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Section 1: Introduction 

Inequities across caste, class, gender, religion and  tribe  characterise our society and manifest 

in a number of ways - access to resources, education, decision making, employment etc. 

Undoubtedly its forms have been changing as societies have been changing too. Recent 

incidences of violence against dalits, women and other discriminated groups are evidence of 

inequities. Increased inequities can be interpreted as either disempowerment of different social 

groups or as a backlash against groups finding spaces to empower themselves, negotiating the 

spaces and opportunities created through years of struggle. Both these processes are 

inherently linked with each other. A continuing process of action, research and evaluation and 

analysis is thus important to map the shifts in society and chart the course of future change.  

Gender and water: The male and female domain 

Water sector gets divided as a) domestic water to include drinking water and sanitation and b) 

productive water to include irrigation, industries or more broadly water for production. The 

former is largely within the domain of welfare or nurture and the latter is within the productive 

sphere. Dominant construction of women in the water sector largely revolves around the 

domestic sector leaving the men to handle the production. The creation of  male and  female 

domain in the water sector is an obvious extension of how different gender roles are perceived 

by society. Provisioning of domestic water for health of their families thus becomes an important 

area where women’s role is thought to be important and women’s role in the conservation of 

water becomes the stated goal of the water sector. The same is however not true in the case of 
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water used for productive purposes. Notion of women as nurturers of their households 

dominates and thus informs how policies and programmes get designed in the sector. This 

would apply to most other sectors as well.  

Irrigation involves the use of water for production- production of a commodity that can be 

exchanged for money or for other produce, thus gets characterised as ‘male’. Women labour on 

irrigated fields and yet the ‘male centric’ view dominates irrigation thinking and practice (Kulkarni 

2011, Zwarteveen 1998).    

Objectives of the study 

In this paper the focus is on evaluation as a tool with a potential for change. Feminist 

evaluation is looked at as an approach and focus is on the water sector, more specifically the 

irrigation sector which is argued to be a ‘male’ sector. Two sets of evaluations in irrigation a) 

those done by the irrigation department and b) those done by a pro-people, feminist 

organization SOPPECOM to which we belong are analysed and compared in the study. The two 

sets of evaluations are quite diverse, the government evaluations are of the entire sector and 

specific programmes within it, the SOPPECOM evaluations are of very specific programmes in 

the irrigation sector. Hence, they are not the same evaluations that are being compared. The 

attempt here is thus to point out how the state looks at the progress in the irrigation sector so 

differently from organisations like SOPPECOM who would look at it from an equity and social 

justice point of view. It is concluded conclude that if such an exercise is done as an ongoing 

process the analysis will help in mapping changes that are taking place in the sector from a 

gender and social justice point of view.  

Section 2: The framework for assessing evaluations 

Feminist evaluation   is an important tool that can be used towards policy advocacy, practice 

and theorizing for social justice.   Through an assessment of policies, programmes and 
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practice/people’s movements, feminist evaluation can help to get a better understanding of how 

a particular sector is thinking or acting. Further this understanding can help us in planning for 

corrective interventions. For example an evaluation of the Panchayati Raj system in terms of its 

policy and practice will tell whether there is a gendered understanding of the process or not. 

Ongoing evaluation will help to monitor the impacts and changes over a period of time of 

different interventions. 

Feminist evaluation as an approach is important to specifically map the above in the context of 

genders divided across diverse social groups. The starting point of such an evaluation would be 

an understanding of feminist and social justice research and theory. It has been argued by 

feminist researchers that knowledge based only on man’s or certain communities’ lived 

experiences present half the story and therefore a distorted perception of reality. Feminist 

evaluation has its roots in this understanding, and emphasises participatory, empowering and 

social justice agendas (Podems, 2010). 

Various feminist evaluation theorists have listed following characteristics of feminist evaluation:  

1. Feminist evaluation has a central focus on gender inequities that lead to social injustice.  

2. It supports the belief that inequity based on gender is systematic and structural.  

3. Evaluation is a political activity. The contexts in which evaluation operates are politicised 
and the personal experiences, perspectives and characteristics evaluators bring to 
evaluation lead to a particular political stance.  

