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Preamble 

 

The project has assembled a group of enthusiastic people with different scientific and 
practical background. In and of itself, the project presents a major challenge and a 
practical lesson in social learning in order to promote and guide the research process 
to profit from the diversity of knowledge and experiences. We welcome feedback 
and suggestions from anyone reading this report since it defines the basic structure of 
what we intend to do in the project. 

All teams involved are grateful for the support of the European Commission in 
providing funds for this research and to the national organisations contributing to the 
project. 

 
 

Claudia Pahl-Wostl 
 

Coordinator of  WB1 
 NeWater  project 

August 2005 
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Policy Summary 

The rise of a river basin approach based on the hydrological logic of the basin is prompted, 
among others, by the increasing complexity of environmental problems, the emphasis on 
sustainable ecosystems for human well-being, and internalisation of externalities arising 
from the upstream/downstream dichotomies that need inter-disciplinary and consensual 
planning and management of water. This approach that essentially incorporates democratic 
and polycentric governance and adaptive management style rests on a process of active 
learning by all stakeholders and continuous improvement of management strategies for 
dealing with uncertainties. One important challenge to the realisation of a river basin 
approach is how to make it more responsive to the needs of poor men and women and for 
improving their well-beings.  

 

In this paper, a conceptual framework is presented for achieving reductions in poverty, 
inequality and the related phenomenon of ill-health through better water management that 
emphasizes a holistic approach for understanding the interrelationships of livelihoods, 
resources and institutions. It stresses that a locally grounded approach needs to be adopted by 
water managers at all levels, including, the national and river basin levels.  

   

Integration of poverty, gender and health issues in adaptive river basin management must 
start from recognising the need for an iterative learning process by all stakeholders and for 
all water uses. Though the river basin organisations should assume a lead role in initiating 
this, various steps need to be established through a process of dialogue and analyses with key 
stakeholders across the scales.  

 

At the basin level, a formal declaration of commitment to the integration of poverty, gender 
and health issues is a critical first step. The commitment needs to be backed up by adequate 
resources and expertise to follow up the process. A task force should be created with 
expertise and leadership from across the basin countries to lead this commitment into 
implementation through basin level dialogues and securing national ownership of this 
process.  A protocol also needs to be established for inclusive and representative 
participation of all water users in multi-stakeholder dialogues. An active advocacy campaign 
should also be undertaken for promoting the pro-poor and gender sensitive agenda. 

 

At the national level, often there is a need to review existing policies and institutions. An 
inter-agency working group should be established that have adequate organisational mandate 
and financial strength to carry on the job of defining the national strategy. Implementing the 
national strategy would also require capacity building of government agencies and partners 
from non-government and private organisations. Besides this, an important focus should be 
on actively including disadvantaged and poor men and women water users into the dialogue 
processes.  

 

At the local level, a crucial step is to review the local institutions, i.e., organisations, rules, 
norms and values and to reform their mandates, if needed. Ensuring equitable access to water 
for all users and for all uses is an important step for an inclusive pro-poor and gender 
sensitive approach. Capacity development at the local level should include skill development 
to enable the disadvantaged groups to engage in the decision making processes. Poverty, low 
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level of education, discriminatory social norms and values all may act as barriers for a truly 
multi-stakeholder process unless especial measures are designed to ameliorate them.  

 

The generic mechanisms, however, should be taken for what they are with all their 
limitations to applying in a given context. The outcome will depend on how adequately the 
river basin organisations can understand and tackle the subtle power issues at various levels 
in the quest for an inclusive and equitable strategy that adaptive water management entails. 
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1. Introduction 

