within safe levels. “I realised that 
what one learns somewhere would 
not be of any help in another place, 
owing to the different conditions 
on the ground. I had to unlearn and 
learn new things at every stage 
when I came a cross a new 
situation,” says Santha. So, she and 
her Department undertook the 
mammoth  task  o f  qua l i t y  

monitoring by setting up district laboratories with the 

cooperation of the Panchayats and self help groups. They also 
developed an early warning system to avoid extreme deterioration 
of existing water sources; and an online database of all water 
sources in countrywide hamlets and their dimensions, in order to 
help initiate the process of identification of newer sources of water 
in case of depletion of the existing ones. Several manuals on water 
harvesting estimates and other details, best practice cases on 
water management and storage techniques across the globe were 
prepared, which could be referred to by practitioners and policy 
makers.

Another initiative was for underground water sumps and water 
filters, especially in schools, that were not dependent on electric 
power supply. “This required dialogues with stakeholders and 
months of negotiation to finally reach the goal,” says Santha, who 
had to coordinate with engineers and understand technical 
engineering drawings before any structural intervention could be 
made through capacity building of local engineers. Moreover, 
participatory approaches when brought into the system proved to 
be more fruitful in resolving the issues. 

She also feels that women do play a huge role in this process, 
because “their minds are not contaminated with mumbo jumbo. 
They have greater sensitivity to issues”. However, she observes that 
in some places, women tend to be more resistant to new methods 
and approaches. She feels that there needs to be a healthy 
women's representation in all aspects and this should be accepted 

as normal. However, Santha also points out that “Bringing more 
women into decision making positions need not be a complete 
and necessary solution”.  

Water Education
In Tamil Nadu, she was also associated with a very interesting 
attempt to introduce online courses on alternative technical 
methods, conducted by the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), 
Chennai in coordination with the Human Resources Development 
Ministry. The idea was that the course could later be introduced as 
part of the regular curriculum within the engineering courses. 
With the IIT, a prestigious institution taking it up, it was hoped that 
there would be wider acceptance by other engineering colleges. 
Santha was particularly enthusiastic about this programme, 
because of its long-term prospects. Unfortunately, because of her 
transfer to another ministry, she is now “not aware how much of 
this has actually materialised”.

Santa Sheela Nair is reluctant to talk about herself or about gender 
issues at home or at work. She feels the personal is irrelevant to the 
professional. As an administrator, however, she is known to have 
been creative and open - brainstorming with NGOs and civil society 
groups. As Relief Commissioner in Tamil Nadu after the 
devastating tsunami of 2004, she faced one of her toughest 
assignments. The government was criticised for its overcrowded 
temporary orphanages. But Santha Nair was clear about the 
objective. She told Outlook magazine "The government is not 
interested in snatching away the children from their relatives, but 
we have to protect them from traffickers. We had to open the 
homes within a week of the disaster, as there were so many 
children wandering around dazed, not knowing where to go". 

Her concern for people's health and well-being in the water and 
sanitation policies and programmes gained her much respect 
among water professionals and the public. The competence with 
which she carried out her responsibilities and implemented 
innovative ideas that proved sustainable in the long-run made her 
stand out as an unusually committed administrator. In particular, 
the efficiency with which she brought about Chennai's remarkable 
turnaround through water harvesting has earned her the 
nickname of “Chennai's Water Woman”.
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stand out as an unusually committed administrator. In particular, 
the efficiency with which she brought about Chennai's remarkable 
turnaround through water harvesting has earned her the 
nickname of “Chennai's Water Woman”.



Training Water Managers - SABITRI TRIPATHI
- Indu Nepal

The squatter community, near where Sabitri Tripathi grew up, as a 
child, is never far away from her mind. Even as a little girl in a 
remote far-western village in Nepal, she lamented the plight of her 
neighbours - the pitiful lack of water or sanitation facilities, and 
little children that seemed to be in a perpetual awe because of 
malnutrition, their faces dotted by little flies. “I was lucky because 
my father was a visiting government employee, but others were in 
a dire state. They were descendants of people banished by old 
kings and rulers and received little attention from the 
administration,” she says. 

Now,  as  an Assoc iate  
professor at the Nepal 
Engineering College, in 
Kathmandu, Nepal, Sabitri is 
helping devise an academic 
curriculum that will utilise 
technology to solve the needs 
of drinking water and 
sanitation in low-income 
communities, especially like 
the ones near where she grew 
up. 

Sabitri was a rebel child. But a 
smart one. One of the ten 
children in the family, she 
once argued with her father 
for forgetting to put tika 
during Dashain, the main 
festival of Nepal. He was aware of her fiery ambitions. When she 
finished school, with the highest grades in her region, he let her 
move to Kathmandu for further studies. It was a rare practice, 
especially considering the journey from her village to the city took 
four days. 

Sabitri wanted to be hands-on when it came to giving back to the 
community, and so wished to be a doctor. Unfortunately, she was 

not selected during the competitive medical school examinations. 
She concentrated on studying chemistry instead and took to 
teaching after graduation. 

Most would probably have just accepted tenure and be limited to 
lab work, but not Sabitri. She has been involved in the Fair Trade 
Group Nepal, a consortium of fair trading organisations working 
with the aim to uplift the socio-economic status of 
underprivileged and marginalised groups, especially women and 

children, of Nepal. She is 
a member of the Nepal 
Chemical Society. But, 
her big dream to help 
squatter and low-income 
communities became 
alive when she was 
granted an international 
award to develop a 
c u r r i c u l u m  f o r  
engineer ing col lege 
students focusing on the 
needs of low-income 
families. The project 
named Development of 
A p p r o p r i a t e  S a f e  
Drinking Water Supply & 
Sanitation System for 
S lum Dwel le rs  and 
Squatters went beyond 
the idea of setting up a 

tap or a bunch of toilets. The idea was to train generations of 
engineers to innovate ideas to develop an appropriate safe 
drinking water and sanitation system for slum dwellers and 
squatters in Nepal.  

Sabitri is leading the three-year research project, which is 
expected to generate sufficient knowledge base that can be 
incorporated into an academic curriculum. The first big task was 
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to understand the condition of squatter and landless communities 
in Nepal by holding meetings with the stakeholders. The meeting 
helped Sabitri identify four squatter and landless communities in 
central and western Nepal to focus the research project. By 
enlisting the help from her engineering students and those from 
partner universities in the UK and Pakistan, the project conducted 
multiple field visits to gather data and resources. 

An important part of the project is to understand the role of 
stakeholders in infrastructure development. To this end, the project 
has held multiple meeting and leadership trainings with local user 
groups. Special focus has been given to women in order to 
empower and improve their bargaining positions. Additional 
trainings have also been held to provide information about safe 

drinking water and proper sanitation practices. By engaging with 
communities directly, the project aims to understand which tools 
lead to behavioural changes among the people. The test results 
from these meetings, workshops and trainings are then 
implemented in the selected communities with the help from the 
research students.

“We are looking at the socialisation of the engineering sector,” she 
says. “We need to develop new technology and approach that fit 
the social practices. Simple, low-cost and appropriate 
technologies have tremendous significance in accelerating the 
basic water supply and sanitation coverage in poor and 
marginalised communities,” she says. While low-cost and 
appropriate technologies have gained appreciation among 
development agencies, these are not a part of the formal 
educational system. The academic curriculum designed to train 
professionals in the water supply and sanitation area lack 
coverage of small, sustainable and low-cost options.

Linking the real problems of the low-income population with the 
academics is a novel idea in Nepal. While lots of money and 
resources have been poured into improving drinking water supply 
or building toilets, most projects seem to be out of touch with the 
way real people use these facilities. “During our field visits, we 
found that lots of people were not using toilets. Even if they had 
the facilities. Women could not use the bathrooms because they 
had no screens to conceal them. Taps were too high and seemed to 
be made for a tall man,” she says. “Overall we think most projects 
looked like they had no involvement in how they were built”. 

The new curriculum will emphasise the involvement of locals in 
project design to assess their needs and practices correctly. Special 
attention will be paid to making it a gender-sensitive curriculum. 
“Women and water are inherently related,” she says. “They cook, 
clean, bathe their children, water their gardens, and they carry 
water home from far-off sources. But how many of these projects 
have thought about what kind of toilet a pregnant woman might 
need? These considerations make a huge difference in women's 
lives,” Sabitri says.

SABITRI TRIPATHIWomen Managing Water

Sabitri has travelled to Pakistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia and other 
countries to investigate the drinking water and sanitation systems 
developed for low-income communities. She has presented 
academic papers in various universities all over the world including 
the partner institutions, Imperial College London and Preston 
University of Pakistan. She has led international conferences 
bringing researchers, educationists, development workers, 
professionals and policy personnel working on these issues in 
South Asia together to discuss and produce recommendations for 
policy reforms, development planning and appropriate 
application of low-cost water supply, sanitation and hygiene 
interventions.

Despite the current success, her work did not come without 
challenges. When she was on a field visit near her in-laws' home in 
Western Nepal, they refused to let her visit the landless village 
nearby, saying it would be inappropriate for a daughter-in-law of a 
prestigious family to be seen there. It took her three days to 
convince her family that it was a part of her job and she intended 
to do it well. 

It's not just the family. She is the leader of a multi-year donor 
funded project and her male colleagues have found this difficult to 
accept, she says. “Having more women in the field will definitely 
make it easier”. She is helping groom female professionals in the 
field. She works with young engineering students in her project 
and a significant number of them are women. The future Sabitri 
envisions and wishes for, may not be that far away after all. 
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Creating a Better Urban Environment - ISHRAT ISLAM
- Munima Sultana

A recent decision of the Bangladesh Government to stop allotment 
of government land to the private sector has received much 
appreciation from all conscious urban citizens. They believe that 
the decision will help change the people's perception about land 
use. Since Bangladesh is a country of limited land resources and its 
capital Dhaka is expanding on all sides to accommodate 
migration, they are confident that the decision will certainly help 
solve many socio-economic problems around land ownership. But 
few know that the government decision – better late than never – 
was the result of a campaign by green activists and city planners. 
Through press conferences, seminars and workshops, they have 
tried for long to convince the policymakers to stop individual 
allotment of Government lands for the sake of maximum 
utilisation. 

Dr Ishrat Islam was amongst those who raised their voices against 
the encroachment of wetlands due to the greediness of owning 
land. Her researches and studies on urban problems have shown 
that wetland conservation cannot be ensured without resolving 
different social, economic and political problems. An Associate 
Professor of the Urban and Regional Planning Department of 
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (BUET), she  

realises that academic research alone will not help save the city's 
water bodies and urban environment. Apart from political 
commitments and institutional capacity building, profound efforts 
are needed to make the authorities understand the real situation 
and force them to take right decisions. She involved herself with 
the organisations that work on these issues and tried to pressurise 
the policymakers into getting results.

"I regard the government's decision a win for us. At least our efforts 
have moved the policymakers to announce stopping land 
allotment to the private sector. But we all had to work hard to 
convince the authorities and make the government officials 
understand various aspects of the urban problems. It took long to 
involve people in the process of understanding the necessity of 
stopping land allotments for private ownership," said Ishrat. 
Though the city has already lost major portions of its land, the 
realisation however may help save the remaining lands, which are 
now being developed for a satellite town.

Ishrat, a woman water professional with an architecture 
background, became interested in wetland conservation while 
doing her PhD research at Rtisumeikan University Kyoto, Japan in 
2003. This followed her training in architecture at BUET and urban 
planning at the University of Akron, Ohio, US. She had also taken a 
few years off to take care of her family, two minor sons and in-laws. 
After her long stay in the US (till 1999), she noticed that Dhaka had 
been gripped with many problems centering around land: water-
logging, unplanned infrastructure development, loss of retention 
ponds and so on. 

Ishrat, who was a lecturer at that time, also discovered that people 
often complained about the wetland encroachment and 
unplanned city development but they could not provide concrete 
data to prove this. Development planners also did not follow the 
laws and Government plans. Many organisations were working in 
parallel, but a severe lack of coordination was also visible in every 
work. "I focused on wetlands, getting a sense that hardly any study 
had been done in that area. At that time, people used to talk more 
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about loss of lands, lakes, ponds etc. and the media was also vocal 
about the matter. But no one could provide accurate data”. So, it 

was also not possible for people to convince the government 
about the situation and what would happen if proper measures 
were not taken immediately. 

Ishrat's research findings have removed many misconceptions and 
myths.  People used to have the perception that the city was totally 
unfit for living because of no solution to the water-logging and 
other urban problems. The study revealed that whatever wetlands 
remained, did have the capacity to improve the water-logging 
problem. The study, which she later published in a book titled 
Wetlands of Dhaka Metro Area: A study from social, economic and 
institutional perspectives, disclosed a shocking 1,420 hectares of 
land had been lost during the decade 1989-1999 and warned that 
if the trend continued without any control, all temporary wetlands 
in Dhaka would disappear by 2035.

