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Gender mainstreaming in water reuse

Main issues

The implementation of a gender mainstreaming approach in
water reuse projects will positively impact men, women, and
children in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

Gender is a socialization process that ascribes values to

men, women, youth, and children based on who they are
rather than what they can do. Historically, women and

other socially excluded groups have been overlooked in
country implementation projects largely for who they are.
Gender mainstreaming draws attention to these gender-
based constraints, inequalities, and biases. Designers and
implementers of water reuse projects can use the gender
mainstreaming approach and ensure that everyone will benefit
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Women can bring a unique perspective to

water reuse projects which is lost through the current
exclusion

Water reuse project teams can address gender in the
project cycle by using four approaches presented in the
form of questions

Employment opportunities can be created by recognizing
the multiple skills and financial benefits from women’s
engagement, and by removing constraints and barriers to
their employment in water reuse projects

Guidelines for planners, investors, project designers and operators

from the projects. Gender mainstreaming means integrating a
gender equality perspective at all stages and levels of policies,
programs, and projects.

Gender mainstreaming approaches can be integrated into
water reuse project cycles so that equal opportunities can be
offered to all members of society.

Gender mainstreaming is a good start for interventions in the
water reuse projects but the goal is a gender transformative
approach. This approach aims at challenging and changing
norms and values while reconfiguring power relationships
thereby promoting equality between women and men. Gender
integration must be carried out at all stages of the project cycle
of water reuse projects.

This brief provides guidance for governments, and development
and financing institutions to enable project designers and
implementers to understand and address the differences
between and among women, men, girls, and boys in terms

of their relative ownership, distribution and control over
resources, opportunities, constraints, and power across the
project cycle.

Context

Demand for freshwater resources is increasing due to
population growth, urbanization, and agricultural expansion
and intensification. The MENA region is one of the most arid
regions on Earth and is characterized by low water availability.
Agriculture is the dominant water user in most countries in
the region and a key driver of economic development. The gap
between water supply and demand is widening every year.

Governments in the MENA region are urgently seeking
interventions to increase water security, including efforts to
optimize water management, narrow the supply-demand gap
and prevent water quality degradation. One promising solution
is the smart use of water that has already been used. Water

can be used in cities and reused in agriculture or for other
beneficial purposes, with benefits for all. Water reuse has great
potential to help overcome some of the challenges posed by the
increasing pressure on already stressed water resources.
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“I hope we get good water. There has been a lot of great
work constructing bridges, but | hope they can focus on
helping us get better water” - Respondent from Kafr El-
Sheikh (landowner and renter, female, age 55).

In Egypt, women are increasingly engaging in irrigated
agriculture, but are often unable to engage in water
management strategies at local and policy levels. Water
reuse is promoted in policy, and is a necessity given the
water scarcity in Egypt. However, research conducted
by the ReWater MENA project in Kafr El-Sheikh in 2021
found that the challenges in treating wastewater, and the
frequent and unplanned mixing of treated and untreated
water in agricultural drains shapes user perceptions on
the safety of drainage water for irrigation. This means
that many marginalized women who rely on drainage
water for irrigation rarely consume what they grow, and
need to sell the produce in distant markets, because of
the low local demand and value for vegetables irrigated
with drainage water. Addressing these challenges in the
formulation and implementation of projects for the

safe reuse of water is key for inclusive and

effective outcomes.

Gender mainstreaming approach

Men and women play different roles in society and have
different needs. These roles and needs differ depending on the
country, region, ethnic group, or other determining factors
that shape and organize societies. Gender mainstreaming
recognizes these differences and calls for integrating a gender
equality perspective at all stages and levels of policies,
programs, and projects.

Traditional project design may cater to the needs of the
dominant group in a society. Gender mainstreaming

offers an alternative and aims to intentionally bring the
gender-based constraints, inequalities, and biases into the
mainstream thinking. Gender mainstreaming, therefore,
broadens the scope for designing and implementing
inclusive projects and programs that enhance the well-being
of both women and men and creates a more socially just and
sustainable society.

The importance of gender in water reuse projects
Gender is a central issue to be analyzed in the design and
implementation of water reuse projects. Project designers
need to consider the current roles and responsibilities of
women and men; asset ownership; access, use and control
of resources; and differential benefits in the value chain.
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They also need to recognize that men and women use water
differently.

Women form most of the agricultural labor force in the MENA
region. In Egypt, women comprise 36% of the labor force
with men contributing 22%. However, their needs and the
challenges they face are often neglected in project planning,
implementation, and evaluation processes due to gender
biases which have developed over a long period of time.

Water reuse requires strict adherence to set rules and
regulations to ensure its safe use with minimal negative
implications. These rules should be clearly and effectively
communicated to all men and women users. Gender
mainstreaming is thus very important to ensure equitable
access to information.

