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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper discusses the Self Employed Women’s Association’s (SEWA) 

Women, Water and Work Campaign which organizes women’s collective action in 

Gujarat, India to sustain local water management. Some of the significant factors that 

have sustained women’s collective action are the presence of strong grassroots 

institutions, the establishment of a technical cadre of women, the ability of women’s 

groups to transcend social barriers and continuous dialoguing with the state. Women have 

benefited in terms of increased income, reduced drudgery, improvements in the 

livelihoods of their families, reduced migration of both women and men and increased 

participation in SEWA’s other programs. The most important impact observed is the 

strengthening of women’s collective agency and women’s confidence to independently 

negotiate in the public domain in the water management sector, which was earlier 

occupied by men. Women’s collective agency has catalyzed some gender-equitable 

change processes at the household level among SEWA leaders but the impacts are not yet 

widespread.  
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Women’s Collective Action and Sustainable Water 
Management: Case of SEWA’s Water Campaign in 

Gujarat, India 
 

Smita Mishra Panda1 

INTRODUCTION 
There is growing body of literature drawing from various disciplines on collective action 

for natural resource management (Baland & Platteau 1996; Wade 1998; Ostrom 1990; Reddy 

2000; D’Silva and Pai 2003; Poteete and Ostrom 2004). The resources in question are primarily 

common pool resources such as pasturelands, community forests, degraded forest lands, village 

wastelands, swidden lands, watersheds, ponds and tanks. In India, there are several instances of 

people coming together at the community level to protect and develop land and forests or 

conserve and revive water sources. However, in such indigenous community-level institutions, 

women by and large have been accorded a secondary status with respect to their role in decision 

making and management of the resources, although in reality they may be active in different 

tasks related to the protection or conservation of the resource. Alternatively, there are several 

instances in India where women on their own have come together to protect natural resources, 

the most well known among them being the ‘Chipko movement’.2 The potential of women’s 

groups to contribute to natural resource management and its protection has been highlighted in 

various studies (Shiva 1988; Agarwal 2000; Mishra-Panda 1996; Chen 1993; Sarin et al. 1999). 

Consequently, several programs (both state and non-state) have facilitated the formation of either 

mixed-sex groups or women’s groups for the purpose of managing natural resources. The state 

                                                 
1 Dr. Smita Mishra Panda, Associate Professor, Institute of Rural Management (IRMA), PO Box 60, Anand, 
Gujarat, 388 001  India. 
2 A movement in which women embraced the trees in order to save them from felling by outside contractors in the 
hills of Northern India (Uttar Pradesh). 
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has thus provided an institutional space for collective action to formally operate at the ground 

level. The arrangements can range from those that simply attempt to increase users’ involvement 

in management as a supplement to state management (participatory or co-management) to those 

that transfer full responsibility and control over resources to organized users (Meinzen-Dick et 

al. 2002).   

Collective action by local community groups depends on some important factors, 

including institutional arrangements, clear incentives (short and long term), social capital 

(cohesiveness and social structure of the community), property rights, leadership, assumed 

gender roles and responsibilities, a sense of ownership and transparent mechanisms for the 

sharing of benefits. In the wake of several community institutions for natural resource 

management, Agarwal (2000) has raised an important question relating to equity and efficiency 

of collective action by noting that most of the literature on collective action and natural resource 

conservation has neglected gender as a concern by considering households and communities to 

be un-gendered units. As a consequence, there could be a distortion of theory, empirical analysis 

and policy on collective action in three significant ways: (a) inappropriate assessment of 

community resource management institutions from equity and efficiency points of view which 

might suggest success even though gender inequality exists; (b) failure to take advantage of 

significant opportunities to promote effective collective action through women’s efforts, which 

may be distinct from men’s with respect to cooperative functioning and; (c) failure to take into 

consideration distinct ways in which women and men organize for natural resource management.  

This paper examines the efforts of the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) to 

mobilize women for its Women, Work and Water Campaign in Gujarat in western India. 

Through the campaign, SEWA works with women’s groups to provide water primarily for 
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domestic use and to some extent for irrigation, to rural communities. It is worthwhile to explore 

SEWA’s water campaign, as it represents a case where the factors for the success of women’s 

collective action as mentioned in the above paragraph are clearly visible. The analysis includes 

the intervention process of the water campaign, the different activities initiated through 

collective action by women, the impacts of the campaign on livelihoods and gender relations, as 

well as policy implications. SEWA’s case is most appropriate and significant to study collective 

action where women have organized themselves into collectives in a unique manner for 

cooperative functioning in a society that is feudal and patriarchal. 