"Wetland is very crucial to biodiversity. It is like our veins, which 
once lost cannot be recovered by digging. We have to maintain 
the natural flow for the sake of healthy growth of nature, of 
biodiversity." Ishrat said. Her focus on the wetlands of the Dhaka 
metropolitan area has opened her eyes to the fact that nothing 

was being done to protect the urban environment. All the previous 
governments had failed to solve the housing problem for those 
who really needed it. Instead, realtors in the name of solving 
housing problems had taken advantage of the governments' 
inefficiency and tried to own the city's lands by all means - 
grabbing, encroaching, forging deeds and what not. 

Ishrat shows that the developers are supporting only about four 
percent people who hold 27% of the land. On the other hand, 
almost 56% people, who do not have any land ownership and 
seventeen percent who own very nominal portion of land have 
been left out by the developers. "The claim of the real estate 
players that they are solving the housing problem is totally 
misleading. They have hardly considered the demands of seventy 
percent of the city's people for houses, areas of which range 
between 200- 500 sq. ft. (18.5 – 46.5 sq metres). They are actually 
confusing people with lucrative advertisements where they show 
attractive apartments and plots. In the name of solving housing 
problems, they are grabbing wetlands and destroying the city's 
natural water-flow".

Her doctorate research was just the start. She has also been 
involved with the activities of the Bangladesh Paribesh Andolon, 
Bangladesh Institute of Architects, Institute of Planners, 
Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association and like-minded 
organisations to remain connected and updated with urban policy 
and development planning. It was also to let the authorities know 
the realities which her researches reveal and to work as a pressure 
group. Altogether they moved to improve water retention 
capacity, flood zone area development and city development. It 
helped to correct many decisions and plans of Rajdhani Unnayan 
Kartipakkhya (RAJUK), which was initiated to develop Dhaka city 
but did just the opposite. 

"We know we were not able to bring desired changes in many 
plans of the government, but we have stopped many unwanted 
decisions related to the flood zone area, Dhaka Detailed Area plan, 
city embankment development, water retention capacity etc”. 
Ishrat did not stop her efforts at this stage. She used her teaching 
profession to develop an expert group and guide her masters' 

students to do more researches on prevailing urban problems. She 
believes it is important to dream for achieving a desired change in 
society. She gets scope to share all her experiences with the world 
leaders in different national, regional and international seminars, 
workshops and conferences. She has presented papers and 
published articles in different journals in the US, Japan, UK and 
many other countries.

 Ishrat remains busy with her classes, students, research works and 
with her colleagues. "I hardly get time for pleasure, to read story 
books or listen to my favourite songs. But I am happy with my 
work". She has a rooftop garden in her parental home where she 
enjoys her rare leisure time. But she takes the opportunity to listen 
John Denver, flutes, ghazals, as well as songs of Rabindra Nath 
Tagore, while working on her laptop or desktop computers at the 
department. 

Ishrat, who is the elder of two children, 
said that she had never felt discriminated 
being a woman as her parents always 
allowed her to do whatever she liked. She 
was influenced by both her father and 
mother while growing up. "In my life, my 
father's influence is so much that 
whatever I have achieved and where I am 
now, is because of his contribution. He 
developed a world for us and let us read 
novels, story books, books on general 
knowledge at a time when many children 
were not allowed to do so. He often 
discussed various international affairs in 
our childhood and we knew many historical incidents of that time, 
which are now a subject of many disciplines”.

Becoming an architect was also because of him and his guidance. 
“My father is an engineer and I was surrounded by the BUET 
people. I do not know when I started dreaming of studying 
architecture. I saw that my mother, who had got a Masters degree 
in the 1960s, take care of us in our childhood. She has some 
frustrations of not becoming successful as she believes she had the 
capacity to be a professor and not just a kindergarten/primary 

school teacher for her life.”

Ishrat married Architect Qazi M Arif after finishing her bachelor's 
degree in 1991. They went to the US for higher studies and 
returned home after she finished her Masters in 1999. Ishrat said, 
“We do not have any conflict in career development. Our area of 
concentration is different. Arif often takes help from me to know 
about government policy or planning while designing or 
presenting papers as an architect. I also update myself about 
design and development. So there is no scope for interference in 
each other's work.”

Ishrat is also happy with the environment of her department and 
relationship with colleagues, including former teachers and 
students. She has never felt discriminated or deprived in her career. 
Whatever time she lost in her career, she took the responsibility to 
give time for family and children, as they were her priority. "I started 

PhD in America but had given up for the 
sake of my first baby, as the doctor had 
suggested bed rest. I did not try to do it 
again there as it was important for me 
and my husband to come back home in 
order to support my parents and parents-
in-law. I finished my doctorate in five 
years when everyone does it in three 
years because I wasn't ready to leave my 
children and family alone in the country. 
But I don't have any regrets". 

Very successful career-wise, she however 
cannot ignore her frustration. "We could 

have settled in the States but it was never our intention. We always 
dreamt about coming back and working for the country. But it is 
very hard to achieve the goal of serving the nation". But the lady 
has not given up. She continues her research, publication works on 
water and wetland related issues and participation in different 
seminars and symposiums to get recognition of her work at 
national and international levels. "I know there is still a long way to 
go to get the desirable change in our urban lives. But I dream of it 
and I am still working towards it with our co-fellows".
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Towards Equitable Water Policies – SEEMA KULKARNI
- Arpita De

Seema Kulkarni, an action-researcher and a founding member of 
the Society for Promoting Participative Ecosystem Management 
(SOPPECOM), Pune, specialises in the areas of irrigation, water and 
gender. 

focus on women water 
professionals in South Asia.

 

    
The thrust of their activities has been on the development of 
renewable biomass resources – the material base of people's 

Her experiences in the rural sector and with women's 
struggles have helped shape her present outlook rather than her 
formal education. More recently, as a Board member of 
SaciWATERs, Hyderabad, Seema has contributed to 
conceptualising the innovative 

SOPPECOM, a non-governmental organisation, registered in 
1991, works in natural resource management, primarily rural 
livelihood issues and renewable resources. Committed to the 
principles of sustainable and rational management of natural 
resources, including water, its democratic and decentralised 
governance, and equitable and socially just distribution of 
benefits, SOPPECOM's main focus is on the disadvantaged, 
backward and marginalised sections of  the society. 

livelihoods. Their initial experimentation in Maharashtra helped 
formulate their ideas around biomass and water. Presently, they 
also partner with organisations in Gujarat, Karnataka and Madhya 
Pradesh. SOPPECOM operates more as a support organisation 
focusing on research, training and policy advocacy rather than 
implementation.  

SOPPECOM has also been associated with several local struggles 
around water and social justice. It has supported farmers' efforts 
to improve accessibility to water and has undertaken action-
research to identify the best institutional forms of water 
distribution. As Seema points out, “There have been many Action 
Research Programmes and the first Water Users' Association 
(decentralised water management units at minor canal levels) in 
India was set up in Maharashtra”. Projects on surface irrigation 
and water supply issues were being piloted during 1991- 98. 

It is the collective effort of all the members that has made 
SOPPECOM the organisation that it is today. Pioneers associated 
with irrigation management included SN Lele, an expert in water 
resources planning, development and management; RK Patil, a 
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noted economist and social researcher; CM Pandit, an expert in 
bridge and building design and construction. But it was the 
inspiration of the late KR Datye, an international expert on dam 
safety, who understood the paradigm around water management 
holistically, that provided the impetus to establish SOPPECOM and 
work collectively towards changing the perspective on natural 
resources. 

Water is the key natural resource. SOPPECOM looks at water in all 
its dimensions - the technical and social aspects as well as the 
interface between them. Social dimensions include questions on 
social justice, equity, sustainability and participatory decision-
making processes. Water being a biophysical resource, the 
technical dimensions need to be integrated too for effective 
management.  

The Shaping of her Career
Seema, now 43, did her Masters in Social Work (MSW) at the Tata 
Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Mumbai, specialising in family 
and child welfare. However, her studies are not pertinent to her 
current work. Maybe this was because of how the course was 
structured, or her choice of specialisation. She went on to work in 
the TISS rural campus, concentrating on rural development issues. 
That was where she un-learned many of the theoretical concepts of 
the MSW course and picked up her present core competencies. Her 
holistic understanding of the development paradigm emanates 
from that exposure to rural development issues.   
    
That was also the time when she came in contact with different 
groups in Maharashtra like the Mukti Sangharsha Sangha, whose 
struggle for water rights encompassed a deep understanding of 

class, caste and gender issues. This led to her becoming part of a 
network of people (including KR Datye) associated with these 
groups. She became aware of new experiments related to water 
rights, supply and availability. A framework was being developed 
about the minimum water necessary for a household. Three years' 
work on such issues motivated Seema and her associates to form 
SOPPECOM. Till almost 2000, none of the members were regularly 
salaried but sustained themselves on research scholarships. It was 
essentially a voluntary kind of a structure. 

Bringing about a “change” at the grassroots motivated Seema to 
work relentlessly under the aegis of the organisation even though 
there was nothing more than “the vision” on offer then. Small 
funding from Indian and foreign donor agencies enabled 
SOPPECOM to undertake experimental projects. In Khudawadi 
village, in the drought-prone Osmanabad district, the landless 
women's entitlement to canal water and their production of 
biomass on leased wasteland was the major focus from 1994 to 
2000 (Seema worked intensively on this till 1998). For Seema and 
her colleagues, dedication and not remuneration, was the driving 
factor. Ironically, they have to now make some compromises to 
ensure continuous flow of funds to keep SOPPECOM operational. 
That is one stress that she has been continuously dealing with, in 
her professional life, during the last few years.  

the process of 
focussing on women water professionals in South Asia. This 
interview was quite a reflective one for her as it brought back 
memories of similar questions she had asked water professionals, 
mainly bureaucrats, while doing the situational analysis. She 
recollected: 

“It was an exploratory study to bring out the concerns of women 
professionals working in the water sector. Their problems are least 
discussed, least understood. If their problems were not even 
known, there was no way their concerns could be addressed. The 
study helped in understanding women's participation at various 
levels – grassroots to higher echelons, and also issues of gender 

Analysing the Situation of Women Water Professionals 
Seema was instrumental in conceptualising 

justice in the water sector. This is an under-researched and lesser 
known area”.

Seema then shared her perspective on issues that concern women 
professionals. Within the organisation, she enjoys healthy 
professional relationships with colleagues. SOPPECOM is a 
gender-sensitive organisation and the male-female ratio is almost 
1:1 at present. The presence of more women contributes to 
creating more women-friendly environment.  During the initial 
phases, everyone worked as a collective. “We were in exploratory 

modes with the dream vision. All of us had a collective identity and 
worked as a team. As a principle, none of us believed in 
hierarchy”. 

But from 2000 onwards, as the organisation started getting 
bigger, though hierarchy was never contemplated, structuring 
SOPPECOM members into co-ordinators and lead-people was 
considered for better management (Seema is a Research Fellow). 
The SOPPECOM founders are broad-minded, without any gender 
biases. However, tremendous prejudices exist in the larger water 
sector – the way agendas are set, the way issues are completely 
marginalised – and that gets reflected in the way SOPPECOM 
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operates. “Water sector is definitely a male-dominated sector. So, 
who heads this organisation? Obviously a male! As that makes it 
easier to deal within the larger perspective of the South Asian 
water sector. But that is for the outer world. Within the 
organisation, the set-up is much more democratic”.

Inspite of being ideologically independent and a firm believer of 
division of labour, Seema, the mother of a 12-year-old daughter, 
feels that the onus of child-upbringing does fall a lot on the 
woman. She introspected 
about her own concerns and 
somet imes  deb i l i t a t i ng  
preoccupation with her 
d a u g h t e r ' s  w e l l - b e i n g .  
Although she is in a position to 
hire domestic help, and has 
the support of her natal and 
well as marital family, she feels 
guilty at times. Fortunately, 
she has great flexibility in her 
working hours and can also 
work from home. However, 
both she and her husband 
t rave l  a  l o t ,  en ta i l i ng  
considerable co-ordination 
and planning. They manage by 
prioritising each other's work. 

Water Sector Issues 
Seema says the water sector 
encompasses a wide arena – 
from availability and scarcity of water to the conceptualisation of 
scarcity which leads to the politics of water. Hence, how water 
scarcity is “problematised” and solutions found is a major concern. 
“People, inequity, physical locations, immigration status, caste, 
gender – these are all issues that need to be considered when 
dealing with water problems. That is why water is a cross-over 
issue”. 

Her primary concerns are droughts, floods and water scarcity. Lack 

of infrastructure and investments in infrastructure are the 
problems. “Issues are better managed if they are institutionalised – 
we need to govern our resources better, we need to price water 
properly”. Only then could water management be improved. There 
is a paradigmatic shift from a techno-centric to a more socialised 
and institutionalised model. But the problems of the water sector 
have to be seen in a much more integrated way. 

“Water should not be sectoralised into drinking water, sanitation, 
irrigation, etc. If the 
central focus is on water 
for livelihoods, then water 
as a resource also needs to 
be considered in a much 
more integrated manner. 
Without understanding 
the resource itself, its 
f e a s i b l e  u s e ,  t h e  
conservation measures, 
etc. – all these analyses 
and concerns do not really 
translate into concerted 
a c t i o n s .  T h e  
understanding is very 
fragmented. So is water as 
a resource”. According to 
her  percept ion,  th is  
f r a g m e n t e d  
understanding is the main 
concern for the water 
sector. 