Recent environmental changes have signalled increasing complexity of problems 
encompassing human relationships to land and water. Following this there is a 
growing recognition that these problems are not amenable to simple technocratic 
solutions but require harnessing of diverse knowledge bases including the 
experience-based wisdom of those directly affected. The rise of the Integrated Water 
Resource Management (IWRM) concept has brought concerns like the importance of 
all water uses including the non-consumptive and non-marketed water; non-
sustainable exploitation of land and water resources; and, the need to involve 
multiple stakeholders with differing values and interests to the forefront of water 
management. The Dublin Principles of 1992, followed by Agenda 21, and finally the 
EU Water Framework Directives (2000) have all propagated the need for inter-
disciplinary and consensual planning and management of water at the river basin 
level. The rise of a river basin approach based on the ‘hydrological logic’ of the 
basin has been prompted by the recent emphasis on ecosystem approach, 
internalisation of externalities arising from the upstream/downstream dichotomies, 
and, experiences gained from watershed management using the principle of 
subsidiarity and stakeholder representation (Molle 2006). The river basin approach 
that essentially incorporates democratic and polycentric governance and adaptive 
management requires a process of active learning by all stakeholders and continuous 
improvement of management strategies for dealing with uncertainties and constantly 
shifting problems and their solutions (Pahl-Wostl, C. et al 2007, Mostert, E et al 
2007, Kastens, B. 2007, Raadgever, G.T et al 2008, Barraque, B. and Mostert, E. 
2006, Environmental Law Institute 2006) 

Although the approach has a great appeal in addressing the complex problems 
resulting from ever changing and often conflicting relationships amongst those who 
share a river basin, it faces a number of challenges in its implementation. Indeed, it 
has been noted, that the emphasis on a rather large unit like the river basin may bring 
up the issue of compatibility of the approach to the nuances of local dynamics of 
decision making. (Moench, D. et al 2003, Molle, F. et al 2006).  One important 
challenge that this paper addresses is how to make the approach more responsive to 
the needs of poor men and women in improving their livelihoods and health status.  

The following section will focus on the conceptual framework for an equitable 
approach to adaptive water management that attempts to integrate poverty, gender 
and health issues in the river basin management.   

 

2. A conceptual framework for equitable river basin management   

This framework is intended to provide guidance towards achieving reductions in 
poverty, inequality and the related phenomenon of ill-health through better water 
management at the local level. The framework emphasizes a holistic approach in 
explaining livelihoods and their relationships to resources and institutions that 
govern their access and uses by individuals and communities. It stresses that a locally 
grounded approach needs to be adopted by water managers at all levels, including, 
the national and river basin levels, to ensure that equity is attained and sustainability 
ensured.  
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The approach draws on the capability approach (Sen, A 1999) where poverty is seen 
as deprivation of capabilities or opportunities rather than merely as lowness of 
income. This wider definition enables us to recognise water management activities as 
an important aspect of poverty reduction and as an important element in people’s 
capabilities. It also provides a comprehensive conceptualisation of inequality 
including that of gender, and health related issues in water management. For 
example, having access to drinking water should be considered as an important 
element in the capability set of a person as it enhances his/her opportunities to 
survive and achieve basic sanitation requirements. Having access to water for 
livelihoods further enhances the capability of reducing poverty and increasing well-
being. On the other hand, a capability to reduce the risk of being exposed to floods or 
polluted water may help a person to avoid a lower level of ill-beings resulting from 
water related hazards. Thus the larger the capability set of a person the greater is the 
choice he/she will have in achieving an increase in water-related well-beings. Water 
management approaches need to put this holistic and integrated approach at the core 
of their implementation strategies.   

Figure 1 presents human well-beings derived from having access to safe and 
adequate water as physical survival, hygiene and sanitary arrangements, and 
livelihoods. On the contrary, ill-beings are identified as results excess of (e.g., 
floods) water, scarcity of (e.g., drought) water and poor quality (e.g., polluted) water. 
Water for ecosystem is an important element in both increasing well-being and 
reducing the ill-beings. It is important to note that well-beings achieved from water 
may also enhance other types of intangible well-beings like aesthetic well-beings, if 
one can grow flowers in his/her garden with the use of water, or enhance spiritual 
well-being from having secure and clean water needed for worship in some religious 
traditions. On the other hand, ill-beings from water may also impact on other ill-
beings, e.g., not being able to continue one’s education due to decrease in income as 
a result of flood affected crop loss, or an increase in gender based violence during or 
in the aftermath of hazards like a severe hurricane or floods.         