METHODOLOGY 
Since its inception in 1995, SEWA’s Women, Water and Work Campaign has been widely 

written about by scholars and journalists. SEWA has also documented the program in both 

English and Gujarati. The reports, by and large, describe the nature and functioning of the 

program and present facts and figures covering its spread and progress. Apart from a review of 

published reports and documents, the study at hand looks at the water campaign from the 

perspective of women’s collective action in sustaining water management activities initiated by 

SEWA. Three sites (in three different districts – Mehesana, Surendranagar and Sabarkantha in 

Gujarat) were identified for the study, taking into consideration that the activities initiated by the 

women’s collectives in collaboration with SEWA were representative of the program. A primary 

survey was conducted in six villages where the campaign runs. The primary survey included 

focus group discussions (FGDs) with community groups (mostly women members of SEWA) 

and key respondent interviews (structured and unstructured) across all stakeholders such as 

community representatives, government officials and SEWA personnel, including women 
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leaders (ageyvans) at the village level. In all, 13 FGDs were held, six with women-only 

collectives (averaging 15 women per collective), and seven with mixed-sex collectives. The 

study was conducted in phases in 2005. Based on emerging issues, FGDs were designed and 

modified suitably. Several interviews were held with the water campaign coordinator based in 

Ahmedabad so as to understand SEWA’s collaboration with the state and the policies adopted by 

SEWA with respect to the campaign across the districts of Gujarat. The men interviewed were 

those who were supportive of the program and helped in coordinating the program with women 

leaders at the village level.  

SELF EMPLOYED WOMEN’S ASSOCIATION’S (SEWA): 
WOMEN, WATER, AND WORK CAMPAIGN 

Established in 1972, SEWA is the largest self employed women’s trade union in India.3 It 

is a membership- based organization with approximately 800,000 members throughout the 

country, of whom more than 500,000 are based in the state of Gujarat (Figure 1). The members 

are all poor women belonging to the informal sector, two-thirds of whom live in rural areas. 

SEWA strongly believes that the basis of development and progress is through organization. It 

works with the two-fold objective of providing full employment to its members and empowering 

them to be self-reliant. SEWA combines four specific strategies: organizing women, since 

individual women in India have no voice; building the capacity of women to become owners and 

managers, not just producers and laborers; encouraging capital formation at the household, group 

and community levels; and increasing social security to enhance women’s well-being and 

                                                 
3 Although SEWA is a trade union, it functions as an NGO. The Women, Water and Work Campaign, also referred 
to as the Millennium Campaign, won an award in the Best Practice category in Kyoto Water Forum 3 (2003). 
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productivity in order to reduce the impacts of crisis on fragile household economies (SEWA, 

2003). 

Figure 1 – Location of Gujarat and the SEWA’s Water Campaign Areas 

 
Note: The areas marked in orange are covered by the hand-pump repair and maintenance program. 
 
 

SEWA’s experience is that women, water and work are integrated and their combination 

can effectively fight poverty, as women use water for both domestic and economic purposes – 

(e.g. as artisans, producers, laborers and traders) (Nanavathy 2000). The need to have access to 

water was raised by members (across caste and class) in most grassroots level meetings 
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organized by SEWA on development programs such as income generation, health, education or 

savings for credit and thrift.  

 

“It takes so long to fetch water, where is the time to undertake income-generating 
activities? Irrigation is important but first we want drinking water for ourselves and for our 
cattle. If we get water closer to our homes, we can undertake animal husbandry, craft work 
and attend SEWA meetings. Fetching water from far even during pregnancy tells on our 
health. How can tired and weak women undertake income-generation activities?”  - A 
SEWA member emphasizing that drinking water is her first demand. 

 

“During summer, we hardly slept as we had to collect our drinking water from small 
‘virdas’ (shallow pits in the pond) each of which would take an hour to fill with a pot of 
salty water. This would go on for the entire night. During the day the water would 
evaporate. There would be always quarrels over water” - Woman of Datrana village 

 

The Women, Water and Work Campaign began in 1995 in Gujarat. Although SEWA has 

been involved in water management issues in Gujarat since the mid-1980s, its scale of activities 

has increased to a great extent with the water campaign, as has its membership. It may be 

mentioned that in 1986, the Gujarat Water Supply and Sanitation Board (GWSSB) invited 

SEWA to use its grassroots base to strengthen village-level water committees (pani samitis) so 

that the local people could take over the failing water supply systems. SEWA agreed to take on 

the task as it realized that water was a critical issue affecting the productivity and the quality of 

lives of its women members at the village level. Through regular meetings with women and men 

in the villages, SEWA was able to identify two urgent needs– the need to find non-water based 

economic work and the need to conserve water, revive traditional sources like surface wells and 

ponds, and create alternative water sources like rainwater harvesting. Many activities were 

initiated by SEWA through women’s groups to maintain and augment water supply systems 