“And women's issues in the water sector start from there. If you 
don't look at people – be it inequities or social disorientation that 
comes from class, caste or gender, then these issues are not 
addressed. The understanding that women are a separate 
category in the water sector has not been there at all. Women's 
representation is important”. She says, people are happy to take 
the easy way out and introduce a quota but their outlook does not 
change. 

Water should be seen as livelihood for the approach towards 
water-users to change. The main problem and solution for women 
requires re-conceptualising the normative understanding of water 
with their increased participation. “Independent entitlement 
entails considering women as independent members of the 
household. Men cannot be the logical beneficiary just by virtue of 
their gender”. According to Seema, legislative action is required 
but legislation alone is not enough. The man controlling from 
behind, with the woman at the forefront, is not beneficial for 

women. The whole conceptualisation of women and water issues 
needs to evolve simultaneously.

Even within the water sector, there are great variations, she points 
out. More women are engaged in drinking water and sanitation. 
Moreover, initiatives are taken to involve them perhaps because 
family health, hygiene and domestic requirements traditionally fall 
under women's domain. But this is not true for the productive uses 
of water - agriculture and industry are male-dominated realms. 
Maybe that has to do with the gendered delineation of 
reproductive and productive roles. Seema wonders why nurturing 
is still seen as “only women's responsibility”. 

Women Managing Water SEEMA KULKARNI

Dreaming of Change
Seema became a water professional gradually through her 
interactions and associations. Researching, reading and 
acquainting herself with the prime concerns in the water sector 
helped build her expertise. Her dynamic field-study experiences 
and keeping abreast of changing scenarios further broadened her 
perspective. That does not encompass only the water sector. With 
her growing interest in women's issues, she became familiar with 
gender issues in other sectors.  While working on caste and 
gender, she realised that knowledge needs to be vast for holistic 
development.
              
She believes a strong understanding of major natural resource 
issues in general and women's issues in particular are a must to 
succeed as an effective woman water professional. Thorough 
understanding of gender and social development discourses is 
also necessary. But a development worker also needs to be familiar 
with the technical aspects of water. 

Seema dreams of the day when rural women come to the 
forefront of development and decision-making in a convincing 
manner. She wants to see a perceptible change in women's 
equations, in their relationships within the household and 
beyond. At an organisational level, she dreams of making impacts 
with progressive policies that would change the thought-process 
of people towards more equitable resource management; and 
experiments on social agendas being formulated into mass 
movements ushering broad-based change. Indeed, as Seema and 
her colleagues break into newer territories, in the South Asian 
water sector, the day when their dreams are realised may not be 
too far away. 
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Dreaming of Change
Seema became a water professional gradually through her 
interactions and associations. Researching, reading and 
acquainting herself with the prime concerns in the water sector 
helped build her expertise. Her dynamic field-study experiences 
and keeping abreast of changing scenarios further broadened her 
perspective. That does not encompass only the water sector. With 
her growing interest in women's issues, she became familiar with 
gender issues in other sectors.  While working on caste and 
gender, she realised that knowledge needs to be vast for holistic 
development.
              
She believes a strong understanding of major natural resource 
issues in general and women's issues in particular are a must to 
succeed as an effective woman water professional. Thorough 
understanding of gender and social development discourses is 
also necessary. But a development worker also needs to be familiar 
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Seema dreams of the day when rural women come to the 
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manner. She wants to see a perceptible change in women's 
equations, in their relationships within the household and 
beyond. At an organisational level, she dreams of making impacts 
with progressive policies that would change the thought-process 
of people towards more equitable resource management; and 
experiments on social agendas being formulated into mass 
movements ushering broad-based change. Indeed, as Seema and 
her colleagues break into newer territories, in the South Asian 
water sector, the day when their dreams are realised may not be 
too far away. 
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Innovative Water Purification - VIJAYA LAKSHMI
- Sreoshi Singh

Dr. Vijaya Lakshmi belongs to a middle class, educated family from 
the historical town Nuzvid (also called Nujiveedu), in Krishna 
District near Vijayawada in Andhra Pradesh. Being part of a family 
of educationists, Vijaya's interests veered towards academics. She 
graduated in chemistry from St.Theresa's College, Eluru in 1976 
and did her Masters from Kanpur University in 1978. She was 
deeply inspired by her uncle, the late B. Lakshmana Swamy, a self-
made engineer. “He developed my passion for science during early 
childhood,” says Vijaya.

She got married at a very young age in 1980 but continued her 
studies with the support and encouragement of her husband and 
in-laws. She enrolled for a PhD at Sri Venkateswara University, 
Tirupati, in Andhra Pradesh, even as her husband, B.B.G.Tilak was 
completing his PhD at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 
While doing her PhD, she also took up a part-time teaching 
assignment. “I used to stay late and work on holidays for my 
research,” says Vijaya. In 1986, after submitting her PhD, thesis, 
Vijaya joined S.V. Engineering College, Tirupati, as a Research 
Associate and a year later moved to Delhi to join her husband, who 
was on the verge of completing his PhD. 

In Delhi, she joined Sri Venkateswara College, as Research 
Associate in a WHO sponsored project on pesticide residue analysis 
in food samples. Vijaya says, “It was not conventional post doctoral 
research. It was yet another job. But my dream in those days was to 
ultimately get into teaching”. In 1990, she was offered a position in 
Development Alternatives (DA), an NGO established in 1983 to 
develop sustainable livelihoods. “This was my first headway into 
the development sector and a major turnaround from my existing 
scope of work, but I liked the work profile” says Vijaya. Within 
three months of joining DA, she was offered a teaching position in 
the Environmental Studies course at Ramjas College, Delhi 
University. Vijaya finally resolved this extreme dilemma, when she 
realised that her academic knowledge could be applied more 
fruitfully in DA to solve environmental problems and improve the 
lives of marginalised rural communities. She decided to continue 
working with DA and has never looked back since.  

When Vijaya Lakshmi was recruited into DA, she was given a very 
technical assignment, unlike the thrust areas in which DA was 
already involved. She was to set up a laboratory to monitor 
environmental quality and develop a team within the organisation 
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to handle the environment section in the long run. In the early part 
of her career, the challenge was to develop technological solutions 
that are field tested for grassroots application, unlike the solutions 
developed by hi-tech institutes which may or may not see the light 
of day. The bigger challenge was that the tools had to be simple 
and effective, which in turn could have implications at the policy 
level for environmental issues. Government agencies at the 
grassroots are compelled to undertake, through policies, means to 
provide clean drinking water to people. This kit revealed results 
that would otherwise be ignored due to lack of sufficient evidence.

While working in the most backward parts of Bundelkhand, in 
Uttar Pradesh, and remote mining belts in the country, DA's team 
encountered problems of water pollution and realised that the 
communities and NGOs working in these areas have no simple 
means to check the quality of drinking water. At this juncture, the 
team realised the need for a portable, simple, reliable field testing 
kit. She and her team developed a simple kit which could be used 
by anyone, including school children to monitor the quality of 
water. In this context, Vijaya Lakshmi believes that there is a 
scientist in every one of us; she says “Passion for science, 
opportunity, exposure, freedom to take decisions and above all the 
need for innovation are the key factors that made me a scientist”.

Technology and Action for Rural Advancement (TARA) is a unique 
social enterprise based in India and is the prime commercial 
partner of Development Alternatives, responsible for 
manufacturing and marketing all the products designed by DA. 
TARA also serves as an important channel for feedback on the 
technologies and products of Development Alternatives. The Jal-
TARA Portable Water Testing Kit is among the tools to instigate 
community action in DA's flagship programme, 'Community Lead 
Environment Action Network-India (CLEAN-India)'. The objective 
of the CLEAN-India programme is to develop a cleaner 
environment for towns and cities starting with activism in schools 
and communities. The kit can be used to perform basic tests to 
determine water potability. It is an effective tool that enables 
students to put into practice the theoretical aspects of chemistry 
that are learned in the classroom and empowers them to learn 
more about the quality of the environment and use their findings 
to create or demand solutions. This kit has been very successful 
and is being used by UNICEF, the World Bank and many other 
organisations for water quality testing in different parts of India. 

Women Managing Water VIJAYA LAKSHMI

?The kit can test 14 essential parameters for 
drinking water and river water quality. The tests are 
broadly classified as Physical, Chemical, and 
Biological including coliform bacteria (responsible 
for causing water borne diseases). 

?Physical - pH, Temperature, Turbidity 

?Chemical - Fluoride, Chloride, Residual Chlorine, 
Hardness, Iron, Phosphate, Ammonia, Nitrate, 
Dissolved Oxygen 

?Biological - Coliform Bacteria, Benthic Diversity

Accuracy of testing - tests are based on conventional 
laboratory methods. The kit provides quantitative as well as 
semi-quantitative results. It provides quantitative test for 
hardness, chloride, dissolved oxygen and temperature. 
Semi-quantitative tests using colour comparison charts are 
used for the remaining parameters.

The credit for the success of this programme surely goes to Vijaya 
Lakshmi whose hard work, sincerity, team supervision and good 
working relations has been rewarded. Later, the team also 
developed means to monitor the quality of air, called the 
Pawan–TARA Air Testing Kit. Exhibiting the products and tools 
developed by her team, Vijaya says, “We are working further on 
developing simple water filters that can be used in the rural areas 
for water purification”. This entire project has especially earned 
her a lot of appreciation, because it has been a concerted attempt 
to change the lives of people, whose health would have been at 
stake because of poor water quality, if DA had not intervened with 
this new technology. 

During the course of her education, 
and later career at DA, Vijaya 
Lakshmi has travelled often on 
various assignments, with immense 
support from her family at every 
stage. Her mother took complete 
responsibility of her son till he was in 
the sixth standard. “It would have 
been very difficult without her 
support” says Vijaya, who at 52, is 
the Vice President and also heads the 
Innovation Systems Branch of DA 
with forty members working under 
her supervision. “My current position 
speaks for itself. The intention of my 
organisation has been very evident in 
terms of how they have perceived my capabilities in establishing 
an entire Branch, which is running successfully today” says Vijaya. 
A confirmed workaholic, extremely contented with her job, she 
never cribs about having to overwork if necessary.  Indeed, her 
optimism goes back to her days as a doctoral student, when her 
superviser, Prof. Saraswathi inspired her with the strength and 
courage to face the world. “She has been my role model” says 
Vijaya. Her parents have always believed in equality and they 
insisted that she went to a co-education school so that she would 
be comfortable with boys from her childhood. She was allowed to 
take her own decisions throughout and they never interfered with 

her choices in life. Even at the office and lab, she has supportive 
male colleagues with whom she has worked to achieve the 
pinnacle of success. She sincerely appreciates this saying “Working 
with them has been a pleasure, without any feuds or clashes. I am 
very grateful to them for their constant support in making this lab 
happen”. She feels proud that she has always striven to improve 
herself wherever she could and there has been no internal politics 
which dissuaded her from taking any necessary decision for the 
benefit of the organisation and its ideals.

Even today, she enjoys working and experimenting in the lab to 
come out with more effective 
products. With over two 
decades of experience in 
environmental management, 
Dr. Vijaya Lakshmi has been 
responsible for strengthening 
DA's capability in designing 
solutions for the brown issues 
of the environment i.e., air, 
water and land pollution due 
to industrialisation and 
urbanisation and the related  
implications  for  people and 
ecosystems.  Under her  
leadership, the Industry and 
Urban Environment groups 
have pioneered addressing 
the environmental and social 

issues of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and large corporate 
houses. 

With regards to concerns about the water sector, especially 
drinking water, Vijaya feels that the primary concern today is 
related to quality and quantity. She relates the observation of the 
TARA field staff that men often come home drunk at night and 
throw away the entire water that the woman has filled for the 
family's needs after carrying it over a long distance everyday. 
Within such a social setting, drinking water is definitely a woman's 
concern in rural areas, when it comes to providing water for all the 

228 129



to handle the environment section in the long run. In the early part 
of her career, the challenge was to develop technological solutions 
that are field tested for grassroots application, unlike the solutions 
developed by hi-tech institutes which may or may not see the light 
of day. The bigger challenge was that the tools had to be simple 
and effective, which in turn could have implications at the policy 
level for environmental issues. Government agencies at the 
grassroots are compelled to undertake, through policies, means to 
provide clean drinking water to people. This kit revealed results 
that would otherwise be ignored due to lack of sufficient evidence.

While working in the most backward parts of Bundelkhand, in 
Uttar Pradesh, and remote mining belts in the country, DA's team 
encountered problems of water pollution and realised that the 
communities and NGOs working in these areas have no simple 
means to check the quality of drinking water. At this juncture, the 
team realised the need for a portable, simple, reliable field testing 
kit. She and her team developed a simple kit which could be used 
by anyone, including school children to monitor the quality of 
water. In this context, Vijaya Lakshmi believes that there is a 
scientist in every one of us; she says “Passion for science, 
opportunity, exposure, freedom to take decisions and above all the 
need for innovation are the key factors that made me a scientist”.