The process of transition from capability (opportunity or potential functioning) to 
achievement (or achieved functioning) reveals people’s choice regarding a particular 
opportunity. This choice may be informed by their adaptive preferences as very often 
individuals tend to adapt to the conditions and constraints of their lives in making 
decisions on what they do or do not do. In a situation of absolute poverty and 
vulnerability, adaptive preferences may be conceived as being narrow and 
constrictive. On the other hand, expansion of capabilities may also contribute to 
expanding the scope for adaptation. It is important to note that capabilities are also 
inter-linked and may result in coupling of advantages or disadvantages in adaptation 
and achievement of well-being. For example, increase in the availability of irrigation 
water (in itself a generation of capability) may result in different achievements for 
different people depending on their overall capability set. Individuals with greater 
capability (to pay for the water), land (to use the irrigation water), technology 
(equipments needed to irrigate land) and labour power (to undertake the tasks of 
irrigating) may tend to achieve greater well-beings from this intervention. Others 
who do not have any of these capabilities or have them in insufficient amount may 
not be able to take advantage of this intervention and can effectively remain 
excluded. In another example, a flood warning (i.e., a generation of capability in 
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terms of creating opportunities for people to take decisions) may result in different 
responses from different individuals depending on their capability set. Capabilities of 
having access to transport to evacuate, access to property security and insurance, 
physical ability to move, particularly having handicaps such as age, disability or 
illness, or social norms on taking refuse in a public shelter particularly for women, 
will result in different achievements. Thus it seems plausible to argue that capability 
for adaptation is essentially a constitutive element of overall capability. 
Understanding adaptive capacity therefore needs analyses of the nature and 
composition of overall capabilities at the disposal of individuals and communities in 
a given circumstances. In a dynamic sense, adaptive capacity is not only influenced 
by overall capabilities but in turn also influences them: a successful adaptation may 
have an enhancing effect on the other capabilities while a failed adaptation may 
result in further diminishing them. This is presented by the dotted line connecting 
achieved well-beings and ill-beings or outcomes to the resource base indicating a 
dynamic process.      

 

Figure 1: A conceptual framework for Learning and Adapting to Social and 
Environmental Realities (LASER)     

 

 

                                

 

Capabilities may be viewed as resources, i.e., incomes, entitlements, market and non-
market goods and services and so on. But what use people can make of a given 
bundle of resources will often depend on a number of contingent circumstances. It 
may depend on factors like personal heterogeneities, social and political institutional 
norms and rules, policies and practices, market structure, and environmental 
diversities, among others. These are the conversion factors and are crucial in a 
process through which incomes and resources are converted into capabilities or 
opportunities. For example, to make use of a piece of land for cultivation, one may 
need to be a member of a local irrigation group that may have certain criteria on 
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members’ personal characteristics, i.e., being educated, or adult or male, or being 
member of a particular political party, or having land with certain physical 
characteristics of being located in upstream or downstream or in proximity to the 
irrigation facilities that are on offer and so on. 

As Figure 1 shows, the pathway from resources to capabilities to adaptation leading 
to well-being is a dynamic one. Intervention in one element can set in motion a 
positive or negative trend that may offset each other with equal strength producing 
no visible enhancement of well-being or reduction of ill-being. It may also produce 
and sustain a positive trend whereby enhancement in well-being is reproduced 
through enhancement of resources and capabilities to produce a greater level of well 
being to continue until a shock intervenes to change this trend. On the contrary, a 
failure to reduce vulnerability to hazards may set a negative trend whereby an 
increase in ill-being is reproduced through further decline in resources and 
capabilities to produce an even greater level of ill-being until an external intervention 
is made to discontinue the trend.  

The challenge for adaptive water management is to sustain a process of adaptation 
that will enhance well-being, reduce ill-being and on balance produce a net gain in 
overall well-being that people may derive from water. Enabling institutions that are 
pro-poor and gender sensitive can play a major role in increasing the adaptive 
capacity of individuals and communities. River basin organizations (RBO) can foster 
such a process through committing to pro-poor and gender sensitive agenda and 
providing technical advice, and, coordination and monitoring of activities undertaken 
by the national and local authorities.    