4. Knowledge is a powerful resource that serves an explicit or implicit purpose.  

5. Knowledge should be a resource of and for the people who create, hold, and share it. 
Consequently the evaluation and research process can lead to significant negative or 
positive effects on the people involved in the evaluation/research 

6. There are multiple ways of knowing, some ways are privileged over others  

A feminist evaluation framework would seek to recognise and give voice to different social, 

political and cultural contexts that privilege some ways of knowing over others and importantly it 

is an attempt to bring about change (Podems, 2010).  
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The irrigation sector which is seen as both male and technocentric  completely misses out on 

understanding social justice and equity specifically in the context of gender and its intersection 

with various social groups like caste, class, ethnicity, race etc.  It projects itself as a neutral 

sector with similar impacts on all users.  

Drawing on literature on feminist evaluations discussed above the framework that is developed 

to review the evaluations done in the irrigation sector is detailed below. Four components are 

thought to be  important parts of the evaluation framework. These are: 

1. Conceptual frame 

2. Methods used to collect the data and sources of collecting information 

3. Process by which the studies were done  

4. Outcomes 

Conceptual frame 

Conceptual frame is useful to guide the evaluators in assessing a particular programme whether 

for its impact or otherwise. The evaluator would list out the key components that she/he needs 

to assess in a particular programme. For example an evaluation of an Irrigation programme 

would consider efficiency, performance, participation, access as the key components to be 

assessed. However how the evaluator understands these components is largely determined by 

the perspective/lens or the conceptual frame she/he believes in or has internalized. For example 

an irrigation engineer may not think of going beyond irrigation efficiency and performance as 

understood purely in terms of yield per drop of water, for a financial manager this may mean 

how much revenue per drop of water and for a feminist it might mean what is the overall labour 

of men, women and other toilers to yield the crop per drop of water.  
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Thus knowing and understanding the conceptual frame that has guided a particular evaluation is 

a very important first step. It plays a critical role in determining which way the evaluation 

progresses and this finally reflects in the outcomes as well. 

In this study  the conceptual frames that have guided the evaluation processes are thus 

explored. 

Methods 

One of the compelling questions for many engaged in working with women is whether there is a 

unique feminist method of enquiry and if so what is it? Does it really distinguish itself from the 

other methods such as quantitative surveys, interviews, and group discussions for example 

which are commonly used in different kinds of research? What is now of course part of received 

wisdom in feminist studies was also reaffirmed through years of research, largely action 

oriented research, that it is not the methods but alternative formulation of the questions and their 

explanations that turn the tables around. That is the reason why it is felt that the first component 

of any evaluation whether it’s a need assessment one or an impact assessment should be the 

perspectives or the conceptual frame that guides an evaluation. 

Methods used for the enquiry range from observations to interviews, structured questionnaires, 

gathering histories etc and can range from being both qualitative and quantitative and at a scale 

which can be large or small. Similar methods can however yield very different results if the 

conceptual frame is different. 

Process  

The process of actually conducting the evaluation is also very important in determining the 

outcomes.  For example it is important to know whether the process has been a top down one, 

with little or no participation from the people involved with the evaluation; or whether the process 

involves  sharing of the data collected and the insights of the researchers around that and the 



6 

 

subsequent feedback from the people involved. Sampling is another important aspect in the 

context of process- whether it was representative or not, who were the people who were 

contacted and spoken to.  

Outcomes 

Articulation and presentation of outcomes also gives insights into what the evaluator was 

looking for- the mandates of the evaluation. Thus a detailed study of the outcomes and a 

reflection on that has also been an important part of the present reflection. 

Section 3: Findings- analysis of the evaluations  

In this section we discuss the findings of our study using the framework discussed in the 

previous section.  