Technology and Action for Rural Advancement (TARA) is a unique 
social enterprise based in India and is the prime commercial 
partner of Development Alternatives, responsible for 
manufacturing and marketing all the products designed by DA. 
TARA also serves as an important channel for feedback on the 
technologies and products of Development Alternatives. The Jal-
TARA Portable Water Testing Kit is among the tools to instigate 
community action in DA's flagship programme, 'Community Lead 
Environment Action Network-India (CLEAN-India)'. The objective 
of the CLEAN-India programme is to develop a cleaner 
environment for towns and cities starting with activism in schools 
and communities. The kit can be used to perform basic tests to 
determine water potability. It is an effective tool that enables 
students to put into practice the theoretical aspects of chemistry 
that are learned in the classroom and empowers them to learn 
more about the quality of the environment and use their findings 
to create or demand solutions. This kit has been very successful 
and is being used by UNICEF, the World Bank and many other 
organisations for water quality testing in different parts of India. 

Women Managing Water VIJAYA LAKSHMI

?The kit can test 14 essential parameters for 
drinking water and river water quality. The tests are 
broadly classified as Physical, Chemical, and 
Biological including coliform bacteria (responsible 
for causing water borne diseases). 

?Physical - pH, Temperature, Turbidity 

?Chemical - Fluoride, Chloride, Residual Chlorine, 
Hardness, Iron, Phosphate, Ammonia, Nitrate, 
Dissolved Oxygen 

?Biological - Coliform Bacteria, Benthic Diversity

Accuracy of testing - tests are based on conventional 
laboratory methods. The kit provides quantitative as well as 
semi-quantitative results. It provides quantitative test for 
hardness, chloride, dissolved oxygen and temperature. 
Semi-quantitative tests using colour comparison charts are 
used for the remaining parameters.

The credit for the success of this programme surely goes to Vijaya 
Lakshmi whose hard work, sincerity, team supervision and good 
working relations has been rewarded. Later, the team also 
developed means to monitor the quality of air, called the 
Pawan–TARA Air Testing Kit. Exhibiting the products and tools 
developed by her team, Vijaya says, “We are working further on 
developing simple water filters that can be used in the rural areas 
for water purification”. This entire project has especially earned 
her a lot of appreciation, because it has been a concerted attempt 
to change the lives of people, whose health would have been at 
stake because of poor water quality, if DA had not intervened with 
this new technology. 

During the course of her education, 
and later career at DA, Vijaya 
Lakshmi has travelled often on 
various assignments, with immense 
support from her family at every 
stage. Her mother took complete 
responsibility of her son till he was in 
the sixth standard. “It would have 
been very difficult without her 
support” says Vijaya, who at 52, is 
the Vice President and also heads the 
Innovation Systems Branch of DA 
with forty members working under 
her supervision. “My current position 
speaks for itself. The intention of my 
organisation has been very evident in 
terms of how they have perceived my capabilities in establishing 
an entire Branch, which is running successfully today” says Vijaya. 
A confirmed workaholic, extremely contented with her job, she 
never cribs about having to overwork if necessary.  Indeed, her 
optimism goes back to her days as a doctoral student, when her 
superviser, Prof. Saraswathi inspired her with the strength and 
courage to face the world. “She has been my role model” says 
Vijaya. Her parents have always believed in equality and they 
insisted that she went to a co-education school so that she would 
be comfortable with boys from her childhood. She was allowed to 
take her own decisions throughout and they never interfered with 

her choices in life. Even at the office and lab, she has supportive 
male colleagues with whom she has worked to achieve the 
pinnacle of success. She sincerely appreciates this saying “Working 
with them has been a pleasure, without any feuds or clashes. I am 
very grateful to them for their constant support in making this lab 
happen”. She feels proud that she has always striven to improve 
herself wherever she could and there has been no internal politics 
which dissuaded her from taking any necessary decision for the 
benefit of the organisation and its ideals.

Even today, she enjoys working and experimenting in the lab to 
come out with more effective 
products. With over two 
decades of experience in 
environmental management, 
Dr. Vijaya Lakshmi has been 
responsible for strengthening 
DA's capability in designing 
solutions for the brown issues 
of the environment i.e., air, 
water and land pollution due 
to industrialisation and 
urbanisation and the related  
implications  for  people and 
ecosystems.  Under her  
leadership, the Industry and 
Urban Environment groups 
have pioneered addressing 
the environmental and social 

issues of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and large corporate 
houses. 

With regards to concerns about the water sector, especially 
drinking water, Vijaya feels that the primary concern today is 
related to quality and quantity. She relates the observation of the 
TARA field staff that men often come home drunk at night and 
throw away the entire water that the woman has filled for the 
family's needs after carrying it over a long distance everyday. 
Within such a social setting, drinking water is definitely a woman's 
concern in rural areas, when it comes to providing water for all the 

228 129



household needs, but listening to the voices of women with regard 
to ownership or any other development or management decision 
is still lacking. In this context, Vijaya says “it is important that water 
resources be collectively owned and managed. This is a common 
property resource which requires willingness to share, budget and 
thereby achieve coherence. It should be water for all and always 
and any conflicts or issues arising out of this would require 
combined negotiation and bargaining where both men and 
women should be equally involved”. Dr Vijaya thus recognises the 
need for women in decision making positions, but feels that it is 
still lacking, especially in the villages because of lack of 
empowerment amongst women at the core, leading to limited 
participation of women in developmental activities. She thinks this 
could be attributed to men and women thinking differently. 
According to her, women think for their family and are generally 
more tolerant and far sighted. Men have a larger horizon because 
of their exposure, but they are impatient. They often do not 
understand the sustainability issues of a development practice, a 
reason for many of these practices actually falling apart. The 
increased burden on women as a result of short-sightedness and 
the hurry to get returns is what male planners often fail to 
recognise, leading to faulty development. 

According to Vijaya, “Bringing more women in decision-making 
positions in the water sector will lead to sustainable management 
practises, but empowerment is compulsory. Even in my office, we 
have many young girls, who are very intelligent but some of them 
do not have the confidence to go to the field all by themselves”. 
She feels that an organisation plays a formidable role in bringing 
out the best qualities and competencies that a woman can offer 
for achieving what the organisation stands for. In this regard she 
says that DA, as an organisation, is very compassionate about the 
women staff. “We try to give them as much support as possible, by 
providing suitable working conditions. I have always been trying 
to instil in them the courage and confidence to handle the project 
activities in the field. But I never force them into a situation in 
which they are not comfortable. They are always accompanied by 
male members to the field if they express their discomfort to travel 
alone. They are eligible for maternity leave, holidays and have the 
freedom of grievance redressal for any problem they face. We are 

also proposing a child care centre at our office for the benefit of 
those women staff members, who have small children and find it 
difficult to manage work and have to resign after child birth,” 
says Vijaya. DA has about 36 women staff out of 170 and is an 
equal opportunity employer and has always been trying to 
employ competent women at all levels.

She urges the need for transparency in the decision making 
process and suggests that women need to take the lead with 
regards to policy decisions. She feels it is necessary that more 
persons undertake research as a profession. Men being 
breadwinners tend to prefer careers which are more rewarding 
than research, which has always been considered to be a harder 
ground to fall back on. Dr Vijaya Lakshmi wishes to see more 
women coming forward, with men supporting and appreciating 
their knowledge and vision, to make a difference, and she 
pledges to attain this not only as an administrator or supervisor, 
but also as an academician and scientist.
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Improving Irrigation Technology – CHRISTINA SHANTHI DE SILVA
- Meenakshi Shedde

Prof Christina Shanthi De Silva is the first woman Professor of 
Agricultural Engineering in Sri Lanka. Traditionally, engineering 
and agriculture are seen as male bastions, at least at the top. So it is 
significant that she heads the Department of Agricultural and 
Plantation Engineering, at the Faculty of Engineering Technology, 
in the Open University, on a leafy campus in Nugegoda, Colombo. 
She is also the only professor in the department and at 44, also the 
youngest woman professor in the University.

Prof Shanthi (as she is called) has had a distinguished career for 22 
years. With an MPhil in Agricultural Engineering from the 
University of Peradeniya and a PhD in Agricultural Water 
Management from Cranfield University, UK, she has published 
about 60 papers, written four books on water management, and 
won the Commonwealth Fellowship Award and several best 
research awards. 

In a pink sari fastened with a brooch, hair tied back, she has an air 
of urgency, of someone with a larger mission to accomplish. But 
she wears her achievements lightly, attributing them to her 
supportive colleagues and her faith in God. Hers is a brisk, ask what 

you can do for your country philosophy, that sees education as a 
practical, nation-building activity. Rather than churn out 
graduates in numbers, she is keen that government officials, 
including agricultural field officers, take advantage of the courses 
in order to improve lives at the grassroots. “The Department of 
Agriculture in Sri Lanka does not have enough field extension 
officers or agricultural instructors — this course is perfect for 
them. The Bachelor of Industrial Studies (Agriculture) we offer is 
connected both to my research studies and to what I can do for 
the country. If they have degrees and not just diplomas, they are a 
lot more confident about taking risks and decisions, their 
mentality changes. And I get job satisfaction, sharing knowledge 
that helps others”. 

Her work includes teaching, research and national development. 
The department offers 40 distance mode courses (text, audio, 
video), with 22 centres nationwide, offering a degree and 
diploma in Industrial Studies (Agriculture) to 800 students, 
including agriculture, biology, hydrology, water management and 
climate change impact. 

Sri Lanka is way ahead of some other South Asian nations, with a 
social welfare system offering free and universal education and 
health services. This has a profound impact on economic progress. 
Many Sri Lankans feel a deep sense of gratitude and commitment 
in giving back to the country. “I got a free education from Sri 
Lanka, even a scholarship to do my PhD. Why should I go 
elsewhere when I can give back? I want to serve the people,” 
Shanthi says. So she works extensively with the government, as 
technical advisor to develop the National Action Plan for water 
resources for the Ministry of Forestry and Environment, for the 
Ministry of Disaster Management and Human Rights, Ministry of 
Women Empowerment and Social Welfare, and others. She also 
does grassroots programmes nationwide. 

“We have enough water in Sri Lanka, but we have poor water 
management, leading to droughts,” Shanthi observes. “Two-
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thirds of Sri Lanka — the main flatland area for paddy cultivation – 
is a dry zone. And being an island, pumping too much 
groundwater in certain areas causes seawater intrusion. The 
government tried to divert water from the Mahaweli Ganga 
project to the dry zone, but it was not enough. Water is handled by 
several ministries and there's no coordination between them. Crop 
diversification was crucial to sustain agriculture”. 

In 1989, the government's Agricultural Development Authority 
funded a massive, nationwide programme for agrowells, large 

Agrowells
Prof Shanthi has written a number of papers on water management, including a study of the use of large diameter agrowells for 
irrigation in Sri Lanka. There are now more than 6,500 agrowells in operation in Sri Lanka. The study was designed to estimate 
aquifer parameters, and to study the long term behaviour of these wells. A model was used to study and monitor pumping and 
subsequent recovery, and to investigate the operation of the well in the dry season. It also took into account the withdrawal by 
trees, of water from below the water table. It demonstrated how, with skilful farming, a farmer could make limited water 
resources last the entire dry season.

It is a common observation that tall trees never wilt, even during the dry season, whereas crops and grass do. This suggests 
that tall trees also obtain water through their deep roots from below the groundwater table. The fact is also borne out by the 
continuous groundwater table fall during the dry season, even when there is little pumping in the area.

“When I did my PhD in the North-Western Province, I worked for 
two years with thirty farmers and lived with a farmer's family in 
their thatched mud house,” she says. “They would produce only 
one paddy crop in the maha season (October-January) and then 
leave the land fallow, as the agrowell would have dried up. I told 
them to grow legumes during the post harvest season, February-
April, as legumes including mung beans, soya, groundnut and 
gingelly, need less water and can manage on residual moisture. 
From May-August, they could grow vegetables like brinjal and 
chilli using agrowell water, and could rest in September. This way, 
they could get three crops per annum”.  Moreover, because canals 
waste water, she taught them to use PVC pipes for drip irrigation 
and inter-crop between coconut trees. “After my PhD, the farmer's 

family I lived with moved from a thatched mud to a brick house 
with an attached bathroom—and I really felt I had achieved 
something worthwhile,” she says. “The wonderful thing about the 
Sinhalese is that if you explain things to the people, they can 
understand and accept it. Even ministers know you are educated, 
and when you tell them the real situation, they listen”. 