(both modern and indigenous). Although the results of this early partnership between SEWA and 

the GWSSB were mixed, it nevertheless provided a foundation, for SEWA’s Millennium Water 
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Campaign (Capoor 2003). The most important outcome of the partnership was the trust that 

SEWA was able to establish in relation to the government. Subsequently, as part of the 

campaign, the GWSSB has facilitated building the capacities of women for hand pump and 

pipeline maintenance. Further, the government collaborated with SEWA for maintenance of 

water infrastructure in many districts of Gujarat. 

THE CAMPAIGN 

SEWA’s Millennium Water Campaign is a mobilization and development intervention, 

spread across 11 districts covering more than 200,000 women in 500 villages of Gujarat (SEWA 

2003; Ahmed 2002, 2005). The organization believes in decentralized local water management 

that has the potential to address location-specific situations in rural Gujarat. The campaign 

activities can be broadly classified as follows: 

•    raising women’s awareness and also that of their families regarding water related issues 

such as saving water and its availability, hygiene, functioning of the government 

apparatus and so on; 

• establishing local water user groups (of mostly women leaders) called ‘pani samitis’ 

(water users) for the maintenance and management of community water sources; 

• building the capacity of women through leadership and technical training (repair and 

maintenance of handpumps, operation and maintenance of piped water supply schemes, 

and monitoring of the performance of government water supply activities; and 

• augmenting existing community water supply systems through construction of roof 

rainwater harvesting systems, upgrading and repair of traditional water sources, and 

micro-watershed development (Verhagen and Agarwal,  2004). 

SEWA’s decentralized water campaign includes a range of stakeholders at the state, 

district, and village-levels (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2--Organizational structure of SEWA’s water campaign 

 

 
There is a Spearhead Team (SHT) in each district that supports the water campaign. Each 

SHT is head by a grassroots woman leader who receives guidance from the Water Campaign 

Coordinator. The SHTs comprise SEWA grassroots women leaders (who are paid a small 

honorarium) known as ageyvans of different pani samitis and a few SEWA organizers (total 

number 7-10). The SHTs are also affiliated with SEWA’s district level association which gives 

them visibility. 

The SHT is responsible for identifying local water problems, mobilizing village women 

through meetings and group discussions, and organizing user-based committees to manage water 

District Coordinator

District Water Campaign 
Leader 

Grassroots Women 
Leaders 

Village Water Committees  
(pani samitis) 

Spearhead 
Team (SHT) 

Water Campaign Coordinator 
(State) 

Technical 
Team
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resources. At the village level, entry is through the village head (sarpanch) who calls for a gram 

sabha, a meeting of the entire village community. The village water committee or the pani samiti 

is elected in the gram sabha. The majority of the members are women, although in some villages 

supportive and proactive men are also nominated to the committees. The number of members on 

the committee is dependent on the size of the village but is always an odd number for the 

purpose of voting and decision making. Each committee also has one Chairperson and one 

Secretary.  

The water campaign team leader from each district reports to, and takes guidance from, 

the water coordinator stationed in Ahmedabad (SEWA main office). The water coordinator also 

interacts directly with the SHTs at the district level. At another level, she also links up with the 

SEWA general secretary and through her, to SEWA’s executive committee and office bearers. 

All SHT leaders and organizers meet once a week in Ahmedabad to coordinate activities, 

discuss local water problems and also exchange information. Monthly meetings are held at the 

state level for all district coordinators and SHTs to share experiences and problems and to 

collectively devise strategies in agreement with the Water Campaign Coordinator and other 

SEWA functionaries. There is a practice of preparing monthly reports by the water committees 

(some of which are also published in the local language in the SEWA newsletter). 

A monthly meeting is also conducted in selected villages where the campaign has 

demonstrated successful water-related activities to discuss strategies that have the potential to 

contribute to the water campaign. Such meetings can enhance lateral learning among members, 

thus giving them an opportunity to share experiences of how to address a variety of water 

problems by women (Verhagen and Agarwal,  2004).  Consequently, the entire process not only 
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builds the capacities of grassroots women but also, has an empowering effect on them (Ahmed 

2002). 