The following section presents a set of mechanisms for integrating poverty, gender 
and health issues for consideration in the river basin organisations at the basin, 
national and local levels.   

 

3.  Mechanisms for integrating poverty, gender and health issues 

The starting point in adaptive management of river basins is recognition of an 
iterative and active learning process by ALL stakeholders and for ALL water uses. 
Though the river basin organisations should assume a lead role in initiating this, 
various steps need to be established through a process of dialogue and analyses with 
key stakeholders across the scales, i.e., at the basin, national and local levels.  Figure 
2 presents the main agenda that need be addressed at these three levels.  
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Figure 2: Addressing poverty, gender and health issues at the local, national and 
basin levels.  

 

Basin Level

Declare commitment

Create task force

Launch advocacy campaign

Develop capacity

Conduct visioning exercise

National Level

Review policies and institutions

Promote dialogue and learning
Define national strategy

Establish inter-agency working group

Conduct poverty, gender and health analysis

Local Level

Ensure equitable access to water

Recognise water for all usage

Promote pro-poor and gender sensitive institutions

 

  
 
3.1 Basin level:  
 
Formal declaration of commitment to integration of poverty, gender and health issues 
is a first critical step. This is a pre-requisite for an effective mainstreaming process 
and for securing support from all parties and stakeholders for its implementation. The 
commitment needs to be backed by adequate resources and expertise to follow up the 
process.       
 
A next step is to create a task force who will lead this commitment to 
implementation. Drawing on expertise and leadership from across the basin 
countries, this institutional mechanism should promote integration of poverty, gender 
and health issues in river basin dialogues and more importantly secure national 
ownership of this process.   
 
Once established, this task force should take up consultations with key stakeholders 
from different agencies, including the government, private, and research 
organisations, and, non-government or civil society groups to conduct a visioning 
exercise for setting up goals and priorities.  They should also agree on a protocol for 
inclusive and representative participation of poor men and women in multi-
stakeholder dialogues.  
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Table 1: Basin level agenda and actions   
 
Agenda    Actions 
 
1. Declare commitment  

� Formal and explicit declaration/resolution to 
undertake poverty and gender inclusive approaches 
to river basin management. 

� Securing support for this from all parties involved.  
� Commitment must be backed up by sufficient 

resources for follow up activities. 
2. Create basin level task force 

� Prepare terms of reference for the task force and 
get agreed by all parties. 

� Actively seek out qualified professionals for 
providing leadership. 

� Develop a protocol for ensuring inclusive and 
representative participation of poor men and 
women in multi-stakeholder dialogues at all levels 
of the basin.  

� Develop monitoring and evaluation indicators. 
 
3. Conduct visioning exercise 

� Undertake a visioning exercise on the goals and 
priorities of stakeholders at various levels.  

� Use this document flexibly as a starting point for 
future programme development and validate and 
reformulate goals and actions as the programme 
evolves.  

 

4. Develop Capacity 

� Assessing training requirements for RBO 
secretariat on poverty, gender and health issues in 
water management.  

� Provide training on inclusive participatory 
methodologies for multi-stakeholder dialogue 
facilitators? 

� Earmark resources for training on gender and 
poverty analysis in the basin countries. 

� Compile existing data base on the current state of 
stakeholder participation, disaggregated by gender 
and poverty status, and assess potential 
contribution of a more inclusive approach to 
participation.  
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� Compile major water-related health problems in the 
river basin and potential savings that can be made 
with an effective strategy.    

 

5. Launch advocacy campaign 

� Active campaign to create awareness and build 
support for equitable water management aimed at 
the policy makers and the wider public.  

� Actively engage in putting gender, poverty and 
health issues on mainstream RBO agenda and 
multi-stakeholder dialogues.  

� Engage with the policy makers of the basin 
countries for changing policies and budgets to 
make them more relevant for addressing the 
gender, poverty and health issues. 