A) Review of the government evaluations 

Maharashtra is credited with being among the states with the highest number of irrigation 

projects. The water resources department data shows that by the end of June 2010 the state 

had a total of 3452 irrigation projects with an irrigation potential to the tune of 47 lakh hectares. 

Large investments have been made by the WRD until the end of 2010. Given the scale of 

investments and the infrastructure that has been created, the water resources department has 

been doing annual evaluations to monitor progress.   

Recently the department has come under  heavy scrutiny with several scams brought to light 

and which essentially pointed out that despite the huge investments the benefits measured in 

terms of extent of irrigation have been very minimal. However, the scope of the current review is 

not to critique the scams in irrigation but rather to understand how irrigation as a sector has 

completely overlooked the question of social and gender equity. This we will be seen through 

the evaluation reports that the department brings out annually.   
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Water resources Department of the Government of Maharashtra brings out 3-4 reports annually 

that highlight the different dimensions in Irrigation performance. Only one of these reports is an 

evaluation done by a semi independent committee and the rest are done by the staff of the 

department themselves. Before going onto discussing the limitations of these evaluations from 

the point of view of social and gender equity the content of these reports and their framework 

will be discussed.  

Three important reports of the WRD which are brought out annually were analysed. These are 

as follows 

1. Sinchan Sthiti Darshak Ahwal (The Irrigation status report which is in Marathi) 

2. Water Auditing of Irrigation Systems in Maharashtra 

3. Benchmarking of Irrigation systems in Maharashtra  

 

The Irrigation status report basically discusses irrigation statistics in terms of the extent of 

area irrigated in the state due to irrigation facility. Thus it provides information on the total 

number of irrigation projects to include major, medium and minor, water availability and use 

across the sectors of irrigation and non irrigation, the potential created for irrigation and the 

actual irrigation against that, area under major crops and their production, water tariff levied and 

the collection against that, total O&M charges and how they match up with the tariff charged and 

collection done. There is also a data base on the water users associations registered and those 

that are functioning, extent of saline and water logged lands, areas under drip and sprinkler etc. 

However there is very little information on how the water users groups are functioning, their 

problems and the support needed by them.  

The report on Water Auditing of Irrigation Systems in Maharashtra is described as a 

systematic and scientific examination of water accounts of the projects. It is an intelligent & 

critical examination by an independent organization called Maharashtra Water Resource 



8 

 

Development Centre (MWRDC) and does a critical review of system of accounting. A water 

audit determines the amount of water used in different sectors, lost from distribution system due 

to leakages & the cost of this lost utility. This was started in 2003-04 with 1229 projects and 

currently 2298 projects are being water audited. The total number of projects in Maharashtra in 

the year ending 2010 are 3452 of which 2298 are being audited, i.e about 65% of the total 

project. Maharashtra is perhaps the only state that comes out with such a report annually. It 

looks at nine different parameters to compile the water audit report. These broadly cover details 

of storage, evaporation, water use, irrigation system performance and canal conveyance 

efficiency.  It gives a detailed profile of distribution systems and water users, thereby facilitating 

easier and effective management of resources and improved reliability.  

The report on Benchmarking of irrigation Systems in Maharashtra was initiated as per the 

guidelines issued by the Indian National Committee on Irrigation and Drainage (INCID) in 2002. 

In Maharashtra it was first done in the year 2001-02 for 84 irrigation projects with 10 indicators. 

However, for 2010-11 it has been done for 1335 irrigation projects with 12 indicators. So 

currently about 39% are being covered under this assessment. Broadly speaking Benchmarking 

covers system performance, i.e. measuring the performance against the norms set by the state 

for volume of water and area irrigated; agricultural productivity is covered as output per unit 

irrigated area or water supply; financial aspects are covered as cost recovery ratio, unit costs 

per ha of O&M revenue generated per unit of water supplied; environmental aspects cover the 

land damage index which is the percentage of land damaged to irrigable command of the 

project and finally there is a social assessment which looks at equity performance in terms of 

the ratio of the total area irrigated to the projected irrigable command area in the head, middle 

and tail end reaches of the canal.  
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B) Evaluations done by SOPPECOM 