The outputs and achievements of SEWA’s development-cum-struggle mode in terms of 

on-the-ground campaign results are as follows: 

1. Construction of roof rainwater harvesting structures 

2. Construction of plastic-lined ponds 

3. Operation and maintenance of a Rural Piped Water Supply Scheme 

4. Repair and maintenance of handpumps 

5. Revival of traditional sources of drinking water 

6. Installation of pulley systems in surface wells 
 

The outputs are guided by two underlying principles: governing by women and 

combining traditional knowledge and skills with modern technology. Three examples have been 

selected to highlight the actions at the grassroots level undertaken by women members of SEWA 

as part of the Water Campaign: up-gradation and revival of traditional sources of water; 

rainwater harvesting and; technical training of women members of SEWA for building and 

maintaining water infrastructure at the village level. They are described in Boxes 1-3. 
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Box 1--Revival and upgrading of traditional sources of w-ater  
Traditional sources of water (wells and ponds) often face neglect with the establishment of the 

piped water supply to villages. Rejuvenating these sources pose two challenges to women. First, being 
community assets, traditional sources of water require a community-based approach, when short-term 
efforts at repair are not enough. There is also a need for a long-term commitment to maintain the pond 
or well and to distribute the benefits equally. Second, women being the main water users, are 
traditionally not involved in the management of local water sources and therefore there is a need to 
change power relations in favor of the poor rural women. 

The Millennium Campaign, with the help of the pani samitis, organizes the execution of actual 
repair/up-gradation work, including financial matters. SEWA organizers and engineers provide the 
logistic and technical support. SEWA ensures that women play a leading role in the entire process of 
revival of the traditional water sources, and undertake tailor-made training and on-the-spot capacity 
building to become efficient water managers. For example, when ponds need to be repaired, the pond 
and feeding channels are de-silted, bunds are improved and an outlet is constructed. If needed, the 
ponds are lined with a plastic film to prevent salinity. Wells on the other hand are also de-silted, 
cleaned and a new boundary wall at the top with a concrete platform is constructed. They are also 
fitted with a pulley to make fetching water less strenuous. The community is expected to make a 
contribution of 10 percent of the costs, either in labor or cash. Sometimes SEWA creates employment 
through its water infrastructure construction works and deducts 10 percent of the wages as part of their 
contribution to community maintenance fund. Capacity building of women is also done through 
exposure visits to other areas where such activities have proved to be successful.  

Upgraded and repaired community water sources have led to improvements in the quality of 
water and have also reduced the time spent in fetching water for all the women interviewed in the six 
villages.  The water committee has imposed regulations in the usage of water (to maintain cleanliness 
and reduce wastage) from wells and ponds, thereby establishing a good governance system. Women 
could engage themselves in income-generating activities with the time saved from fetching water. 
Such a change also had an impact on gender/power relations both at the household and community 
levels and has also contributed towards greater gender equity in terms of women’s decision making 
and participation in local water management.   

The challenge for the government however, is to develop a more holistic and participative 
approach to the improvement of domestic water supply – for livestock, kitchen gardens and income 
generation. Because of depleting ground water tables and salinity the revival of traditional sources is 
expensive, especially the plastic lining of ponds, and the government needs to take cognition of this 
problem.  

 
Source: SEWA 2003 
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Box 2--Roof rainwater harvesting  
 

Promotion of rainwater harvesting is a major initiative of SEWA’s Women, Work and Water 
Campaign. In many areas of Gujarat, ground water is not accessible or not fit for human consumption. 
Through its water campaign, SEWA realized that rainwater harvesting is a viable alternative to 
transporting water over long distances by pipelines and/or tankers. Roof rainwater harvesting 
structures use a roof to catch the rain and store it in a tank. In the semi-arid areas, with an average 
annual rainfall of 300 mm, a roofing area of 30 sq meters provides a family with 90,000 liters of safe 
drinking water. This is enough to provide water to a family of five with 20 liters of water a day for 
three months. The construction cost is around US $300 with negligible running costs. After a 
resolution is passed in the gram sabha on the agreement of households to share 10 percent of the 
construction costs in either cash or labor, the individual beneficiaries (also identified by SEWA) with 
the help of SEWA engineers, select a site, prepare a cost estimate, order construction materials and 
select a mason. Household members excavate the pit as part of their contribution. Women are trained 
to maintain the structures, including cleaning the tank with lime and flushing out the first rainwater 
collected.  

In many villages there are few concrete roofs and SEWA along with the pani samiti decide to 
build community tanks using the roofs of community buildings such as schools, health centers, dairy 
society buildings etc. to harvest rainwater, with a capacity of 60,000 liters. The communities 
themselves have worked out a system of water sharing. In order to cater to the needs of all sections 
and avoid conflicts within the community, it is necessary to have more than one community tank in the 
village.  