Her research findings were applied nationwide: two of her books, 
Agrowells for Drought Mitigation and Livelihood Options for 
Coping with Drought, were published by the National Disaster 
Management Centre, Ministry of Social Welfare, and distributed 
free to all the farmers and field officers of all drought-prone 
districts in the dry and intermediate zones of Sri Lanka. The 

diameter wells that mainly store rainwater. The haphazard 
profusion resulted in many wells going dry, leading to a water 
crisis. So Shanthi focussed her PhD on studying the problem and 
finding solutions by optimising well dimensions, pumping 
schedules, crop calendar and suitable irrigation methods. She 
explained why it was counter-productive to have rampant 
agrowells without a larger strategy.  Later, the Authority itself was 
shut down. 
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Ministry also commissioned her to conduct awareness 
programmes for Government field officers to help farmers use 
groundwater resources efficiently all over the country — in 
Colombo, Jaffna, Anuradhapura, Puttlam, Vavuniya, Hambantota 
and Chilaw, as well as water awareness programmes for 
schoolchildren. She has also conducted short courses on water 
management, climate change and disaster management for 
Government staff, including irrigation engineers, hydro-
geologists, technical and social service officers. “I'm fluent in both 
Tamil and Sinhala, so it is an advantage,” she says. “If something's 
in my mind, I like to do it, not only because I'm told to do it. We 
have limited staff at the Open University, otherwise we can do a lot 
more. When the various ministries send their officers for training 
to the Open University, they pay the university course fees and the 
university benefits as well”.

She has contributed to TV and radio programmes to guide 
farmers, and written two more books, Mainstreaming Gender in 
Water Resources Management, published by Network of Women 
Water Professionals (NetWwater) and the Global Water 
Partnership and Preparing for Disasters in Sinhala for 
schoolchildren, following the tsunami of 2004. She is also a 
committee member of NetWwater) in Sri Lanka, which supports 

women's empowerment in water management.

Although she has seen some tough times, she dug her heels in. 
Her siblings settled in Switzerland, Canada and Australia, but she 
stayed in Sri Lanka to be with her parents. A Christian Tamil from 
Jaffna, she is married to a Sinhalese Buddhist. “After I married, the 
LTTE/Tamil Tiger problem came up, and I was scared to continue in 
the Eastern University in Batticaloa where I was a permanent 
lecturer. Therefore in 1991 I joined the staff of the Open 
University of Sri Lanka in Nugegoda,” she recalls. “However, the 
agricultural engineering course here had a lot of mathematics, 
and when the student enrolment dropped from 25 students to 
just four, we had to look for an alternative programme to attract 
more students”.

So an anxious Shanthi made a pact with God: “I said, 'Jesus, if you 
don't like what I'm doing, stop me. But if I'm right, then you are 
with me'”. So she suggested a graduate programme in Industrial 
Studies (Agriculture) with forty courses, but less mathematics, 
under the same department of Agricultural and Plantation 
Engineering. It was promptly approved in 2004 and today has 
nearly 1,000 students. “I'm very proud of it. Now the department 
is full of ladies,” she says. 
 
Her colleagues are full of praise. Says Dr Kokila Gunasekera, senior 
lecturer, “We are very proud of her. She is very inspiring. You can 
also talk to her as a mother or sister”. Isuru Alawatte, project 
assistant, says, “As a leader, she is fantastic. She is very open-
minded and concludes only after hearing you out. With a male 
head of department, it would be hard to have an open 
discussion”. Malinda Jayathilaka, senior engineering teaching 
assistant, observes, “When the agricultural engineering 
department was in a crisis with very few students and many 
problems, she handled it all like a man”. Now that the 
department is full of ladies, maybe they don't need to be like men.
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'Water Policies are Fine, Not Implementation!' -VIJAYA SHRESTHA 
- Prerana Marasini

Sixty eight-year-old Vijaya Shrestha, a first-generation woman water 
professional of Nepal, has contributed to the institutional development of 
the water sector, in particular Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation. She 
was born in Lalitpur, one of the districts of the Kathmandu Valley. Her 
father was a banker and a senior consultant to Nepal Rastra Bank. Her 
parents initially did not want to send little Vijaya to a far off place for 
school, as there was no school (beyond primary level) close by at that 
time. She was tutored at home and appeared in the School Leaving 
Certificate (SLC) exams. But she wasn't the one to be confined in home 
always. She wanted to spread her wings and went to India for higher 
studies.

  She went to Maharaja Sayajirao University in Baroda of Gujarat, India, on 
a scholarship and completed her bachelor's and master's degrees in 
Home Science. She came back to Nepal and joined the then Ministry of 
Local Development where she worked first as an instructor and later as 
the principal of the women's training center for seven years. She 
established a Women's Training Centre in Dhankuta in 1974. 

Very fond of trekking (she has been to 72 out of 75 districts of Nepal, 
mostly walking), Vijaya had already been to many villages before heading 
to Dhankuta. Whenever she visited places far from Kathmandu, she saw 
people facing various kinds of problems. "The problems were mostly 
related to poverty, health and sanitation," she recalls. Born and brought 
up in the capital city, in a fairly well-off family, the problems she saw in the 
villages touched her. "These problems inspired me to work in a field that 
would lend support to my country people," she says.  

She realised that she needed to understand various socio-cultural, 
economic and institutional aspects of the village people in order to 
understand their problems to contribute in their socio-economic 
development. This made her quit the job at the Ministry and head for the 
US to study sociology. Academically talented, Vijaya was selected from 
the South Asian region to pursue a PhD in Sociology at the Mississippi 
State University with Agriculture Development Council, Rockfeller 
Fellowship.  

She came back to Nepal in 1980 and started freelancing in the area of 
health, nutrition, water supply, sanitation and natural resources 
management. "I never took up a full-time (permanent) job," she says. Her 
boldness and love for independence is reflected in her lifestyle too. At a 
time when parents would marry off their daughters at an early age in the 
traditional Newari society of Nepal, she had convinced her parents to let 
her live alone, without getting married. "It was a tough decision," she 
says, quickly adding "but my parents eventually agreed to it". She built a 
house with her own money, quite close to her parents' house. Marriage 
was never in her plan, so she chose to live as a single career woman.  

She continued free-lancing in the areas of health—primary health care 
and nutrition as researcher, planner and evaluator of the community-
based health programs. While working with the community, she pushed 
forward the idea of participatory approach, which was not practiced 
then. "I like to work with the village people as, until you participate with 
them, your work remains incomplete". She stresses the need for getting 
out of the office and working with the community, if change is to be seen. 
She spent a decade working in the health sector, as a consultant for 

UNICEF, WHO, UNU and other international projects. In 1984, she was a 
part of a Global Investigation Study Team, which comprised of 
representatives of UN University, WHO and UNICEF and developed Rapid 
Assistant Procedure (RAP) for effective assessment of community level 
primary health care and nutrition programmes. In 1990, she drifted into 
the water sector.  

"My first work in the water sector was with the Finnish International 
Development Agency's (FINIDA) 'Rural Water Supply and Sanitation 
Project'". She shares an incident 
when she straightaway rejected 
the offer to be the second 
person in the social component 
of the project. "I said I was a 
native sociologist, had better 
understanding and knowledge 
about rural Nepal to lead the 
social component," she reveals, 
"Then I was interviewed in 
Helsinki for the job of advisor, 
and I got it".  

During her two years at FINIDA 
Rura l  Water  Supply  and 
S a n i t a t i o n  P r o j e c t ,  s h e  
int roduced part i c ipator y  
approach in conducting needs 
identi f icat ion and socio-
e c o n o m i c  
surveys—adaptations of RAP. 
She also introduced the concept 
of Village Resource Mapping System, where community people 
participated in drawing their village maps with information on 
demographic and social factors such as water points, health status and 
other relevant information. She says the method of participation greatly 
motivated people in the project activities and development of their 
village. "The system also became very popular with the technical team as 
it not only shortened the data collection time but also generated more 
accurate data," she says. 

Vijaya also helped change a government practice. The health Ministry had 
a practice of appointing one Female Community Health Volunteer (FCHV) 
for each Village District Committee (VDC). It was not feasible for a single 
woman to take care of the entire area, especially if it was in the hills. In the 
FINIDA project, with the approval of the Ministry of Health, she started 
training Community Health Volunteers at the cluster level who later 
assisted the Female Community Health Volunteer (FCHV). Now, the 
government policy is to have one FCHV per ward instead of VDC. 

In the water sector, she 
initiated the system of the 
C o m m u n i t y  l e v e l  
O p e r a t i o n  a n d  
Maintenance Fund (O&M) 
fo r  t h e  Wa te r  U s e r  
Sanitation Committee  
(WUSC). The community 
using the taps would have 
to  contr ibute  Nepa l  
Rupees 1000 per tap to 
ensure ownership and 
sustainabi l i ty  of  the 
c o m p l e t e d  s y s t e m .  
W o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  
community alone was not 
going to keep Vijaya 
happy. She introduced the 
concept of having one 
integral committee for 
w a t e r  s u p p l y  a n d  

sanitation rather than two, so as to manage and maintain both water 
supply and sanitation activities effectively. Earlier, they functioned under 
two separate departments.

During her career, Vijaya also promoted the Ventilated Improved Pit (VIP) 
latrine at the institutional level, first in a school within the project area. 
Though the project had a programme to build pour-flush toilets, she 
replaced it as it required less water. But it was difficult to make people 
used to toilets, of any kind. She shares an example of the approach she 
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(WUSC). The community 
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Rupees 1000 per tap to 
ensure ownership and 
sustainabi l i ty  of  the 
c o m p l e t e d  s y s t e m .  
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community alone was not 
going to keep Vijaya 
happy. She introduced the 
concept of having one 
integral committee for 
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sanitation rather than two, so as to manage and maintain both water 
supply and sanitation activities effectively. Earlier, they functioned under 
two separate departments.

During her career, Vijaya also promoted the Ventilated Improved Pit (VIP) 
latrine at the institutional level, first in a school within the project area. 
Though the project had a programme to build pour-flush toilets, she 
replaced it as it required less water. But it was difficult to make people 
used to toilets, of any kind. She shares an example of the approach she 
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used to convince villagers when she lived at their place while visiting 
project sites."I would ask for a hoe (to dig a hole and cover it with soil after 
defecation) and go to the end of the field to defecate, as they had no 
toilets," she shares with a smile and adds, "They would be so ashamed that 
the next time I visited, most of them had built pit latrines". 

When she worked as a Team Leader for Community Water Supply and 
Sanitation Project of Asian Development Bank (ADB works with the 
Government), it provided her opportunities to replicate practices at the 
national level. Eventually it got reflected in the Water Supply and 
Sanitation policy of the Department of Water Supply and Sewerage, 
Government of Nepal. 

Having spent over two decades in the water sector, Vijaya says the major 
water policies of Nepal are fine. "It's just the implementation that is not 
right," she says pointing out the corruption that goes unchecked. However, 
she is worried about the future of ground water as there is no Ground 
Water Regulation Act. Kathmandu has serious scarcity of water and to fulfil 
the water-related needs, everyone turns to ground water. She says the 
ground water must be recharged. 

How can the water sector be improved? Dr Vijaya replies, "Among others, if 
the leaders and civil servants have commitment; if there is a stable 
government and if water-related issues are not politicised, then we could 
do good in the water sector".   

VIJAYA SHRESTHAWomen Managing Water
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There are fewer women working in the water sector in Nepal, and one of 
the reasons is because there are not many qualified women. "Nepalese 
women have no cultural and religious inhibition in working with men. The 
problem is they are not approached and educated about their roles and 
responsibilities as a member of WUSC at their convenience in terms of the 
time and place". However, she feels good that the number of women 
water professionals is slowly increasing. The Nepal Engineering College 
has a graduate-level programme on Integrated Water Resources 
Management and Vijaya is a visiting faculty there. She says such a 
programme would help in positive development to increase the number 
of women, and the government could give them incentives and 
scholarships. 

When Vijaya was working at the Ministry, she faced some discrimination. 
She recalls all her colleagues were males. "They often did not welcome my 
ideas and my voice, just because I was a woman and a junior officer," she 
remembers. But she would not stay quiet—"You've got to be assertive. If 
you're right, you're right". However, since she did not hold a regular job 
after that job at the Ministry, she did not have to face any sort of bias. 
"Maybe it was because I was in a better position, enjoying authority and 
my professional approach was also different which did not pose a direct 
threat to my male colleagues", she reckons.  

During her career, Vijaya had an opportunity to work at the international 
level too. She was a member of the International Water Supply and 
Sanitation Coordination Council, Geneva, for three years. She was also a 
member of the Advisory Committee at the International Secretariat for 
Water Supply, Montreal. She has worked in Vietnam, India and Rome. 
During 2002-2006, she served as an Advisory Committee Member for 
South Asia Technical Advisor Committee (SASTAC) of Global Water 
Partnership. 

As one of the founding members of NEWAH (Nepal Water for Health), she 
established an Endowment Fund, with her own financial contribution, to 
support its health programme. Vijaya is currently engaged with Jalashrot 
Vikas Sanstha (JVS), which deals with water issues and concerns both at 
the national and regional levels, as an executive member. She is also with a 
Rotary Club where she is actively engaged in promoting rain-water 
harvesting systems and maintaining hygiene and sanitation in the schools 
and villages of two districts, Lalitpur and Dolakha. 