� Promote the role of stakeholder involvement at all 
levels of RBO. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

     

Capacity development at the RBO and at national levels is an important mechanism 
for effective implementation. Training needs for the RBO secretariat members and 
multi-stakeholder dialogue (MSD) facilitators on gender and poverty methodologies 
should be assessed and resources earmarked.  An evidence based assessment of the 
current nature and level of stakeholder participation, disaggregated by gender and 
poverty status, and the potential contribution of an inclusive strategy to adaptive 
water management can go a long way in building a strong support base. Similarly 
assessing major water-related health problems and potential savings that can be made 
by an effective combat strategy may help getting national commitments for 
mainstreaming health issues in development objectives.  

The RBO should also disseminate information on their commitments, priorities, and, 
programmes.  An active advocacy campaign should be undertaken for promoting the 
pro-poor and gender sensitive agenda. This is important in creating awareness and 
building support for equitable and inclusive water management and be aimed both at 
the policy makers, private organisations and the wider public. Efforts should be made 
to place gender, poverty and health issues in mainstream RBO agenda, consultations 
and dialogues.  

 
3.2 National level:  
 
RBOs at the basin level often remain an abstract entity and need to be reconciled 
with national and local realities. Thus a major responsibility of implementing a pro-
poor and gender sensitive agenda lies at the national level. National agencies vary 
substantially in their orientations, policies and legal frameworks so the mechanisms 
identified here may not be equally applicable to all situations.  
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However, often there is a need to review existing policies and institutions that 
determine what is being done, who is doing it and who is excluded from it. This 
exercise is needed to identify areas that must be addressed for an enabling 
environment for wider participation.  
 
As poverty, gender and health issues cut across a number of sectors, there is a need 
for an inter-agency working group to lead the process. The lead agency, e.g., this 
could be a water management agency, should set up a protocol for dialogue and a 
culture of working together. This inter-agency working group should have adequate 
organisational mandate and financial strength to carry on the job of defining the 
national strategy for pro-poor and gender sensitive water management.                    
 
Table 2 :  National level agenda and actions 
 
Agenda    Actions 
 

1. Review policies  
and institutions 

� Identify relevant policy documents for review 
aimed at assessing their relevance for addressing 
poverty, gender and health issues (e.g., country 
development strategy, water management plans 
PRSP documents etc.) 

� Identify institutions and organisations that are 
relevant for mainstreaming poverty and gender 
sensitive water management. 

� Review laws and rules to indicate the adequacy of 
the current legal system for promoting and ensuring 
a pro-poor and gender equitable development. 

� Compilation of social and gender analysis and 
other studies indicating constraints including social 
norms and values that impact on equitable 
participation of poor men and women in MSDs. 

� Take measures to identify areas that need further 
study and ameliorative actions.        

 
2. Establish inter-agency 
working group at the national level  

� Identify the lead agency and get agreement on this 
among all partners.  

� Establish an inter-agency working group and 
prepare the terms of reference. 

� Make budgetary provisions for effective 
functioning of the task force.  

 
� Assess capacity of the lead and related agencies to 

carry out the proposed mandate. 
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3. Define national strategy  
� Assess national development plans for identifying 

goals and targets where poverty, gender and health 
issues can be linked directly and contribute to their 
realisation.    

� Assess sectoral priorities of the more relevant 
sectors for their potential to mainstream gender, 
poverty and health issues, e.g., water, agricultural 
and health sectors. 

� Define a strategy for how to integrate of poverty 
and gender and health priorities in the above 
national and sectoral plans and programmes.   

4. Develop capacity  
� Assess training requirements of the priority sectors 

and organisations to develop and implement pro-
poor and gender sensitive agenda in their overall 
activities.  

� Earmark resources for training on gender and 
poverty analysis at the national and local levels. 

5.   Conduct poverty, gender  
and health  analysis 

� Poverty analysis: identify structural causes and 
manifestations of poverty, assess effectiveness of 
policies to reduce poverty, develop strategic 
options.   