Society for Promoting Participative Ecosystem Management (SOPPECOM www.soppecom.org) 

is a nonprofit organization working on water and rural livelihood issues since 1991. Its main 

work has been in the area of decentralized water management through the formation of water 

users associations on state owned and operated irrigation projects. However, it has since then 

expanded its scope of work and also its depth in the area of conflicts around water, watershed 

development, gender and water, sanitation etc. As a small feminist group within SOPPECOM, 

the study team has been consistently making efforts to do research and action differently by 

asking questions that would make a difference to the question of gender justice within the water 

sector. One of the main tasks that the team has undertaken is to understand how women are 

portrayed in the water sector and to use this understanding to change the discourse in favour of 

social justice with an emphasis on gender and caste. Unpacking the dominant images and 

constructions of what constitutes women, dalits and tribals in the water sector helped in doing 

policy advocacy in a different way.  

Over the years the team has looked at the Irrigation sector from a gender and social equity lens 

and made an effort to bring in those aspects in irrigation thinking and practice in the state of 

Maharashtra. Its first effort was way back in the mid 1990’s when a landless women’s collective 

was organized to claim their rights over irrigation water through an arrangement of leasing in 

land. A detailed documentation of this effort can be seen at http://soppecom.org/pdf/khudawadi-

article.pdf  

Further SOPPECOM continuously engaged with the government through dialogue as well as 

through a critical evaluation of the various programmes and policies through a gender and 

social justice lens. The three most recent studies around irrigation were  

http://www.soppecom.org/
http://soppecom.org/pdf/khudawadi-article.pdf
http://soppecom.org/pdf/khudawadi-article.pdf


10 

 

Water rights as women’s rights 

This was an evaluation of the decentralization process in Irrigation and its impacts on women 

and other socially discriminated groups specifically in Maharashtra and Gujarat. The evaluation 

studied both the policies and programmes on decentralized water governance and did a field 

level evaluation to assess the impacts in terms of access to water, decision making related to 

technology, water pricing, water allocations and use. It also looked at whether governance 

which is closer to home actually benefits women and other socially discriminated groups. For 

details of this study see the policy brief on http://soppecom.org/pdf/policy%20brief%203.pdf  .  

Social and Gender equity Gauge 

ii) Through its study on the Social and gender equity gauge SOPPECOM made an effort to 

develop an evaluation framework for the water sector from a gender and social equity point of 

view. The full report can be referred to on http://soppecom.org/pdf/final_GEG1.pdf   

It involved intensive field work in Ahmednagar district in northern Maharashtra, India and a few 

villages in Nepal. Apart from indicators such as access and control over resources and decision 

making, it also highlighted the amount of unpaid work done by women that went into drawing 

and utilising water resource. It clearly highlighted that current evaluations did not go beyond 

households and did not touch upon the contribution of unpaid labour to water related work.  

Situational Analysis of Water Users Associations in Maharashtra: A rapid Assessment 

This evaluation was to assess the governance in irrigation management done through the 

involvement of 14 organisations in Maharashtra and co-ordinated by SOPPECOM.  The 

objective was to do an assessment of key indicators broadly in the area of governance and 

participation and use the findings to a) collective thinking towards alternatives b) to lobby for 

change with water resources department.  

http://soppecom.org/pdf/policy brief 3.pdf
http://soppecom.org/pdf/final_GEG1.pdf
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The evaluation looked at both the technical and social aspects of water. Thus inequities in 

access and decision making were highlighted and so was its link to the technical management 

of the resource shown. What was however a more significant component of this evaluation was 

the process of taking the findings to the water users and the irrigation department and lobbying 

for change. In a very real sense then evaluation was being used as a tool for policy advocacy.  