Having had a long career in the health and water sector, she says she is 
very happy with the life she's lived: "All my expectations have been 
achieved". Vijaya is living a retired life now at the house she built years 
ago. She loves gardening and has water lily in her small but beautiful 
garden. "I am now more interested in spiritualism, enjoying spiritual 
retreats and social service," she says.
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Making Inroads into a Man's World - SHAHEEN ASHRAF 
- Zofeen T. Ebrahim

Shaheen Ashraf will tell you in minutes detail how that drop of 
water in the Himalayas trickles out of the tap in your kitchen. But 
the path to that knowledge has been arduous and not without its 
share of travails. A gender specialist, who has worked for over a 
decade in the development field and the water sector in particular, 
Ashraf, 36, is quite familiar with the nuances of the issues in this 
field.

Thriving on challenges and 
tribulations, her life has been one 
big labour. She can recall the hard 
times. “There was never enough 
to eat, we didn't always get new 
clothes on Eid. But I never felt the 
pinch as there was happiness and 
contentment at home”. Eldest 
among four siblings, by the time 
she entered college, her father, a 
government servant, had already 
retired and the family struggled 
financially. A national-level 
badminton player, she learnt “to 
fight till the last ball”. Her efforts 
always paid off and she won 
herself a string of prestigious educational awards and scholarships 
from the Australian, British and Dutch governments and the UN's 
International Leadership Award 2004, as she moved on in life. 

After joining the water sector just by chance, she realised that it is a 
highly male-dominated sector. “Women face discrimination at 
every level, be it at the policy, institutional or community level. So 
much so, it is not even a priority with donor agencies”. The visibility 
of female professionals, especially on the technical side, is 
insignificant, Ashraf says. At the policy level, women's water needs 
remain a neglected issue. “It's not that there is not enough 
research to show this and it's not that those at the helm are 
unaware”. But, she adds, “This attention does not get translated 
into pro-women policies”. How can their needs be addressed when 

women are conspicuous by their absence? “You won't find any 
women at policy-making level, be it in ministries of irrigation or 
water, public health, engineering department or in Indus River 
System Authority (IRSA), Water and Sanitation Authority,” Ashraf 
points out.

The Sindh Water Management 
Ordinance 2002, recognises and 
protects the rights of small and 
tail-end farmers, yet there is no 
m e n t i o n  o f  w o m e n ' s  
representation. “Seventy-eight 
percent of the rural women 
labour in Sindh is actively 
engaged in agriculture, yet 
farmer organisations only 
comprise men”. She says no 
effort is made to encourage 
women to participate at the 
community level or to respond 
to their water-related needs.

“Farmers are defined as land 
owners ,  not  those who 

cultivate. In our country, land is hardly ever controlled by women. 
Even those who do own land (on paper) don't exercise their 
power,” she says. Having studied the ordinance at length, Ashraf 
concludes: “It's a good piece of legislation and gives a broad, 
holistic approach to distribution of water in the province, yet it is 
not gender-sensitive and does not encourage women's 
participation”. 

Ashraf also believes men and women look at the issue differently. 
She gives the example of an initiative taken by the World Bank for 
supporting rural women in Sindh province in 2003, when she was 
employed in the Sindh Irrigation and Drainage Authority, in 
Hyderabad, as a gender coordinator. “To respond to women's 
needs”, the Bank decided to fund a project whereby platforms 
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were constructed on the sides of the canals to facilitate women 
washing their clothes. “We went to monitor and evaluate the 
project and realised the women were not using these platforms 
made by highly qualified engineers. When asked, they said there 
were no boundary walls to protect their toddlers from slipping into 
the canal. It was also not easy for pregnant women to squat and 
there was no channel for letting out the soapy water”.

Around the same time, a non-governmental organisation had 
made washing platforms near hand-pumps which had a sitting 
area and a place to put soap and an opening to drain the water. 
“We took pictures of both the washing platforms to bring home 
the difference. The latter was responsive to women's needs”.

Back in office, when the findings were shared there was much 
heart-burn. This is what happens, says Ashraf, when women are 
not consulted or their needs not considered when designing for 
them. “We were challenging the stereotypes. Even for such simple 
designs, you need to talk to the user and consult them or the whole 
exercise would be futile”.

Ashraf also acknowledges that it's a very challenging field and 
there is “immense scope for work because very little has actually 

been carried out, especially in the light of climate change”. She 
gives the example of the indigenous people of the Indus delta 
living in abject poverty. “They are surrounded by water but don't 
have a single drop to drink! It wasn't like this and they had 
livestock and fields. All this has gone. To meet these challenges 
you need to think out-of-the box. Otherwise it will be 
catastrophic”.

But despite all this, few women are coming into the sector. 
“Because a lot of the work is field-based, women are reluctant to 
join this field”. However, she says, revolutionary steps need to be 
taken to beckon women. “It would help to allocate seats and 
scholarships for women in disciplines like irrigation, water 
management etc. Apart from these, employment quotas for 
women should also be introduced at all levels of water 
management institutions,” she suggests.

In addition, Ashraf thinks it is important to introduce gender 
perspectives in engineering institutions and universities in 
Pakistan.

And then she got the sack!
The turning point in Ashraf's life came in June 2006, a year and a 
half after she had joined the irrigation department and was 
sacked.

She grimaces as she recalls her termination. “I had asked for leave 
to go on a fully-funded three week course on Gender and 
Economic Policy Analysis to the Netherlands, but was not getting 
leave from my department. After much cajoling, my supervisor 
agreed and said he would take care of the work during my 
absence. However, I had nothing in writing. When I returned, all 
hell broke loose for going without permission and I was asked to 
resign. Initially I refused to give into this blackmail. And I knew 
that it would be a life-long smear on my resume.” 

Being the first woman to have joined the irrigation department, 
she recalls how daunting it was to work in an all-male office. Soon 
after her appointment, there was a trickle of women joining the 
department in various capacities. “Numbers made it easier and it 

became a little more comfortable”. They were provided with a 
vehicle for field, but they had to put the fuel in it!

“Being a gender specialist, there were times when I'd be the only 
woman in a hall filled with men. I'd have to mobilise them to 
encourage and involve their womenfolk”. What she has learnt in 
the water sector has been “invaluable” and she admits she 
wouldn't have it any other way. But then she says, it was not easy 
for her male counterparts who had never worked with women 
either. 

In 2008, two years later, she came back to the same department as 
a gender and policy advisor, this time as an outside consultant. “I 
was more confident as I was academically more knowledgeable 
and had further honed my skills. I knew I could contribute better 
and push for several polices and initiatives for women 
participation”. 

Women make Inroads in a Man's World
While she acknowledges that there has not been any earth-
shattering difference in the sector, women have now been 
accepted with open arms in her office. “Not only can young 
mothers bring their infants to feed them, now there is a separate 
toilet for them too!” and she chuckles heartily. But it never ceases 
to bother her, even today, when she asks for more representation 
of women in the sector and is told 'what has this department got to 
do with women, anyway'.

The past two years, for Ashraf, have been a flurry of activities and a 
whirlwind of travel across the globe, presenting papers and 
highlighting the issues internationally. She organised a South Asia 
women and water exhibition at Warwick University, UK and 
contributed to a research paper in Sri Lanka on Water Resources 
and Policy in South Asia. In 2009, her research poster, Women and 
Water Management in Sindh won a second position at a Social 
Science Festival at Warwick. She was also among a panel of experts 
speaking on the status of women water professionals in South Asia 
in World Water Week, held in Stockholm, Sweden, in August 2009. 

If she had not been in the water sector Ashraf would have been a 
politician. She likes to challenge the status quo. But she knows, 
“Like the water sector, politics is also a highly patriarchal, male-
dominated and gendered field,” in Pakistan. Joining politics would 
mean “a bigger platform” and one can contribute towards “better 
governance and women's rights,” says the young woman. 
Currently enrolled in Warwick University, for a PhD in Women and 
Gender Studies, she is interviewing women parliamentarians for 
her thesis on “Women Contested Politics of Presence”. 

In between transcribing the interviews and writing papers for 
international publications, she finds time for her family. Whenever 
she can, she travels with her two daughters, aged eight and three. 
“My older daughter has learning difficulty and there are no schools 
or institutions in Hyderabad which can take care of her special 
needs. When I take her abroad, I get a chance to enroll her in a 
course, and even if for just a short while, we avail of the precious 
guidance. All this would not have been possible if I didn't have a 
supportive family network,” she says gratefully. 

SHAHEEN ASHRAFWomen Managing Water
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Committed to Social Activism - CHHAYA DATAR 
- Anjal Prakash

The elderly sari-clad woman emerging from the stone corridors of 
the prestigious Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) is Professor 
Chhaya Datar, former Head of Women's Studies. Among the 
pioneers of the women's movement in Maharashtra, Chhaya has 
combined activism and academics. She has been a Fulbright 
scholar and has many achievements - she is currently a member of 
the Standing Committee for Women's Studies of the University 
Grant Commission and on the National Resource Group (NRG) for 
Mahila Samakhya, a programme to mobilise and empower women 
through non-formal education. She has also been the General 
Secretary of the Indian Association of Women's Studies during 
1996-98 and a founder of the Stree Mukti Sanghatana, a feminist 
group that campaigns for women's rights in Maharashtra. 

The Water Question
Chhaya's interest in water germinated from her work with 
Maharashtra's Employment Guarantee Scheme (MEGS) in the late-
1980s. In 1992, two years after she had started heading the 
Women's Studies department at TISS, she began to work with a 
community level water supply and sanitation project. This seven-
year-project, supported by the British Government agency, DfID, 
was to cover 192 villages in two districts. Water was to be drawn 
from the reservoirs of two dams and distributed in the villages by 
village-level water development committees. Government officials 
were to be trained to mobilise the community. Gender concerns 
were an important part of this project and hence ground-level 
engineering staff had to be trained about issues related to women 
and water. The project faced many challenges in implementation 
and even though the engineering works were completed in 1996, 
water reached the villages much later and with considerable 
difficulty. There were many flaws in the design and the 
community's demand for water did not match women's 
requirements. In 1999, DfID withdrew support. Two important 
lessons were learnt during this process. First, that it is necessary to 
integrate the social and engineering aspects while designing a 
project, especially one dealing with water. Second, that 
decentralised management is better sustained when women are 

involved in managing local water resources. 

Later, when TISS was appointed as a resource organisation for the 
government's Jal Swarajaya (Water Independence) programme, 
Chhaya's earlier experience with the community water supply 
enabled her to lead this from within TISS. Launched in 2003, Jal 
Swarajya was designed to strengthen the implementation of the 
reform approach all over Maharashtra. Funded by the World Bank, 
the TISS component of the pilot project, innovatively used Citizen 
Score Cards for sectors such as health, education, water and 
sanitation. While the Gram Panchayat was responsible for 
providing water and sanitation services, the Zilla Parishad (district 
administration) and line departments were responsible for health 
and education services. The aim was to help districts measure the 
performance of their key services so as to improve the existing 
processes, especially service delivery. However, the response from 
the government was poor which ultimately led to TISS 
withdrawing from the project in 2005. TISS also undertook the 
outcome budgeting for the project. As a part of the team, Chhaya 
visited 32 schemes and trained Government officials to do 
outcome mapping. Subsequently, with support from the 
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Committed to Social Activism - CHHAYA DATAR 
- Anjal Prakash
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International Development Research Centre (IDRC), the outcomes 
of the project were assessed through a gender lens. 

Later, in collaboration with Aseem Prakash, Chhaya undertook a 
study of selected Government- and NGO-run micro-watershed 
projects in the country. Their study Engendering Community 
Rights: A Case for Women's Access 
to Water and Wasteland (2000), 
found that many of the flagship 
programmes were focused on 
financial and environmental 
sustainability, but not on social 
viability, nor on family food security 
and women's empowerment. 
Medium and big farmers gained the 
most benefits. Subsequently, at the 
TISS Tuljapur Rural Campus she was 
involved in village-level watershed 
development.  

From Home-maker to Academic
Chhaya's interest in natural 
resources and her work as a 
dedicated 'gender trainer' are 
rooted in her idealistic Gandhian 
upbringing and her later exposure 
to socialist and feminist concerns. 
Chhaya was born in Mumbai to a 
family of Gandhian ideologues. 
Idealism was in the air at home, she 
recalls. Her father was a commercial 
artist and her mother, a graduate, 
taught at Mauni Vidyapith, an ashram which offered courses in 
rural development. It had been founded near Kolhapur by the 
educationalist J P Naik, who later helped to shape the course of 
social science in India as Secretary of the Indian Council of Social 
Science Research. Chhaya completed her schooling in Jalgaon, 
Maharashtra, and then joined Ferguson College in Pune, where she 
met the man she would later marry. When he returned from his 
higher studies, on a scholarship at Stanford University, US, the 

family pressured them to get married. Chhaya completed her BA 
after her marriage. At 20, she had her first child and two years later, 
the second. She accompanied her husband, who had a 
comfortable job, from Akola in Maharashtra to Delhi and then 
Mumbai. “I wasn't very ambitious” says Chhaya. “I was more 
involved in raising my children and lived in Delhi for seven long 

years as a homemaker. I wasn't even 
thinking of doing my masters” she 
laughs. 