Rainwater harvesting has several advantages for women. It provides water at the doorstep, 
reducing the time women need to spend in collecting drinking water; it can be managed at the 
household level; it reduces the dependency on the other water supply systems controlled by men; it is 
a simple technology that women can learn by using locally available materials and; the tanks can used 
for storing water that is brought by the tanker in drought months of the year.  

 
Source: SEWA 2003 
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In all of the activities initiated by SEWA, the underlying strategy is to link environmental 

protection with livelihoods, whereas mainstream state agencies tend to deal with these two issues 

as mutually exclusive. For example, in Gujarat there are several instances of how the government 

is allowing extraction of ground water (at times as low as 600-900 feet) from the fringe villages 

to meet urban demand, with total disregard for the drying of aquifers and the loss of water for 

Box 3--SEWA’s barefoot water technicians  
 

In many villages, handpumps are the sole source of drinking water. Handing over the 
maintenance of handpumps to grassroots women by the government is one of the initiatives of 
SEWA’s Women, Work and Water Campaign to improve the access to safe drinking water. TheWater 
Board found it increasingly difficult to maintain 10,000 handpumps, while villagers found it 
cumbersome to report to the board on malfunctioning handpumps due to long-winding bureaucratic 
procedures. Women suffered in the process as they had to spend 6 hours a day in fetching water from 
long distances. The Water Board realized the need for involvement and collaboration of private 
players and NGOs in handpump maintenance. After an initial struggle with the water board, SEWA 
was able to convince the water bureaucrats that women could manage and maintain the handpumps. 
This was followed by regular training programs for women by the board. Women members for 
training were identified by SEWA with the help of the ‘pani samiti’. More than 2500 women had been 
technically trained by 2004. SEWA supports the trained women technicians with a small fee and 
vehicle expenses to travel to villages with their tools and spare parts for repairing handpumps. The 
task of overhauling a handpump requires six women technicians as there is a need to lift the pipe 
which is 150-200 feet long. They receive a fee from the water board for the work – overhauling and 
repairing of the handpumps. Initially, women faced problems as technical knowledge is considered a 
male domain and their work was not taken seriously by the villagers. Only after women proved 
themselves as able technicians were they accepted by the community.  

With SEWA’s intervention, handpumps are functioning efficiently. Villagers now register 
complaints for repair to the women’s group trained by SEWA, and the time gap between complaints 
and repair has been reduced from 45 days to two to three days, on average. Women have also gained 
economically from the maintenance work – around Rs 5,000 annually which is an important 
supplement to the highly volatile incomes from agriculture. Equally important is their awareness of the 
importance of their role in the society.  

In addition to handpumps, women have been trained in maintaining government pipelines – 
operation and maintenance (digging pits, fitting pipelines, cement work and plugging the leakages 
etc.). This is the first time in India that such activities have been initiated with the help of SEWA 
women members. The success rate is high and the water board is very keen to continue with this 
collaboration. 
 

Source: SEWA 2003 
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irrigation purpose. However, in the case of SEWA, it is observed that women are motivated to 

rebuild their environmental bases if they are convinced of tangible economic benefits in doing 

so.  

COLLECTIVE ACTION OF WOMEN – THE STRUGGLE 
AND SUCCESS 

This section discusses women’s struggles in the Millennium Campaign in different parts 

of rural Gujarat. Collective action enables women to withstand societal, state and household 

pressures and conflicts and to move ahead in the campaign. At the start of the water campaign, 

women were reluctant to participate because water infrastructure development and its 

management were regarded as male territory. Most men were also non-cooperative. They were 

critical of women entering the public domain on this issue, and several went so far as to say they 

would not drink water from a source created by women. Many men threatened not to work on 

water harvesting structures that would be managed by women. Some men openly said that 

women would make financial blunders and force them to mortgage their lands (as all land titles 

are held in men’s names) to repay their debts. Through the facilitation of SEWA’s district level 

functionaries and agevans (women leaders) at the village level, gradually women members 

gained confidence and were able to participate in public meetings and also voice their concerns 

on water management. Such facilitation included regular contact with the women, meetings, 

capacity building, interfacing between the women’s group and the water board and above all 

patience to persuade grassroots women to participate and own the water campaign. It should be 

borne in mind that SEWA had already been intervening in the villages for other development 

programs through women’s groups and thus communities did not find it novel to interact with 
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the functionaries in connection with the water program. Group solidarity among women played 

an important role in strengthening and sustaining the program. Furthermore, trained women 

demonstrated their capability of effectively repairing the handpumps without the support of men. 