The detailed study report can be found on http://soppecom.org/pdf/6-

%20Situational%20Analysis%20of%20Water%20Users%20Associations%20in%20Maharashtra.pdf  

Section 4: Assessment of evaluation: A comparison 

Having looked at both the sets of evaluation in this section they were compared using the four 

components that are outlined as part of the evaluation framework. 

 To compare it is broadly required that the same programme is being assessed. However, the 

only available evaluations of irrigation by the government were of the sector as a whole. As 

against that the three assessments that SOPPECOM did and discussed the team looked at 

three specific programmes within the irrigation sector. So although one could argue that this is 

not a fair ground for comparisons, it is felt that the value in the comparison needs to be seen in 

the broader context of a critical comment that can be made with regards to the priority of the 

irrigation department and how that priority reflects a certain kind of a bias against the agenda of 

social justice, specifically gender justice.   

Conceptual frame 

All the three reports view the irrigation sector from a single lens of irrigation performance or its 

efficiency, with the aim of ensuring that every bit of investment leads to increase in revenue and 

increased area under irrigation. It is of course not within the scope of the review to point out the 

anomalies and the flaws in the methodologies to assess irrigation performance, but a few words 

on that would help to locate the gender question better.  

http://soppecom.org/pdf/6- Situational Analysis of Water Users Associations in Maharashtra.pdf
http://soppecom.org/pdf/6- Situational Analysis of Water Users Associations in Maharashtra.pdf
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The mandate of the Status report is limited to looking at irrigation efficiency and performance 

which is outside the ambit of people and those who toil on the farms. The entire focus is on 

irrigation as a neutral resource provided by the state government through public investments 

without the recognition of women’s work in making irrigation and agriculture possible. 

Increasingly efficiency is also being equated with revenue generation. Thus every drop of water 

needs to fetch maximum returns, a logic which allows for a policy to free up water for better 

revenue generating options like industry.    

The key words in the report refer to resources like land and water as commodities not linked to 

the livelihoods of people. Gender of course receives no place within this framework. Efficiency, 

the report stresses can only improve with the use of modern technology and refers nowhere to 

people’s understanding of resource and the value system of sustainable and equitable use of 

the resource.  

Apart from missing out on the social and gender equity agenda, the Irrigation Status report has 

also been critiqued for its very lopsided view on irrigation efficiency as well. It is also critiqued 

for basing its reporting on assumptions rather than actual field work. The ISR is thus a 

mechanical exercise that is carried out year after year without connecting with the grassroots 

level realities. Rapid changes are taking place in water use, cropping patterns modes of 

irrigation all of which contribute significantly to the performance data in irrigation. None of these 

ground checks are done by the WRD before compiling its annual reports (Purandare 2012). 

 Irrigation reviews done by the WRD Maharashtra are largely based on incomplete data and 

half- truths. Most of the data used to assess irrigation outreach and expansion is based on 

assumed data and thus cannot be relied on (Purandare 2012). Purandare’s article discusses in 

detail the gaps in the presentation in the Irrigation Status reports of Maharashtra.  The data 

hides the figures of irrigation efficiency which according to him is as low as 20-25% and not the 
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40-48% as claimed by the department. Moreover there is complete silence of the ISRs on water 

theft and unauthorized use of water which has a serious impact on water equity. This aspect is 

in fact not discussed in the water audit and benchmarking reports either.  

Social and environmental concerns are completely absent in all of these evaluation reports. The 

Benchmarking report claims to take cognizance of social and environmental concerns through a 

cursory mention of land damage index and distribution of irrigation across the different reaches 

in the canal. However, it does not look at the impacts of irrigation or the lack of it on people’s 

livelihoods or their well being. Gender and other marginalised groups are out of the evaluation 

frame in these statistical reports.  

SOPPECOM’s work on the other hand is based on the three principles of equity, sustainability 

and democratic and informed participation of people. These are thus the three conceptual 

gateways to the work of the team.  

Equity in the water sector should be a matter of a) minimum assurance of resources and 

rights to all of water required for livelihood needs irrespective of their ownership of assets. 