Water reuse is a sensitive issue in many countries. This is partly
attributed to cultural and religious concerns, but also due to a
lack of information about its safety for use. The more informed
the users are, the better they will be equipped to manage risks.
This is especially true for women who tend to have less access
than men to technical information. However, it is unclear what
role women play in water reuse and how they are affected, and
several issues can be combined making it difficult to understand.
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Gender mainstreaming in a water reuse project
cycle

Water reuse project teams can assess gender using four
approaches presented in the form of questions that need to
be addressed before moving into further guiding questions
along the project cycle:

- How are the targeted measures aiming at ensuring, or
at least increasing, participation of women in different
water reuse programs?

« What are the integrated measures with a focus on
structures and systems that systematically reduce the
gender gap and empower women within water reuse?

« What are the policy dialogue opportunities and
challenges for men and women to participate, lead,
manage and benefit from water reuse investments?

« How are gender disparities and differences included as
part of the applied methodology?

Gendered employment opportunities

Water reuse depends on investments that create alternative
uses for different qualities of water. This in turn creates new
employment opportunities for men and women. Project
managers can use various approaches to increase women’s

Gender mainstreaming in the water reuse project cycle

employment within the water reuse projects such as irrigated
agriculture and in the wastewater treatment plants.

Water and sanitation utilities are often top-down entities
which see themselves as offering an essential service based
on their expertise. The business environment is shifting with
the need to see citizens as customers whose needs must

be addressed. Women comprise just over half of the global
population, so they must not only be consulted, but they
need to be represented as employees at different levels of the
service providers’ tiers and contribute to decision-making.

Studies have noted that the inclusion of women in the
design, operation, and maintenance of water and sanitation
facilities can result in positive outcomes at different levels.
Water and sanitation service providers will benefit from an
increased pool of talent with a potential of diversified inputs
for more efficient and effective service provision to intended
customers.

Currently, the low participation of women in water services
is due to discrimination against female employment at four
stages: attraction, recruitment, retention, and advancement.
Removing these barriers is critical to provide equal
opportunities for women.

Stage 1
Initiation

What are the current roles of men, women, and youth in
water reuse?

What can the project learn?
Are there any differences in the perception?

What are the challenges and opportunities?
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Stage 5
Evaluation

Was there rigor in the gender analysis
throughout?

Was there rigor in addressing priorities
and gender equality in the design
phase?

How did the project benefit or meet the
needs of beneficiaries?

How has the project influenced or led to
changes in perceptions on water reuse
or benefits related to meeting practical

needs? S

Did the project contribute to long-term

Performance monitoring

Stage 2
Planning

Is the specific theory of change inclusive and does it reflect
the needs of men, women, and youth?

Are participating institutions gender sensitive?

If not, what can be done to ensure equitable delivery of
goods and services?
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Stage 3
Implementation

Are the required resources available?

Has support been provided to engender
outcomes?

Are relevant institutions and stakeholders
effectively sensitized and engaged to provide
services equitably to men, women, and youth?
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Is the baseline data disaggregated by age, sex,
economic status and ethnicity?

Do efforts for community engagement create

behavioral change?

Is there sufficient gender-specific disaggregated
performance indicators?

equal opportunities?

What are the expenditures on women’s priorities
and gender equality actions?

What adjustments have been made?
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Recommendations

Gender mainstreaming will positively impact the men,
women, and children who will benefit from socially inclusive
water reuse interventions. There are many opportunities for
mainstreaming gender within the generic water reuse sector
in the context of a project cycle.

Gender should be assessed using approaches that address
the targeted measures, integrated measures, policy dialogue
opportunities and gender disparities. Women should play a
greater role in water reuse by making up a greater percentage
of the labor force in the water services sector.

Gender mainstreaming is a good start, but the aim is a gender
transformative approach, which addresses the root causes

of gender inequality by challenging and changing norms and
values while reconfiguring power relationships. Ultimately,

a transformative agenda will be developed to change social,
cultural, economic, institutional, financial, and political
structures, and enhance the ability of women and girls to
become influential actors in the water reuse project cycle.

A key source and further reading: Mapedza, E.; Dessalegn, B.; Abdelali-
Martini, M.; Al Hariry, H. 2022. Gender mainstreaming guidelines. In:
Mateo-Sagasta, J.; Al-Hamdi, M.; AbuZeid, K. (eds.). Water reuse in

the Middle East and North Africa: A sourcebook. Colombo, Sri Lanka:
International Water Management Institute (IWMI). pp.122-141.
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/128360

For more information, visit: https://rewater-mena.iwmi.org/

Contact: Javier Mateo-Sagasta, ReWater MENA project leader, IWMI
Headquarters, Colombo, Sri Lanka (J.Mateo-Sagasta@cgiar.org)
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The International Water Management Institute (IWMI) is an international,
research-for-development organization that works with governments, civil
society and the private sector to solve water problems in developing countries
and scale up solutions. Through partnership, IWMI combines research on

the sustainable use of water and land resources, knowledge services and
products with capacity strengthening, dialogue and policy analysis to support
implementation of water management solutions for agriculture, ecosystems,
climate change and inclusive economic growth. Headquartered in Colombo,
Sri Lanka, IWMI is a CGIAR Research Center with offices in 15 countries and a
global network of scientists operating in more than 55 countries.
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