Once the communities began to experience improved water supplies (i.e. handpumps and 

pipelines) and to accept women as technicians, the women could conduct themselves confidently 

in the public domain. The attitudes of men also began to change and they came forward to 

support the women in water infrastructure maintenance activities and also to encourage them to 

participate fully in the program. The fact that men did not hinder women’s activities in the public 

domain also indicates their tacit support towards the program.  

Within a year of the water campaign, women gained confidence to lead water activities in 

order to raise their productivity and income and improve their livelihoods. A year after the water 

activities were initiated, the promising results prompted more women to join the campaign. 

Poonamben of Bharvad village, Radhanpur, recounts how no one wanted to join the pani 

samities initially. “Now we’ve learned so much about measurements, maps, and surveying 

methods that everyone wants to become a member and know about these things.”(Capoor 2003) 

SEWA’s argument is that because women are primarily responsible for fetching and using water 

for domestic purposes, cattle, and kitchen gardens, it is necessary to give them prominent roles in 

water governance. Such a premise along with women’s collective action made it easier for 

SEWA to continue with water-related activities. 

Although the water campaign is spread over 500 villages involving 30,000 women, Table 

1 gives a picture of the number of women mobilized in the year 2001. 
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Table 1 – Number of women mobilized in water campaign (2001) 
S.No. District No. of villages No. of gram 

sabhas organized 
No. of women 
mobilized 

1 Vadodara 17 85 8,500 
2 Sabarkantha 40 200 20,000 
3 Surendranagar 30 150 16,000 
4 Kheda 30 180 17,820 
5 Banaskantha 45 175 17,000 
6 Kutch 25 125 12,500 
7 Ahmedabad 20 100 10,000 
8 Gandhinagar 06 30 3,000 
9 Mehesana 15 07 7,500 
 Total 228 1052 11,2320 

Source: SEWA (2001) 

  

GRASSROOTS INSTITUTION 

Women’s collective action is manifest in the grassroots women’s institutions (pani samitis) that form the 

backbone of the water campaign. Mobilization of women through organizing gram sabhas and establishing 

grassroots institutions to carry out the campaign activities has proved effective in the villages where SEWA 

is active. Discipline on the part of women members is reflected in their contribution of cash (10 percent of 

the cost of water infrastructure on either an individual or community basis depending on the ownership) or 

labor and attendance at SEWA organized meetings on a regular basis. In situations where women are unable 

to pay due to poor economic conditions, SEWA tries to help them either by providing a loan or through Self 

Help Groups in the village. It is observed that women have never defaulted in their payments for 

construction of water related infrastructure. However, sustaining the pani samitis in terms of its 

effectiveness is a challenge for women in the face of a patriarchal society and gender-insensitive state. 

TECHNICAL CADRE 

The other supporting structure that emerged in the campaign is the ‘technical cadre’ 

comprising the formally trained women engineers and a grassroots cadre of ‘barefoot 

technicians’ who contribute to the maintenance of piped water supply and handpumps in 

different districts.  The increasing number of women being trained indicates that women’s 
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groups with the support of SEWA were successful in challenging the stereotype that men only 

can obtain technical training.  After a long struggle, SEWA members were able to obtain formal 

recognition by the state. Similarly, women are also trained in the areas of environmental 

protection, sanitation and maintenance of water quality for drinking purposes. Training-of-

trainers are also conducted, who can then independently train women at the village level, thereby 

increasing the number of members in such a cadre and strengthening their collective. Trained 

women also use their skills to earn an income in addition to contributing to the campaign 

activities. 

TRANSCENDING SOCIAL BARRIERS 

For the rural women in semi-arid parts of Gujarat, water is a major problem that affects 

all regardless of caste, class and ethnicity. That the campaign members are not driven by these 

social considerations is reflected in all the campaign activities, particularly those which involve 

community water structures or watershed activities. There are several instances where men have 

opposed women’s participation in the group meetings or activities organized by SEWA because 

they have to interact with women of different castes. However, the experiences of SEWA have 

shown that women have not paid heed to such differences. SEWA has also taken precaution in 

constructing several community structures (e.g. tanks for rainwater collection) in different parts 

of the village so as to cater to the needs of all caste groups. SEWA’s presence in the villages for 

the past 20 years or more has changed the attitude of the community, particularly its women. 

Through various awareness and capacity building programs, SEWA has been successful at 

helping women realize that their problems, such as accessing safe drinking water, can be solved 

only if different sections of the community come together as a collective. It is this collective 

voice, not women’s differences, which will be heard by the world (personal communication with 
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Ms. Bharti Bhavsar, SEWA Water Campaign Coordinator 2005). The women’s group is also 

accountable to SEWA for building a long term relationship and trust. Thus, if women allow caste 

distinctions and other social differences to fracture the collective, they will lose SEWA’s 

support.  