Then how did this turn-around from a 
homemaker to a leading academician 
happen? In 1972 when they returned 
to Mumbai, Chhaya's mother-in-law 
came to live with them. She looked 
after the children, enabling Chhaya to 
plunge into work outside the home. A 
l o t  was  happen ing  then  i n  
Maharashtra and the activist in her 
emerged. She joined Baba Amte, who 
was working in rural Maharashtra, 
seeking to understand his philosophy 
and action. Abha Karmarkar was 
experimenting with improving the 
adivasi's agricultural practices in Thane 
district. Chhaya provided support and 
the Shramik Mukti Sanghatana was 
formed. In the early 1970s, Chhaya got 
involved with progressive movements 
in Mumbai that were concerned with 
changing the structure of the society. 
She joined the study group of the 

literary and political magazine Magowa, and in 1973, edited a 
special issue on women's liberation. This was a turning point that 
exposed her to Marxist feminist thoughts. There was no dearth of 
opportunities to put the Marxist theory into action. Labourers were 
being retrenched in Mumbai and cotton mills were closing. Chhaya 
joined the Leninist 'Lal Nishan Party' (Red Flag Party) and 
concentrated on working with trade unions. The retrenchment of 
400 women by Indu Mills was the impetus for her joining the 

struggle of the 'Kapad Kamgar Sanghatana', a union of cotton mill 
workers.

In 1975, together with Sharda Sathe, a labour lawyer and Jyoti 
Mhepsekar, both of the Lal Nishan Party, Chhaya formed the Stree 
Mukti Sanghatana [SMS- A Collective for Women's Liberation]. 
During 1972-75, years of consecutive droughts in rural 
Maharashtra, the burden of running the home fell more intensively 
on women. In 1975, SMS organised a conference in Pune, which 
was attended by about 600 women who came from all walks of life 
to support the struggle of rural women from the drought-prone 
districts of Maharashtra. Immense pressure from civil society 
groups led to the establishment of the Employment Guarantee 
Scheme (EGS) and in 1977, the Maharashtra State Government 
passed the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Act, on the EGS. 
This was when Jai Praksah Narain called for 'Total Revolution' and 
activists joined him to campaign for larger social change. Feminists 
too became part of the JP Movement. During the Internal 
Emergency of 1975-77, as many were jailed and others went into 
hiding, these groups disintegrated. Later, in 1979, there was a 
movement to change the name of Marathwada University in 
southern Maharashtra to Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar University, as a 
symbol of pride for Dalits in the Marathwada region. The 

movement was brutally crushed by the government. Chhaya, 
leading from the front, was arrested and jailed in Mumbai. 

In the 1980s, the 'Mathura rape case' brought different strands of 
feminists together. Mathura, a sixteen-year-old tribal girl, was 
allegedly raped by two policemen in the compound of the Police 
Station in Chandrapur district of Maharashtra. The protests 
against the acquittal of the accused subsequently led to 
fundamental changes in the law on rape. Inspired by the victory, in 
1985, SMS organised Stree Mukti Yatra. The Yatra covered several 
small towns and villages in western Maharashtra, spreading the 
message of women's liberation outside the big cities. The yatra 
also brought along - Mulgi Jhali Ho (A Girl is Born) - a feminist 
street play that questioned the patriarchal social order and was 
instrumental in mobilising women landless labourers. Later, she 
was associated for seven years with the editorial collective that 
published an annual – "Stree Uvach" (women speak). 

A Journey from Marxist Feminist to Feminist Environmentalist 
The United Nations Decade for Women from 1976-1985 boosted 
the women's movement and many activities and programmes 
were launched to bring women into the mainstream of the 
society. Chhaya came in contact with the famous eco-feminist 
Maria Mies, who was then pursuing her PhD on Indian patriarchy 
from the Institute of Social Studies (ISS), at Hague in the 
Netherlands. Maria started a Women, Gender and Development 
course at ISS. Maria had sent the application form to Chhaya as 
there was a quota for women activists. In 1980, Chhaya got a 
scholarship to do MA in Women, Gender and Development from 
ISS. The sixteen-months' course exposed her to the study of 
feminism and Marxism in a new light. With a decade of activism 
behind her, she could relate the theories to practice. This course 
helped Chhaya plunge into another arena – academics. After 
completing her Masters, she assessed projects on women's 
participation in MEGS and the plight of women bidi workers in 
Karnataka, and then got involved with the efforts of K.R. Datye 
and S.A. Dabholkar in their work on sustainable development of 
dry land areas, with particular reference to poor women's access 
to natural resources.
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In 1986-88, Chhaya was involved in testing a model developed for 
enhancing productivity, with sustainability and equity as 
underlying principles, in a dry land area, with particular reference 
to poor women's access to natural resources. The project had 
policy implications, as it aimed to improve bio-literacy among the 
landless and poor peasant women. They could become self-
sufficient in three to five years and would not need the 
Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS). Working on these issues, 
exposed Chhaya, for the first time, to the water question especially 
from a rural context. In 1988, Chhaya joined TISS in its Women's 
Studies department and became its head in 1990. 

Personal is Political 
What does consciousness-raising, as a form of political action, do 
to woman's relationships, her roles in marriage, childbearing and 
the political quest for identity? Being conscientious has been part 
of the politics of the women's movement and Chhaya has not been 
devoid of it. She was brought up with political consciousness and 
later she evolved and widened her horizon to the feminist 
movement as well. How has her personal trajectory from a 
homemaker to an activist and then as an academic helped in 
taking this further? She responds succinctly, “I did my masters 
seventeen years after I did my graduation. Sixteen years later I got 

my PhD. However, this journey wouldn't have been possible 
without the active support from my husband and a much more 
emancipated mother-in-law who looked after my children and 
never questioned my engagements while I entered public life as an 
activist”. Both, Chhaya's family and her husband's, had a history of 
involvement with radical movements. Chhaya's Brahmin father 
had broken with custom and associated with Dalits; and in 
Chhaya's time, due to their engagement with the dalit and adivasi 
movements, caste discriminations were completely thrown out.

So how can more women occupy important public spaces without 
internal political upheaval? “Women cannot be dependent on 
revolution to liberate them”, says Chhaya. Being aware of her class 
and caste identities, Chhaya tells that she could do it only because 
someone else was there to manage other fronts which were as 
important to her as her professional work. Part of this definitely 
comes from experiences, but most of it emanates from a strong 
desire to change from within. Women need encouragement and 
recognition of their work to move further. For this they do need 
cooperation and persistent support from all sections of society. 
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Understanding Water; Re-thinking Geography - KUNTALA LAHIRI-DUTT
- Sumi Krishna

Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt believes she has endured 'being taken lightly' in 
her life because she does not fit stereotypical models of a 
'professional'; she has explored new realms, rethinking the 
traditional frameworks that determine women's lives and the 
conventional parameters of her discipline – geography. She sees 
herself as a 'woman water professional', rather than 'just a woman 
professional interested in water'; her life's journey provides a 
glimpse into why it is so 
difficult to find role models of 
women water professionals, 
even as women irrigate farms 
and gardens, fetch and store 
water, scrub clothes and 
vessels, practice and teach 
about using water for personal 
hygiene. Kuntala remarks wryly 
that all the 'water experts' are 
men - explorers, engineers, 
hydrologists and geologists; 
'harnessing' rivers and cutting 
canals, calculating supply and 
demand, putting a monetary 
value on water. 

Her 'need for a role model in 
w a t e r '  a r o s e  f r o m  t h e  
discipline, despite there being 
women professionals in her 
own family. Her mother's 
grandmother, Kumudini Das, in 
1890, became the principal of 
Bethune College, Kolkata, the first women's college in India, where 
she had been among the early graduates.  Kuntala's parents were 
economists, members of the Communist Party of India; her mother 
was deeply involved with the progressive Indian People's Theatre 
Association. As a teen, Kuntala rebelled by choosing geography 
over her parents' preference for economics. Growing up in a small 
town in West Bengal, geography fulfilled an insatiable wanderlust 

inspired by voracious reading. Maps were her window 'to the 
world and to different peoples'. 

Later, when Kuntala became an academic geographer, her 
understanding of water was shaped by the discipline she loved. 
While still teaching in Burdwan University, West Bengal, she 
began to feel that there was 'something missing' in her education 

a s  a  h u m a n  
geographer. She 
explains this deftly: 
“ T r a d i t i o n a l  
geography has a 
tendency to draw 
boundaries among 
the elements of 
n a t u r e ,  e v e n  
though they cannot 
b e  c o m p l e t e l y  
s e p a r a t e d ,  f o r  
example, between 
land and water, 
surface waters and 
g r o u n d - w a t e r s ,  
flowing river waters 
a n d  s t a n d i n g  
waters in lakes and 
w a t e r  b o d i e s .  
A b o v e  a l l ,  
geographers see 
water as quantity, a 
s u b s t a n c e  o r  

resource that is to be mapped—as a line or blotch on the ground, 
cutting and curving the terrain”. Indeed, she too viewed water 
narrowly in her 1980s doctoral thesis on the Lower Damodar 
Valley. In this 'utilitarian view', the 'scientific discourse' of sectoral 
water usage by rural and urban households 'subsumes the 
individual, personalised and intimate meanings of water to the 
user'. Geographers played an important role in shaping India's 

Plans, helping agronomists identify agro-ecological or climatic 
zones, prescribing the crops and cultivation practices. But, in the 
process, they 'forgot what our predecessors had taught us about 
water'. 

She began interrogating the positivist approach of conventional 
geography in the early-1990s. Her two sons had grown up, and she 
could spend more time in the field; pay-scales had improved and 
small research grants became available, making travel more 
affordable; and computers and the internet eased work pressures. 
So she began to explore the villages around Burdwan and the 
lower Damodar delta, and reading up the history of water 
management in this area. Her transformation was 'silent and 
gradual' through interactions with many people. Several 
grassroots people's movements were active. In particular, says 
Kuntala the movement to Save the Narmada “shook me to the core 
and changed my worldview”.  

Growing up in the lower Damodar Valley, under the shadow of 
India's first multipurpose river valley project, the Damodar Valley 
Corporation (DVC), she had learnt about large dams in her school 
books. Geography had taught her that large dams were meant for 
the nation's benefit and she never questioned the methodological 
framework from which hegemonic views emerged. But as she 
travelled and met with villagers she realised ”The insecurity and 
destruction the DVC had brought to these helpless people, and 
how they in turn had internalised some of the top-down views 
about water control and management”. She then began to 
understand that contrary to conventional teaching, water was 'first 
and foremost' a repository 'of values, attitudes and meanings', not 
just a material thing. This was 'a huge change' for a woman living in 
small town India, constrained by the straightjacket of institutions. 
Even as she was 'learning afresh and getting closer to similar-
thinking people', she was being alienated and isolated by her peer 
groups in West Bengal, where the Communist Party (Marxist) was 
in power. 

In the late 1990s, the negative effects of development were being 
recognised and many were seriously concerned about technocratic 
and non-participatory water management. Kuntala feels she “was 

only a small individual with limited voice, a product of a certain 
time”. The World Commission on Dams asked for submissions 
about the DVC dams. As Kuntala began to research and write 
about DVC from her new perspective, her enthusiasm grew. She 
was invited to participate in meetings, which brought her into 
contact with other South Asians, like the Sri Lankan Kusum 
Athukorala, who were thinking about water differently. Kuntala is 
'proud' to have been part of the early initiative, taken at a meeting 
in Dhaka, to form a 'Women and Water Network'. In 1999, Kuntala 
was a resource person for a 'flood trip' into the water-logged areas 
of the Kosi plains. She says she “will always cherish the knowledge” 
that Dinesh Kumar Mishra of Barh Mukti Avijan shared with her 
“during those few weeks in the wet and humid north Bihar plains”. 
She re-read many books, Kapil Bhattacharyya's Bangla book on 
river planning in Bengal and William Willcocks's on the ancient 
system of irrigation in Bengal. She was deeply inspired by Deepak 
Gyawali and Ajaya Dixit of Prajna and the Nepal Water 
Conservation Foundation, by Ramaswamy Iyer's writings and 
Samar Bagchi's knowledge, by  others  in the National Alliance of 
People's Movements, and above all, by social activist Medha Patkar. 

Kuntala's work shaped her identity but so did her 'womanhood'. 
She says work is never 'gender-neutral' for women. In the male-
dominated professional world, working women were expected to 
'act like men'. She thinks this was perhaps one of her difficulties 
because for a certain  period  in her  life, she was a single mother, 
the sole earner, running around to the bus-stand to see her son off 
to school, to the ration shop and the market to buy groceries. She 
remembers, ”It was hard for me, but even harder for my little son. 
Childcare is important for all working women, but for the single 
working woman, one cannot say adequately how important it is. 
How could I ensure that someone would definitely pick up my son 
when he returns from school whilst I am at work?” Although her 
mother lived nearby, she was also working and Kuntala feels she 
“received less of family support but more of family control in terms 
of deciding what was good or bad” for her . 