Equity also has implications for water use prioritisation. Broadly the priority in most areas would 

be: drinking water, water for domestic use and for cattle, water required for ecosystem 

regeneration, water required for livelihood activity, surplus water that could be used for 

commercial crops. Gender is a dimension that is routinely added on as a component to most of 

the programmes. Gender and equity in drinking water and sanitation is about basic human 

rights – the right to water and sanitation has been well stated and women, like men, are 

adequately covered in principle at least. On the other hand water rights are linked to land 

ownership which again is largely unfavourable to women. So the equity question in irrigation 

and water for livelihoods begins with the de-linking of access to water from land ownership – for 

women, poor and the landless b) equity in rule making process or allocations around water 
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who gets how much and c) the authority that comes with membership to water institutions from 

the micro to the macro levels.  

Sustainability refers to the use of water within renewability limits where uses to water that can 

be recharged is restricted . Thus it is important to minimize importing of water after a clear 

assessment of the local water resources is done along with the livelihood needs of the 

community. Sustainable use of the resource is also closely linked to equitable sharing as it 

curtails unbridled use of water by a few and opens up possibilities of sharing saved water.  

Democratic, informed participation 

Typically, participatory approaches have been dichotomised into ‘means’ and ‘ends’. 

Participation also remains within the realm of the unitary, undifferentiated community. Such 

conceptualisation overlooks social difference and relations of power and exclusion underlying 

access and entitlements to resources, conflicts and processes of negotiation or the complexity 

of cooperative action. The teams understanding of participation thus recognized the diversity 

and also the fact that local knowledges need to be combined with that which is not local for 

informed choices to be made around the resource. In terms of understanding women’s 

participation, Bina Agarwal’s typology of participation which typifies participation in six degrees, 

moving upwards towards more effective and empowering participation has been useful. 

Methods 

In terms of the research methods it is found that the Department,s evaluation was largely 

based on a lot of assumed data with no field based studies involving user feedback. Statistical 

analysis was done based on these data sets which formed the basis of introducing changes in 

the programs and policies within the sector. 

Methods used by SOPPECOM combined the use of qualitative and quantitative methods with 

an emphasis on participation of the people involved. In general it included a) Focussed group 
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discussions b) in-depth interviews with men and women and different stakeholders c) 

discussions with officials d) walk through in field areas to assess the irrigation situation e) 

quantitative surveys where necessary to name a few. All of this was of course backed by 

homework of policies and programmes, government documents and a reading of the literature 

by state and non state actors. 

Process 

The process used by the Department has been non participatory, top down and very 

hierarchical as would be expected of a bureaucracy. None of the data was shared in the public 

domain for discussions either in terms of the methodologies or initial findings.  

SOPPECOM on the other hand used a participatory process to the extent that people were 

informed about the evaluation, different sections of the populations were spoken to- thus an 

effort was made to understand the views of the marginalised and the vulnerable groups.  There 

was no hierarchy of relations between the researchers and the researched and all the findings 

and insights from the study were shared with the local groups through a publication of brief 

documents in Marathi.  

In collaborative evaluation such as the one done on Assessment of WUAs the process was a 

long drawn one as 14 different organizations had to be consulted to prepare the research 

design. The actual process of evaluation was spread over a period of 3-4 months and it was 

conducted in a decentralised manner. Although this meant that the styles of collection of data 

varied with the people and organisations conducting the evaluation, it brought in an important 

element of building collective pressure through a participatory evaluation process. This entire 

process was a very important learning to all of us and brought out both the values and 

limitations of collective evaluations. 
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Outcomes 

The main outcome of the evaluation done by the department was ofcourse reports that gave the 

status of programmes within the sector, and very little assessment in terms of what it had set to 

achieve and what it finally did achieve. As it is seen the frames of analysis and the mandates 

were different and hence the outcomes too were different. 