DIALOGUING WITH THE STATE 

With the support of SEWA, women have collectively represented their cause to the 

state’s multiple water authorities at the local, district and state levels. Such interactions with state 

bodies like the GWSSB have resulted in a partnership of maintaining pipe lines and handpumps 

in the villages. Although the state was not gender-responsive initially, the GWSSB finds it 

convenient to delegate the responsibility of maintenance to the SEWA women members, as they 

have demonstrated their potential in carrying out the tasks in a smooth manner. There have been 

no complaints from the village community whatsoever in this regard. It was observed during the 

field study by the author in June 2005 that the contract for pipeline maintenance in one area has 

expired and the procedure to renew it is cumbersome. However, women have not given up and 

are expecting to renew the contract for which they have been collectively fighting.   

At times, interference by male members in local bodies like the panchayat (village 

council) has had a profound impact on women’s confidence in terms of voicing their concerns in 

the gram sabha or functioning in the public domain, as the men often belong to the same 

lineage/clan as the women. It is far more difficult for women to protest against their male kin 

(due to various relationships including that of avoidance) than against outsiders. 
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IMPACT OF COLLECTIVE ACTION ON WOMEN 
Through collective action, women have been successful in breaking the stereotype that 

their role is confined only to the private domain. SEWA’s efforts at mobilizing women for the 

water campaign have successfully demonstrated to the village community, as well as to GWSSB, 

that women are capable of undertaking tasks related to water management without the assistance 

of men. This is the first major impact of the water campaign, where women have developed 

confidence and have proven to be self reliant in managing public infrastructure.  With the 

support of SEWA, the process of capacity building has proved to be directly beneficial to the 

success of the program. Women’s leadership roles in the campaign have also helped them to 

participate in other public institutions such as the panchayat (local council), particularly in 

raising questions and objections and in making their points of view heard either directly or 

indirectly. Such a change was also observed in the gram sabha, another male territory where 

women formerly came to the village meetings but were passive observers and participants. 

However, the water campaign has empowered the women to the extent of not only making them 

visible in the public domain but also, of ensuring that they participate in public institutions as 

equals with men. Such a change has far-reaching effects on women’s empowerment, including 

the next generation of women. 

With the increase in the membership of SEWA due to the campaign, social capital at the 

community level has strengthened. SEWA is instrumental in building on women’s collective 

strength not only for water management activities but also for other programs relating to health, 

education, income generation (crafts and other activities), insurance, as well as capacity building 

for various activities. There is a synergy among all the activities where collective action forms a 
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crucial component. Furthermore, SEWA strongly believes in investing in the same group/set of 

women for different programs (as it minimizes the transaction costs), which has a long and 

lasting impact on both the women and the organization. Grassroots women no more hesitate to 

own up to tasks and responsibilities. In addition, the same set of functionaries at the community 

level is involved in various programs, so that their familiarity with the grassroots situation is an 

advantage to bring about a synergy in different activities.  

The most significant impact of the water campaign has been on women’s workloads in 

terms of time saved from fetching water, which women are now able to devote to productive 

work. Income generation has led to better financial security and quality of life. Table 2 gives an 

idea of the time profiles of women before and after the construction of the roof rainwater 

harvesting tanks. 

Table 2 – Time Profiles (N=6 FGDs) 
Activity Monsoon 

Before                After          Difference 
Summer 

Before           After             Difference 
 
1.  Sleep 
2. Household 
       Work 
3.  Fetching  
       Water 
4.  Social 
      Activities 
5.  Income 
     generation 
 

 
7.0 

 
5.2 

 
3.2 

 
2.0 

 
6.6 

 
7.6 

 
4.6 

 
0.8 

 
2.0 

 
9.0 

 
0.6 

 
-0.6 

 
-2.4 

 
0.0 

 
2.4 

 
6.8 

 
6.0 

 
3.4 

 
2.8 

 
5.0 

 
7.4 

 
5.0 

 
1.4 

 
2.8 

 
7.4 

 
0.6 

 
-1.0 

 
-2.0 

 
0.0 

 
2.4 

Total 24.0 24.0  24.0 24.0  
Source: SEWA 2003 

 

 

With the time saved from fetching water, women are able to earn an extra income, which 

is around Rs 17-20 per day. In addition, women are able to get adequate rest and perform more 

household work.  
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The confidence of women to function in the public domain as a collective is clearly 

observed in the water campaign. Women are better able to deal with conflicts, especially at the 

community level, where it sometimes requires them to defy their husbands in meetings. 

