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CHALLENGE

INSIGHTS AND INNOVATIONS

Despite decades of gender mainstreaming in the water sector, a
wide gap between policy commitments and outcomes remains.
Gender mainstreaming in water policies has focused on
promoting the participation of women in formal water user
associations (WUA) in both water supply and irrigation through
quotas for women’s membership in these organisations.
However, most stakeholders, including national government
agencies, recognize the limited outcomes of policy provisions in
supporting gender equality and women’s empowerment.
Government agencies point to gender norms prevailing in rural
Nepal as the main factor in creating the gap between policy
intentions and practices. But, many scholars emphasize the
need to understand how organizations and institutions that
design and implement water policies and programs are
themselves gendered. Bringing about transformative change
for greater gender equality at the local level requires addressing
gender inequalities and masculine professional culture within
public organizations that drive policymaking and
implementation.

The predominant narratives, institutional arrangements and
professional culture in the water sector have negatively
influenced policy efforts towards gender equality. Gender
issues are delimited to the “WUA space,” with well-delineated
experts, the sociologists, institutional set-up, the GESI unit, and
activities. There are no spaces or incentives to reflect on and
learn about GESI-related challenges. This has contributed to the
technocratic implementation of democratic and participatory
decision-making in water management – limited to following
fixed procedures that do not address the root causes of
injustice. Gender is perceived as a frivolous ethical gloss
imposed by donors rather than as a technical subject. The
narrow focus on WUAs and the lack of involvement of engineers
in improving gender equality infer that many opportunities for
more gender-sensitive interventions are lost.

RESEARCH APPROACH
This study aims to offer a fresh perspective on such policy gaps,
by analyzing how gendered discourses, institutions and
masculine professional culture contribute to policy gaps. We
reviewed public policies in the water sector. We draw on a series
of semi-structured interviews with water professionals from
public agencies operating in the water sector, representatives
from civil society and non-government organizations (NGOs).
Interviews were conducted in Kathmandu in February-March
2017. Respondents represented a mix of engineers, sociologists
and gender experts, at different seniority levels. Altogether, 21
interviews (12 females, 9 males) were conducted. To analyze our
data, we relied on the TPC framework for strategic change
management (Tichy 1983). It was adapted for gender
mainstreaming by Oxfam Novib (2010). Our research also drew
on earlier studies on gender and water conducted in Nepal to
inform our analysis (e.g., Clement et al. 2015).

NEXT STEPS
We defend the need to address gender equality within water
organizations to support gender equality. We contend that as
long as water agencies do not acknowledge the social nature of
water and the hegemonic masculinity of the professional
culture, policy commitments towards greater gender equality
will have little effect on the ground. Therefore, it is important
that water institutions pay attention to their own masculine
spaces, practices and attitudes, to address equity and justice
issues in water resource management.
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