� Gender analysis: roles and responsibilities of men 
and women, disparities and gender bias; impact of 
policies and social norms on equitable 
participation; share of men and women in 
resources, representation in institutions, and 
outcomes of development activities; assess 
effectiveness of policies and develop strategic 
options.    

� Health analysis: identifying water-associated 
diseases and nutritional deficiencies for remedial 
actions; water supply and sanitation coverage, 
assessing health impacts of water resources 
development programmes; gender and age 
differentiated incidences of diseases; representation 
of home- based health carers in water supply, 
sanitation, and hygiene programmes; support 
system for taking care of disaster affected 
households.        

 
6. Promote dialogue 
and learning  

� Enabling policies and provisions for stakeholder 
participation in dialogues at all levels. 
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� Promote dialogue to bridge the gap between 
‘social’ and ‘technical’ experts. 

� Encourage participation of NGOs, private 
organisations and civil society groups including 
disadvantaged and poor men and women. If need 
be provide relevant resources for their 
participation, skill development, transport facilities, 
language support during dialogue sessions, etc.    

____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
  
Implementing the national strategy would require capacity building at various levels 
of government agencies and partners from non-government and private 
organisations. The inter-agency working group should mobilise resources for training 
on integrating gender, poverty and health issues in water management programmes 
and projects at various levels, from national to local. On-going project cycle and log 
frame analysis, and, monitoring and evaluation need to be adapted to the 
requirements of a gender and poverty sensitive approach.    
 
In many countries, studies may be available that have carried out adequate gender, 
poverty and health analyses. In other cases, there may be a need to conduct these 
studies. A number of generic studies are also available that may provide valuable 
insight into mainstreaming these issues. (ADB et al 2006, ADB  2006, DFID 2002, 
PEP 2008, WEDO 2008, Prell, C et al 2006, GWA 2003, 2006).  
      
  
Finally, there is a need for creating enabling policies and institutional environment 
for promoting dialogue among all relevant stakeholders. Stakeholders need to be 
defined including all water users and all water uses. Moreover, often there exists a 
divide between ‘technical’ experts (e.g., engineers or hydrologists), and ‘social’ 
experts (e.g., gender and poverty analysts or sociologists). Adaptive water 
management requires establishing interconnectedness among these groups to 
integrate social issues of poverty and gender into technical aspects of water 
management.          
 
An important aspect of social learning is the role of stakeholder participation 
(Raadgever, G.T. et al. 2008). Often, stakeholders who have power and authority 
dominate such a learning process. Linking to the clear commitment of the RBO at the 
basin level, implementation should focus on including disadvantaged and poor men 
and women water users into the dialogue process. The poverty and gender analyses 
carried out at various levels will help in identifying such groups. It is important to 
start the process of stakeholder participation at the very beginning of an initiative 
thereby ensuring integration of a wider knowledge base for a more sustainable 
outcome and empowering of hitherto disadvantaged groups in the process.     
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3.3 Local level 
 
Local vision, goals and actions are gradually gaining grounds in the science of water 
management. Indeed many water related problems are local in nature, though 
stakeholders who are directly affected by these problems often are not represented 
among the decision makers who remain at higher levels (BothENDS and Gomukh 
2006, Earle, A  and M. Daniel 2006, Environmental Law Institute 2006, 
HarmoniCOP 2005) 
 
Adaptive management that relies on social learning in dealing with uncertainties can 
gain considerably if multiple differing stakeholders are brought into the dialogue 
processes, who not only have different experiences of vulnerability but also 
knowledge of constraints to and solutions of the problems, as these are “inescapably 
contextual and usually multiple, being mediated at the very least by the values and 
particular relationships that are assigned between people and their environment in a 
given location.” (De Chazal, J. et al. 2008:1).   
 