Moreover, “stable and trusting relations of friendship were 
difficult to form with colleagues at work”. In the Burdwan of the 
1980s, few people accepted a young divorced woman within their 
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- Sumi Krishna
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social circle. Senior male colleagues too would not take her 
seriously and were more curious about her personal than 
professional life. One senior male colleague, reacting to a research 
grant that she had received (with difficulty) from the University 
Grants Commission, said, ”Oh, everyone knows how you women 
get these grants!” Sometimes even a Vice-Chancellor would 
publicly make nasty remarks that verged on sexual harassment. 
Worse, even her female colleagues labelled her a 'careerist' because 
she prioritised work. 

Kuntala enjoyed living her life, travelling and reading avidly, but 
says “the situation was rather bleak”. Although many men were 
neither sexist nor endorsed such sexist behaviour, they would not 
acknowledge that such things did happen in their institutions, in 
their daily working lives. Kuntala points out that acknowledging 
gender discrimination and harassment would make it much 
easier to build women-friendly professional spaces, but even 
informal support networks hardly exist for women professionals. 
And especially if women choose unconventional lives, they got 
“an even worse deal”. 

Kuntala feels she was lucky to be able to move, in 2002, from the 
stifling atmosphere of small town Burdwan to the Australian 
National University, where she teaches at the Research School of 
Pacific and Asian Studies while continuing her engagement with 
South Asia. ”It was an exciting intellectual and working 
environment, with encouragement, acceptance of difference and 
the right to differ”. This enabled her to write up ten years of 
research carried out in Burdwan.  In quick succession, Kuntala 
published several papers (such as on the micro politics of river 
waters and on women's water rights), put together Fluid Bonds: 
Views on Gender and Water; and co-edited Water First: Issues 
and Challenges for Nations and Communities.

When Water First was published in 2008, she told an interviewer 
[Rejoinder Singh Neigh – One World South Asia]: 

The current water management practices are usually centralised 
and owned by the State. Large water projects are easier to 
manage, but they take away the rights of the ordinary citizens 
over their water resources. Over the years, we have 'given' this 
responsibility of managing the waters to the State and a look 
around the current situation would tell you that the 
consequences have been disastrous.

Many of us have come to take the availability of water for 
granted, using far too much water than necessary, whilst treating 
scarce resources without a second thought, and existing social 
and economic inequalities have been reproduced in the way 
water is distributed. As I have observed, often rising expectations 

Women Managing Water

have not been met. There has been no open dialogue between and 
amongst various groups and stakeholders.

Control over water has also become a symbol of social and political 
power in contemporary South Asia; national identities have 
become inextricably linked with 'empires of water' – resources 
owned by the states. This situation needs to (and can) change, as at 
the same time, more community-based solutions to the problems 
of access to water supplies have emerged.

Today, Kuntala sees 'signs of hope' - new ways of understanding 
water in the researches being carried out by historians, sociologists 
and anthropologists (she explicitly excludes econometrists!). For 
instance, she cites historians, ”rethinking the histories of water, 
not only the histories of irrigation, canals and dams, but also 
embankments, charlands (river islands), and even toilets”. She 
notes that development practitioners have intensely explored 
women's water burden. New researches reveal ”how water 
masculinities (or for that matter, femininities) are produced and 
transmitted”, indicating that “we are beginning to understand a 
lot more about the human connections to water, and the poetics 
and politics of water”. Because water use and management 
practices in South Asia reflect deep social inequities, including 
gender inequities, she suggests that new research could explore 
data on intra-household water use. 

Kuntala has established a Gender and Water Network in ANU, 
bringing together students, researchers and water professionals. 
She spends hours nurturing her students, reading and discussing 
their work; they in turn see the 54-year-old geographer 'as an elder 
sister and mentor.' She says, “I have been loved by these students 
like no one else”. 

She and her British-born husband David Williams, now live in 
Australia. They share many interests from coal mining to rickshaw 
paintings and have co-authored Moving Pictures: The Rickshaw 
Art of Bangladesh. Kuntala's recent research has focused on issues 
related to energy and coal mining in South Asia, including informal 
and illegal mining. With Martha Macintyre she has co-edited 
Women Miners in Developing Countries.  

KUNTALA LAHIRI-DUTT

Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt's plucky transformation from a conventional 
small town geography teacher to an international woman water 
professional has involved traversing disciplines, worldviews and 
continents. Unafraid to break through rigid personal and 
professional boundaries, she seems to have reached a stage where 
her quest for role models has made her one.

152 153



social circle. Senior male colleagues too would not take her 
seriously and were more curious about her personal than 
professional life. One senior male colleague, reacting to a research 
grant that she had received (with difficulty) from the University 
Grants Commission, said, ”Oh, everyone knows how you women 
get these grants!” Sometimes even a Vice-Chancellor would 
publicly make nasty remarks that verged on sexual harassment. 
Worse, even her female colleagues labelled her a 'careerist' because 
she prioritised work. 

Kuntala enjoyed living her life, travelling and reading avidly, but 
says “the situation was rather bleak”. Although many men were 
neither sexist nor endorsed such sexist behaviour, they would not 
acknowledge that such things did happen in their institutions, in 
their daily working lives. Kuntala points out that acknowledging 
gender discrimination and harassment would make it much 
easier to build women-friendly professional spaces, but even 
informal support networks hardly exist for women professionals. 
And especially if women choose unconventional lives, they got 
“an even worse deal”. 

Kuntala feels she was lucky to be able to move, in 2002, from the 
stifling atmosphere of small town Burdwan to the Australian 
National University, where she teaches at the Research School of 
Pacific and Asian Studies while continuing her engagement with 
South Asia. ”It was an exciting intellectual and working 
environment, with encouragement, acceptance of difference and 
the right to differ”. This enabled her to write up ten years of 
research carried out in Burdwan.  In quick succession, Kuntala 
published several papers (such as on the micro politics of river 
waters and on women's water rights), put together Fluid Bonds: 
Views on Gender and Water; and co-edited Water First: Issues 
and Challenges for Nations and Communities.

When Water First was published in 2008, she told an interviewer 
[Rejoinder Singh Neigh – One World South Asia]: 

The current water management practices are usually centralised 
and owned by the State. Large water projects are easier to 
manage, but they take away the rights of the ordinary citizens 
over their water resources. Over the years, we have 'given' this 
responsibility of managing the waters to the State and a look 
around the current situation would tell you that the 
consequences have been disastrous.

Many of us have come to take the availability of water for 
granted, using far too much water than necessary, whilst treating 
scarce resources without a second thought, and existing social 
and economic inequalities have been reproduced in the way 
water is distributed. As I have observed, often rising expectations 

Women Managing Water

have not been met. There has been no open dialogue between and 
amongst various groups and stakeholders.

Control over water has also become a symbol of social and political 
power in contemporary South Asia; national identities have 
become inextricably linked with 'empires of water' – resources 
owned by the states. This situation needs to (and can) change, as at 
the same time, more community-based solutions to the problems 
of access to water supplies have emerged.

Today, Kuntala sees 'signs of hope' - new ways of understanding 
water in the researches being carried out by historians, sociologists 
and anthropologists (she explicitly excludes econometrists!). For 
instance, she cites historians, ”rethinking the histories of water, 
not only the histories of irrigation, canals and dams, but also 
embankments, charlands (river islands), and even toilets”. She 
notes that development practitioners have intensely explored 
women's water burden. New researches reveal ”how water 
masculinities (or for that matter, femininities) are produced and 
transmitted”, indicating that “we are beginning to understand a 
lot more about the human connections to water, and the poetics 
and politics of water”. Because water use and management 
practices in South Asia reflect deep social inequities, including 
gender inequities, she suggests that new research could explore 
data on intra-household water use. 

Kuntala has established a Gender and Water Network in ANU, 
bringing together students, researchers and water professionals. 
She spends hours nurturing her students, reading and discussing 
their work; they in turn see the 54-year-old geographer 'as an elder 
sister and mentor.' She says, “I have been loved by these students 
like no one else”. 

She and her British-born husband David Williams, now live in 
Australia. They share many interests from coal mining to rickshaw 
paintings and have co-authored Moving Pictures: The Rickshaw 
Art of Bangladesh. Kuntala's recent research has focused on issues 
related to energy and coal mining in South Asia, including informal 
and illegal mining. With Martha Macintyre she has co-edited 
Women Miners in Developing Countries.  

KUNTALA LAHIRI-DUTT

Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt's plucky transformation from a conventional 
small town geography teacher to an international woman water 
professional has involved traversing disciplines, worldviews and 
continents. Unafraid to break through rigid personal and 
professional boundaries, she seems to have reached a stage where 
her quest for role models has made her one.

152 153



Kumudini Hettiarachchi
Deputy Editor, 
The Sunday Times, 
Sri Lanka 

Kamal Phuyal
Member Secretary, 
SAGUN, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Sarbajit Lama
Programme Coordinator, 
SAGUN, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Sreoshi Singh
Research Fellow - 
Water Security in 
Peri-Urban South Asia, 
Gurgaon, India

Anju Khemani 
Freelance Development 
Journalist, 
Bangalore, India

Zofeen T. Ebrahim
Independent Journalist, 
Karachi, Pakistan

Rina Saeed Khan
Columnist, 
Dawn, 
Lahore, Pakistan

Meenakshi Shedde
Communications Consultant 
& Film Curator, 
Bombay, India

Prerana Marasini
Nepal Correspondent, 
The Hindu, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Indu Nepal
Editor, 
Wave Magazine, 
Kathmandu, Nepal 

Chanda Gurung Goodrich
Senior Fellow - Research, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

Munima Sultana
Senior Staff Correspondent, 
The Financial Express, 
Dhaka, Bangladesh

Anjal Prakash
Senior Fellow - 
Research & Outreach, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

Sumi Krishna
Independent Consultant, 
Bangalore, India

Arpita De
Communications Specialist, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

The Authors...



Kumudini Hettiarachchi
Deputy Editor, 
The Sunday Times, 
Sri Lanka 

Kamal Phuyal
Member Secretary, 
SAGUN, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Sarbajit Lama
Programme Coordinator, 
SAGUN, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Sreoshi Singh
Research Fellow - 
Water Security in 
Peri-Urban South Asia, 
Gurgaon, India

Anju Khemani 
Freelance Development 
Journalist, 
Bangalore, India

Zofeen T. Ebrahim
Independent Journalist, 
Karachi, Pakistan

Rina Saeed Khan
Columnist, 
Dawn, 
Lahore, Pakistan

Meenakshi Shedde
Communications Consultant 
& Film Curator, 
Bombay, India

Prerana Marasini
Nepal Correspondent, 
The Hindu, 
Kathmandu, Nepal

Indu Nepal
Editor, 
Wave Magazine, 
Kathmandu, Nepal 

Chanda Gurung Goodrich
Senior Fellow - Research, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

Munima Sultana
Senior Staff Correspondent, 
The Financial Express, 
Dhaka, Bangladesh

Anjal Prakash
Senior Fellow - 
Research & Outreach, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

Sumi Krishna
Independent Consultant, 
Bangalore, India

Arpita De
Communications Specialist, 
SaciWATERs, 
Hyderabad, India

The Authors...



October, 2010October, 2010 Crossing Boundaries ProjectCrossing Boundaries Project

D
es

ig
ne

d 
by

: W
eb

iri
di

um
.c

om


	WMW-Stories_Krishna&De_Eds3.pdf
	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48
	Page 49
	Page 50
	Page 51
	Page 52
	Page 53
	Page 54
	Page 55
	Page 56
	Page 57
	Page 58
	Page 59
	Page 60
	Page 61
	Page 62
	Page 63
	Page 64
	Page 65
	Page 66
	Page 67
	Page 68
	Page 69
	Page 70
	Page 71
	Page 72
	Page 73
	Page 74
	Page 75
	Page 76
	Page 77
	Page 78
	Page 79
	Page 80
	Page 81
	Page 82
	Page 83
	Page 84
	Page 85
	Page 86
	Page 87
	Page 88
	Page 89
	Page 90
	Page 91
	Page 92
	Page 93
	Page 94
	Page 95
	Page 96
	Page 97
	Page 98
	Page 99
	Page 100
	Page 101
	Page 102
	Page 103
	Page 104
	Page 105
	Page 106
	Page 107
	Page 108
	Page 109
	Page 110
	Page 111
	Page 112
	Page 113
	Page 114
	Page 115
	Page 116
	Page 117
	Page 118
	Page 119
	Page 120
	Page 121
	Page 122
	Page 123
	Page 124
	Page 125
	Page 126
	Page 127
	Page 128
	Page 129
	Page 130
	Page 131
	Page 132
	Page 133
	Page 134
	Page 135
	Page 136
	Page 137
	Page 138
	Page 139
	Page 140
	Page 141
	Page 142
	Page 143
	Page 144
	Page 145
	Page 146
	Page 147
	Page 148
	Page 149
	Page 150
	Page 151
	Page 152
	Page 153
	Page 154
	Page 155
	Page 156
	Page 157
	Page 158
	Page 159
	Page 160


