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Abstract





In rural areas of developing countries, such as Kenya, women understand the urgent need for improved accessibility to water sources. It is estimated that most rural women spent more than 80 percent of their time drawing, carrying, managing and using water. In most cases this water is inadequate and unsafe. About 67.5 % of the rural and 6.7% of the urban households have access to unsafe water sources. (CBS’s Housing Survey 1994).





Most women may not be aware of water related diseases nor do they see a direct relationship between improved water supply and health, but once water sources become available, they quickly evaluate the benefits in terms of improved sanitation, personal hygiene, increased food security and reduced workload.





Clearly, women have much to gain from an improved water supply through rainwater collection. The additional time gained will ensure its sustainability, because the time saved can be used for income generating activities, such as growing more food crops, commercial activities, and promoting their family health. 





Women's Roles





The important role that women play in relation to improving rural water systems includes design, planing, construction, operation and maintenance. The purpose of this paper is to explore five key factors in the development of water resources from the woman’s perspective, namely: -





 an agent of change


 manager of water systems


 a user and beneficiary


 an acceptor of technology


 an educator of primary health care services





1.	The change agent factor





Women and children are at the center of any intervention that is water related particularly regarding domestic use. They are the key change agents of improved water technology and behavioral change both on a household and a community level.





a) 	Household level





As people who select water sources (in areas that have choices) women determine the quality of the water that they carry home based on their perceptions of what is good and acceptable.





As carriers of water, women directly influence the volume of water consumed and thus increase the possibility of achieving health effects related to increased per capita consumption. 





To a large extend the achievements of household level benefits, both health and social, any change dependents on the ability of women to disseminate information and influence attitudes and water-related behavior of other household members. 





 b)	Community level





In communities where a single water source serves more than 200 persons, the achievements of health and socio-economic benefits and their evaluation depend a great deal on the role of women. Women as drawers of water, control the possible contamination of the source through the manner in which they use the system – be it rainfed, piped or shallow wells.





2.	The user factor





From the onset, any water technology is confronted with the question if the new facility once installed will be acceptable by those who will be using it. Any technology, regardless of the excellence of construction and function, will not achieve its objectives if it is not accepted and used well. Therefore there is a need to educate women as key users of water at all levels. The new knowledge that is imported must be related to local beliefs and behavioral systems. 





Thus the type of training and education given should bear the following main strategies:


Increased knowledge of the water-health relationship.


Promoting water handling and food preparation practices that contribute to better health.


Promotion of positive attitudes towards proper hygienic use of the water supply and storage facilities.


Promotion, where possible and acceptance of the appropriate re-use of waste water for uses that may not need clean water e.g kitchen gardening and tree irrigation.





3.	The manager factor





Women are managers of household water supply systems (roof water catchments, wells, springs, piped systems etc). Whether it is recognized or not, they also have a strong potential role as managers of community water systems. 





It is the women who have to think of when, how, where and with what to get water, particularly in rural settings of developing countries. They also have to „budget“ the available amount of water for the family or household. Women are thus at center stage as far as training in water systems and their maintenance is concerned. If only empowered, most of our water systems will be sustainable.





That someone in the community has to learn the tasks of operation and maintenance of new water systems is a given. There has to be somebody who has to learn how to monitor leaks, effectiveness of the system and training other community members. It is only logical that the woman who spends more than 80% of her day’s time dealing with water knows the meaning of carrying a twenty-liter jerry can on her back for ten kilometers during the dry season.





Women as trainers of other women play a central role in socialization, health education and health care networks. Their performance within the household makes them more suitable as managers and trainers for water systems handling, both at the community and household levels. 





4.	The acceptance factor





Women are usually the first to use a new water technology. Their role as household water budgeters makes them primary users and mediators between the water systems and family members. The choice of water for bathing, drinking, cooking, washing clothes, etc. is the result of a woman’s careful organization ability based on what she has learnt from her mother and from her observation of the costs and benefits of any change in our society.





5.	Primary health care factor





Primary health care is a strategy, which has emerged as the leading approach for meeting health needs in developing countries, and it includes appropriate technologies for improved water and sanitation facilities.





This approach places heavy reliance on women and water for success. The women are placed as key change agents in this approach. Improved systems and water adequacy are closely linked to reduced workload of women, resulting in the realization of primary health care objectives.





Observations made by many people:





a. That until women participate in systems design planning and implementation, including user education and management of such facilities, limited acceptance and impact can be anticipated.





b. That there is need to look beyond technology in view of the roles and attitudes of women, who are the primary users of water and trainers of their household members in matters of personal hygiene.





c. That roof catchment systems for rainwater are one of the simplest ways of obtaining safe drinking water. These systems can be planned, designed and managed by women.


	


Many scholars and water experts have researched and discussed the role of women in the water and sanitation sector particularly during the water and sanitation decade 1981 – 1990 and some of the impacts of these studies are the following:





There is need to gather information on women perception on quantity, quality and accessibility of water sources amid technologies.





Such information is used for setting and selecting the technology best suited to the environment.





User education should target women and children as priority candidates.





Such education should include specific behavioral objectives relevant to women and children such as changes in practices relating to water handling and conservation.





That woman be trained in the technical and managerial aspects of any new technological found in rural settings such as rainwater harvesting systems to improve country water coverage.





That once such women are trained, they should become trainers of technologies that are community based for ease of replicability.





Evaluations of any rural water systems e.g. rainwater harvesting technologies should look at the role women have played in other programs and benefits that have accrued to women and the community in general as a result of the new technology.
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