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5th World Water Forum: Interview with Dr. Sara Ahmed

Istanbul, March 16-22, 2009

Dr Sara Ahmed at a panel discussion at the 5th World Water Forum
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Dr. Sara Ahmed—Background: Dr. Ahmed is the chairperson for the Gender for Water Alliance (GWA).  The GWA was created at the 2nd World Water Forum held in The Hague in 2000 and was registered as an independent association in The Netherlands in 2005.  The GWA is a global network that aims to promote women’s and men’s equitable access to and management of safe and adequate water for domestic supply, sanitation, food security and environmental sustainability.  The GWA has more than 1350 members (40 percent are men) from 111 countries (www.genderandwater.org). 
Dr. Ahmed has been working on the political economy of water in India since 1986.  Her doctoral dissertation from the University of Cambridge focused on the culture and politics of in the 'cleaning' of the River Ganga in Varanasi, India.  Dr. Ahmed has contributed to the state of Gujarat through leading the “Task Force on Legislating Participatory Irrigation Management” (2000-01).  She presented a white paper on “Water for the Gujarat government” commissioned by UNICEF at the 2nd World Water Forum.  Currently, she is working as a Research Director with an NGO Utthan in Gujarat and is also an independent gender and water governance researcher with the Institute for Social and Environmental Transition (ISET-USA).  She also just completed a three-year action research project on water conflicts in micro-river basins in India.  Dr. Ahmed’s recent publications include the edited volume, Flowing Upstream.  She is also working on a reader on Gender and Water Issues in South Asia and the Crossing Boundaries Project coordinated by SaciWaters (www.genderandwater.org).
I was interested in meeting and interviewing Dr. Ahmed as she is one of the leading authorities on gender and water issues, not just in India but globally.  Her book, “Flowing Upstream,” discusses empowering rural women in India through water management initiatives.  This was one of the books that I found very useful for our student panel discussion at the Forum in Istanbul on “Women and Water”.  I felt that she would be a great person to interview regarding women and water issues in India.  In addition, I was especially interested as most of her work has been in the western Indian states of Gujarat and Maharashtra, which is where I lived while in India.  I was keen to obtain Dr. Ahmed’s perspective on the new decentralization reforms in the water sector made by the Indian government.  I was also very curious to find out the scope and success of participation of women in these reforms. 
According to Dr Ahmed, over the last 15-20 years, the water sector reforms in India have redefined the role of the state from a supply driven provider of water services to one that is facilitating demand and enabling community management of water.  At the core of this institutional restructuring is the realization that water is no longer a free good and that decentralized management is the only way to ensure efficient, effective, equitable and sustainable delivery of water. In the Indian state of Gujarat this reform has led to the formation of new community institutions called the pani samitis or village water committees.  The committee, which elects members from within the community, is meant to manage local water resources in a participatory manner.  As part of the new reforms the government invests in a new water infrastructure management system within each community but expects the community to contribute 10 percent of the initial capital cost of setting up the local water management infrastructure.  Once the local water works have been established, the pani samitis bear the full responsibility of the operations and maintenance costs through the levying of water tariffs.  Dr. Ahmed stated that one good aspect about this new system is that the village level participatory planning makes it mandatory for all significant decisions to be approved by the gram sabhas, the general village assemblies, rather than just the pani samitis.  This builds wider ownership, transparency and accountability of all water assets within the entire community.  Dr. Ahmed seemed happy that women’s participation has been integral to the success of this system.  The government has mandated that women should comprise about one-third of the pani samitis membership.  
Dr. Ahmed has conducted extensive research, along with some other researchers, to study the dynamics of women participation in this new decentralized water management system.  She was interested in understanding the factors that have either facilitated or constrained rural women in exercising their rights as empowered water mangers, and the implications on the success of the decentralized reform program towards a sustainable, gender-just and equitable community water management system.  Dr. Ahmed conducted field research in the states of Maharashtra and Gujarat to understand the social, financial and political factors that impact women’s participation in the pani samitis.  Dr. Ahmed’s research revealed that even though the pani samitis have been a success, the increase in the level of women’s participation in reality has been marginal.  While most women members view attending the pani samiti meetings as a primary responsibility, many are not able to do so because of the timing and location of meetings or their domestic workload.  Other women members find attending meetings a waste of time as they do not get to speak much at these meetings due to the prevailing socio-cultural norms of “appropriate female behavior”.  Also, Dr. Ahmed’s research revealed that the duties assigned to women within the pani samiti usually extended their traditional roles such as monitoring the construction of water works, ensuring that the area around the water infrastructure is kept clean and collecting financial contributions.  They were usually not involved in the important decisions regarding the tariff structures, construction or management of the water resources.  Another key dynamic in this equation is that in India, gender intersects with other social barriers such as caste, class, religion, age, etc., and this further denies women access to representation or voice.  Thus, Dr. Ahmed stated that even though the government has set forth a progressive decentralized domestic water system with equal women rights, these reforms cannot be implemented in isolation.  The prevailing gender inequalities within the household/society, whether in terms of division of water work, decision making or access to resources, gets reflected on to the role women play in the pani samitis.  
It was interesting to hear this observation from her and I was interested to know if there were any potential solutions she saw which would facilitate better women’s participation.  Dr. Ahmed recommends that if special capacity building programs are held for women that empower them with specific skills, such as technical training on hand-pumps, maintenance, or leadership and communication skills, then this would go a long way in integrating the women not just is the pani samitis decision making process, but also within the community.  Also, Dr Ahmed said that she would like to see separate women’s committees that give women a platform to voice their priorities and decisions in an uninhibited manner.  These decisions can then be shared with the larger village committees.  Dr. Ahmed thinks that NGOs like the one she is involved with have a critical role to play to really empower and integrate women in their communities and give them a voice in the management of their water resources.  

My meeting with Dr. Ahmed was very useful and educated me of the current undertakings in the Indian water sector and also about the pioneering work that social activists like her are doing in India.  Dr. Ahmed also invited me to do a field study in this area sometime during my time in the MES program.
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