A critical step that also poses a challenge to achieving truly multi-stakeholder 
representation in RBO dialogues is to review the local institutions, i.e., organisations, 
rules, norms and values, for understanding their constituency and power base. Often 
traditional power holders in a given context exercise undue influence over the agenda 
and outcome of these institutions. Enabling voices of poor men and women to be 
heard in these cases needs careful understanding, and, reforming the mandates of 
organisations when needed. For example, in many cases water users’ associations do 
not allow membership to households having only homestead based vegetable gardens 
but not owning farmland. Thus these organisations tend to exclude a large number of 
poorer households particularly women cultivators for whom vegetable production 
from these plots may be the most important source of cash income and nutrition for 
the family, and, also livelihoods security (Soussan, J. 2004). In other cases, social 
norms and values may discriminate against certain ethnic groups or women thus 
excluding them from entering into decision making processes.  It is important to 
assess local organisations not only on the basis of who they include but also who 
they do not include.  
 
Ensuring equitable access to water for all and also for all uses is an important step for 
inclusive pro-poor and gender sensitive approach. Sometimes, the policies and rules 
allow equitable access but local power imbalances may hinder their realisation. A 
typical case is the upstream/downstream water allocation where, although rules may 
be equal, depending on the power relationship a farmer may or may not be able to 
secure water for his/her downstream plot. A pro-active policy and rule formulation 
that specifically address these local issues are warranted here.  Often equitable access 
to water is related to the nature of access and rights to land. Though undertaking land 
reforms may be beyond the mandate of RBOs, it is important to recognise that the 
women and the poor who may be entirely dependent on land and water for their 
livelihoods, may not have formal property rights to justify their claims to water 
allocation.     
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Table 3 :  Local level agenda and actions 
 
Agenda     Actions 
 
1. Promote pro-poor and  
and gender-sensitive institutions  

� Review local organisations – policies, rules 
and mandates – and initiate changes, where 
necessary, for effective inclusive 
participation. 

� Undertake study to analyse power 
inequalities for a better understanding of 
organisational operations. 

� Linking to the gender, poverty and health 
analyses carried out at the national level, 
study local nuances of these relationships.       

2. Ensure equitable access to water 
� Examine apparently ‘equal-for-all’ rules for 

their mode of operation and 
implementation.  

� Redress any unequal outcomes of policy or 
rules based on location 
(upstream/downstream) or social positions ( 
class, gender, and ethnicity) of the 
households.    

 
3. Recognise water for all uses 

� Drawing on the poverty and gender 
analyses, review water uses and allocation 
rules for including all uses of water, 
particularly those used by the marginal 
groups. 

� Recognise use of water for sustainable 
ecosystem functioning. 

 
4. Develop capacity    

� Identify needs for capacity and skill 
development at given locations. 

� Ensure adequate budgetary provisions  
� Undertake awareness and advocacy 

campaign to deal with issues arising from 
social norms and values that may prevent 
participation.  

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Capacity development is an enabling step for achieving more equitable participation 
of the poor men and women in the dialogue and decision making processes. 
However, apart from the organisational capacity development, as mentioned in the 
cases of basin and national levels, skill development of individual water users take an 
important role at the local levels. Poverty and illiteracy may prevent or limit 
participants engaging in dialogue and consultation processes unless additional 
measures, for example, suitable communication methods, linguistic support, 
convenient locations, or, child care arrangements are put in place. (GWA 2003, 
2006). Social norms and values may prevent men and women from disadvantaged 
backgrounds taking part in multi-stakeholder processes unless especial measures are 
designed. These may include forming separate groups to represent them, ensuring 
certain quota for their participation and undertaking skill development schemes. 
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4.  Conclusions 

The above discussions are intended to provide a generic guidance to integrating 
poverty, gender and health issues in activities of river basin organisations. The 
conceptual framework links water to these three vital issues and highlights the 
importance of institutions as a determining factor in adaptive capacity of individuals, 
communities and governments at various levels.  Focus is laid on three levels of 
actions, i.e., basin, national and local levels, though it is recognised that depending 
on a given context, the levels will vary in scale and importance. The generic 
mechanisms should be taken for what they are with all their limitations for applying 
in particular situations. The outcome of this exercise will depend on how adequately 
the river basin organisations are able to understand and tackle the subtle power issues 
in the quest for an inclusive and equitable strategy that adaptive water management 
entails. After all, water is a highly contested resource and river basin organisation a 
political construct.         
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