The evaluations by SOPPECOM highlighted inequities in voice and access to the resource to 

women and other socially discriminated groups. It also highlighted the amount of unpaid work 

women across social groups engage in to productively use water. Moreover it highlighted how 

undemocratic the processes of decision making were and that despite representation on 

committees’ women and dalits weren’t able to exert their influence over water related decisions. 

This understanding has been useful in advocacy related to ensuring water access in an 

equitable manner to all social groups and women.  

Table: Comparisons between the two sets of Evaluations   

 Government Reports SOPPECOM 
Conceptual 
frame 

Efficiency, performance Participation, democratization, 
equity and social justice 

Methods Based on assumed data 
and no ground truthing, no 
direct dialogue with farmers 

FGDs, in depth interviews, multi-
stakeholder discussions 

Process Non participatory, uni-
linear, no feedback and 
sharing with concerned 
people 

Participatory, reflexive, non 
hierarchical 

Outcomes Gives the status of the 
achievements, but there 
seems little effort to plan for 
corrective actions 

Effort is made at the end of every 
assessment to engage with both 
people and the government to make 
change possible 
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Section 5: Way forward  

In this final section an effort is made to suggest a way forward at two levels a) widening the 

scope of some of the current criteria used by the Irrigation department such as efficiency, 

performance etc b) including new criteria to further the social justice and equity agenda.  

A) Widening horizons of understandings  

Efficiency and performance 

Irrigation is charecterised by a very technocentric approach but over the years a change is seen 

in terms of shifts towards a more institutional approach. The view that institutional and economic 

reform along with technology will be able to address the problems in the sector assumed 

currency in the last 2 decades. In some ways this has opened up spaces for looking at water as 

more than a technical resource, however it is now dominated by the dominant mainstream 

economics view that both pricing of water and decentralisation of management will bring about 

water use efficiency. Mainstream economics assumes efficiency to be gender neutral. It does 

not look at women’s non paid labour which is viewed as outside the purview of the economy 

since it is in the non monetised sector. Irrigation looks at efficiency as expanding the irrigated 

area with every drop of water. If this is not achieved then the sector is labelled as inefficient. 

Thus performance is entirely measured on the basis of a narrow understanding of efficiency. 

Also women are not seen as contributing to this efficiency and hence would not qualify to be in 

the sector in key decision making processes. The understanding that women’s domestic labour 

is critical in sustaining the labour force whether in irrigation or elsewhere receives little attention.  

Challenging belief systems and notions around women 

Firstly this calls for challenging our belief systems and imagery around women. It is necessary 

to see their work as beyond care and nurture and as contributing significantly to production. It is 

also necessary to see women’s roles as dynamic and not static for example they may be 
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collecting water and using it for domestic purposes in the current context, but policy plans need 

to imagine a new world for them which goes beyond collection of water and its utilisation for 

domestic uses.  

It  is necessary to challenge the notion of women as a homogenous category, seen as ready to 

ally for a common cause. Feminist studies, black feminism, dalit studies have all pointed out the 

need to understand the gender question within the diversity of caste, class race etc. Similarly it 

is also assumed that the household is a site of co-operation and thus a homogenous unit with 

common concerns and common joys. Again feminist studies have shown that a household is 

both a site of conflict and co-operation and intra household differences that discriminate against 

younger women and children are known and need attention. 

Rethinking goals in water sector 

How the goals of the water sector themselves are defined need to be revisited. Are they geared 

towards social justice and sustainable use is a question that should be asked. Sustainable water 

use needs to be understood from the point of view of the environment as well as social justice.  

Minimum assurance of water for meeting livelihood requirements of all therefore becomes the 

central programme in livelihood security. It goes without saying that for every human being life 

becomes more meaningful if he/she has access to assets and skills to engage meaningfully in 

certain activities to fulfill livelihood needs.  

B) Inclusion of new criteria  

Indicators such as access to water, access to decision making in water institutions, voice in 

decisions etc need to be assessed in this broader context of change that needs to occur in 

locating feminist understanding in the irrigation sector.  
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