Alcoholism, for example, is a problem in many villages where men spend a substantial portion of 

household income on locally brewed liquor. Where women have formed strong collectives and 

are active in the public domain, they have been able to fight against alcoholism by damaging 

local breweries and shaming their husbands in village council meetings. There are instances 

where alcoholism in some villages has dissipated or even been abolished (personal 

communication with SEWA Water Coordinator, Ahmedabad).    

Collective action has also encouraged women to initiate activities on their own such as 

formation of Self Help Groups (SHGs) for savings and thrift with the support of SEWA. Thrift 

has helped women to build roof rainwater harvesting structures at the household level. In the 

SEWA meetings, women’s groups strongly express concern about a lack of employment 

opportunities for their husbands, the education of the girl child and the marketing of their crafts, 

among the many problems they face in their lives. Such expressions of women are what SEWA 

believes is important for any substantive social change, including changes in gender relations in 

rural Gujarat.  A visible impact of availability of water through women’s efforts in the water 

campaign is reduction in migration of both women and men. This fact clearly emerged in eight 

of the 13 FGDs conducted in the villages. Prior to the water campaign, entire households used to 

migrate with their cattle to far away places in search of water and jobs. With water security, there 

has been a visible decline in out-migration of women and children. Some men do migrate nearby 

for jobs but not for long term. The scope of the paper does not allow for a more in-depth research 
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in water security and migration trends. Figure 3 gives a graphic presentation of the impact of the 

water campaign on women. 

Figure 3 – Impact of SEWA’s water campaign (collective action) on women 
 

 

For any impact to be effective for rural women in the long run, it is essential to change 

gender relations. Unless there is a change towards a more egalitarian situation, any impact will 

be difficult to sustain. In a patriarchal set up, change in gender relations at the household level is 

an important indicator of collective action’s ability to contribute to gender equity. While the 

scope of this study did not permit a detailed exploration of gender relations at the household 

level, it was observed that in some households, particularly those of some SEWA leaders, men 

have become more supportive of allowing women to spend time outside of the home and make 

decisions in accumulated savings, as well as educating the girl child. That women are able to 

come out of the confines of their home and participate in the water campaign activities is a big 

achievement for SEWA and is also a critical step towards women’s empowerment. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
The most significant impact of SEWA’s Women, Water and Work Campaign has been 

the empowerment of women in terms of their capacity to undertake activities independently, or 

collectively, in the public domain. The success of the campaign can be clearly attributed to the 

institutional arrangements at the community level (pani samitis); the leadership initiatives which 

mobilized women at the village level; the role played by women’s collectives in sustaining the 

activities of the campaign; the women’s sense of ownership of local water resources and 

infrastructure; the democratic and transparent process of distribution of benefits among 

community members; and above all, the strong group cohesiveness among community women. 

Women’s collective agency has been enhanced by, and has also strengthened, the 

Women, Water and Work Campaign. In rural Gujarat, collective action is a strategy that women 

have successfully adopted to come together as a group, network and work with SEWA. As 

individuals, their voices are subdued and they are unable to make any significant impact at the 

community level. However, in the public domain, women are able to undertake activities relating 

to the campaign independently of men, thereby demonstrating an increased sense of ownership 

and confidence in water management.  

The Women, Work and Water Campaign has shed light on certain significant principles 

that have the potential to guide interventions in the water sector. What clearly emerges is that 

through women’s collective action (mobilization and formation of grassroots institutions), good 

governance for sustaining local water management and “engendering” of the state to some 

extent, is possible. Another aspect that cannot be overlooked is reduction in migration among 

both women and men due to increased availability of water for their livelihoods. However, the 

larger question remains as to whether the impact on gender relations that is observed at the 
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collective level has percolated to the household level. Within the household, women tend to 

avoid conflicts and take on the burden of all domestic responsibilities so that they are not 

prevented by their husbands from going out to work for the water campaign. While an increase 

in income places women in an advantageous bargaining position within the household, visible 

changes in gender relations are yet to occur in the private sphere. Indeed, the observations in the 

field indicate that although gender-equitable change processes have begun at the household level 

they are yet to have a widespread impact.  

Though SEWA functionaries are very positive about the changes in women’s condition 

and position since the onset of the Women, Work and Water Campaign, much change remains to 

be made in order for women to achieve a footing equal to men. Collective action has the 

potential to change gender relations at the household level when women use their collective 

strength to take on issues like violence against women, son preference and neglect of the girl 

child (which is very rampant in rural Gujarat). Although this paper focuses on water 

management and women’s role in the public domain through collective action, constraints within 

the household need to be critically examined and explored in order to understand changes in 

gender relations as a fundamental aspect for any collective action to take place beyond the 

household. 
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